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Abstract 

Organizational culture has been cited as one of the most common issues in 

agile transformations. Yet little is understood about the topic of agile culture 

or its direct effects on agile transformational efforts. In this thesis, I have 

studied and expanded the concept of agile culture associated with the 

broader self-management literature. Moreover, this study discusses the in-

dividual inhibitors and enablers of agile culture.  

The study was conducted as a qualitative case study using a grounded the-

ory-building methodology utilizing ethnographic observations and semi-

structured interviews in theory building.  

Large hierarchical organizations can espouse outdated beliefs and prac-

tices that inhibit change and be bound by their overly complex structure. 

Moreover, the culture of hierarchy can unconsciously bind organizations to 

the previous hierarchical practices. Organizations can paradoxically increase 

their control over the change process to alleviate the uncertainty of organi-

zational change, further entrenching and legitimizing the previous culture. 

The findings illustrate the need for organizations to take a more holistic 

and integrated view of organizational culture, leadership, and strategy. Inte-

grating shared leadership practices and iterative strategy help the organiza-

tion align practices and decision-making around agile culture, allowing for a 

smoother stepwise transition. Psychological safety, transparency, and verti-

cal and horizontal communications were found to be important in facilitat-

ing agile teamwork and customer value co-creation. The findings emphasize 

the need for a gradual deconstruction of physical hierarchies and control sys-

tems early on by allocating more low-level resources and bottom-up initia-

tives in agile transformations. 
 

Keywords  Agile Development, Organizational culture, Self-management, It-

erative development, Organizational change 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tekijä  Teemu Lampela 

Työn nimi Kulttuurin Kahleissa – Organisaatiokulttuurin Rooli Laajamittaisissa 

Ketterissä Toimintamallimuutoksissa 

Koulutusohjelma  Tuotantotalous  

Pääaine Organisation Design and Leadership  

Vastuuopettaja/valvoja  Apulaisprofessori Niina Nurmi 

Työn ohjaaja(t)  Hanne Lehtovuori, Oikeustieteiden Maisteri (OTM) 

Yhteistyötaho Suomen Osuuskauppojen Keskuskunta 

Päivämäärä  21.12.2022 Sivumäärä  148 + 5 Kieli  englanti 

 

Tiivistelmä 

Organisaatiokulttuuri on yksi useimmin viitatuista ongelmista ketterissä or-

ganisaatiomuutoksissa. Ketterästä kulttuurista ja sen yksityiskohtaisimmista 

vaikutuksista ketteriin muutosmalleihin ymmärretään hyvin vähän. Tässä 

opinnäytetyössä luodaan tarkempaa kuvaa ketterästä kulttuurista suhteessa 

itseohjautuvuuden kirjallisuuteen. Lisäksi työssä tarkastellaan ketterän kult-

tuurimuutoksen mahdollistavia ja estäviä tekijöitä. 

Työ toteutettiin laadullisena tapaustutkimuksena käyttäen ankkuroitu 

teoria -tutkimusmenetelmää, hyödyntäen etnografista havainnointia ja puo-

listrukturoituja haastatteluita osana teorian rakentamista. 

Suuret hierarkkiset organisaatiot voivat sitoutua monimutkaisiin raken-

teisiinsa sekä vanhentuneisiin uskomuksiin ja käytäntöihin heikentäen muu-

toskyvykkyyttä. Epävarmuuden vähentämiseksi muutoksena aikana hierark-

kiset organisaatiot voivat paradoksaalisesti lisätä kontrolliaan muutospro-

sessissa sitouttaen ja vahvistaen aiempaa hierarkkista kulttuuria. 

Löydökset havainnollistavat organisaatioiden tarpeen kokonaisvaltaisem-

malle organisaatukulttuurin, johtamisen ja strategian tarkastelulle. Jaettujen 

johtamiskäytäntöjen ja iteratiivisen strategian integrointi mahdollistavat 

ketterien toimintamallien ja päätöksenteon yhteensovittamisen ketterän 

kulttuurin kanssa. Psykologisen turvallisuudentunteen, organisaation lä-

pinäkyvyyden, vertikaalisen- ja horisontaalisen viestinnän tärkeys läpi orga-

nisaation korostuvat löydöksissä tukien ketteriä toimintamalleja ja asia-

kasarvon yhteisluontia. Lisäksi vaiheittaisten organisaatiohierarkioiden ja 

kontrollimekanismien purkamista tulisi korostaa muutoksen alkuvaiheissa 

lisäämällä työntekijätason resursseja ja alhaalta ylöspäin suuntautuvien 

aloitteiden korostamista ketterissä toimintatapamuutoksissa. 

Avainsanat  Ketterä kehittäminen, Organisaatiokulttuuri, Itseohjautuvuus, 

Iteratiivinen kehitys, Organisaatiomuutos  
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1 Introduction  
 

Rapid technological change is becoming increasingly relevant for incumbent 

organizations, even when they are not directly involved in the technology in-

dustry. Accelerating innovation, product life cycles, and technology transfer 

have led to a significant decrease in the longevity of large-scale organizations 

in recent decades (Anthony et al., 2018). As both the theoretical models (e.g., 

Kane and Alavi, 2007; March, 1991; Teece, 2007) and empirical findings (He 

& Wong, 2004; Uotila et al., 2009) suggest, there is a need for more pre-

emptive sensing of customer needs as well as flexible and adaptive ap-

proaches to increasing environmental dynamism and customer needs for or-

ganizations. This increased environmental dynamism has subsequently in-

creased interest in agile practices (Digital.ai, 2021). 

Adopting agile in a large-scale organization presents a unique challenge. 

Agile development models were meant for smaller development teams 

(Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020), forcing large-scale agile organizations to 

modify the existing frameworks for successful adoption (Jalali & Wohlin, 

2012; Gustavsson, 2021). Large organizations become entrenched in previ-

ously learned behaviors, quickly lose their agility, and become bureaucratic 

as their size and age increase (Levinthal & March, 1993). Large incumbent 

organizations become anchored in their previous organizational culture 

through historical narratives and storytelling (Dailey & Browning, 2014; 

Sonenshein, 2010; Wilkins, 1984), strategy (Levinthal & March, 1993; Raffa-

elli et al., 2019, Vuori & Huy, 2015), structure (de Sitter, 1999; Lindvall et al., 

2004; van Amelsvoort & Hootegem, 2017), organizational identity (Dikert et 

al., 2016; Rafaelli et al., 2019; Vuori & Huy, 2015) and hierarchical leadership 

practices (Dikert et al., 2016; Gandomani et al., 2014; Iivari & Iivari, 2011; 

O’Connor, 2010) rooted in positivist epistemology and scientific manage-

ment frameworks (Bennis & O’Toole, 2005; Ghoshal, 2005; Gioia & Pitre, 

1990). Cultural challenges are one of the most common issues in agile adop-

tion, often accounting for up to 40-50% of transformation failures (Digital.ai, 

2021). To assess the issue of organizational culture in agile development, I 

seek to find answers to the following research question in this study: 

 

1) How does organizational culture influence the adoption of large-scale 

agile practices in a non-software intensive organization? 

 

The study was performed at Suomen Osuuskauppojen Keskuskunta 

(SOK) during the start of an agile transformation, in January 2022, simul-

taneously with this study. The study was performed as qualitative con-

structivist grounded theory research using interviews, observations, and 

access to the secondary data in the form of internal and external documen-

tation. The interviewing process was performed as semi-structured inter-

views, focusing on a multidisciplinary human resources (HR) team and the 
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cross-functional agile teams that work across different units. The goal of 

the study was to understand the early opportunities and challenges in 

large-scale agile transformations from the perspective of the SOK in a 

novel non-software intensive organizational culture. During the study, I 

sought to understand the sensemaking processes, the underlying beliefs 

and expectations, and the informants understanding of agile culture and 

processes to estimate SOK’s success and preparedness for the change. In 

addition, as agile HR represents a very novel environment, the goal was to 

create a greater understanding of the unique factors that large-scale agile 

in non-software intensive organizations represent. 

From a theoretical perspective, this thesis aims to provide unique in-

sight into the early challenges and opportunities of agile adoption in non-

software intensive organizations from the perspective of organizational 

culture, which has been studied little (Hoda et al., 2012). Moreover, as a 

lot of the agile literature has been developed by software engineers for soft-

ware engineers (Hoda et al., 2018), I seek to promote a more holistic liter-

ary review and discussion on the topic of agile development from a broader 

scope of academic literature. I strive to adopt a more interdisciplinary per-

spective by breaking boundaries between contemporary software engi-

neering, management, organizational psychology, and sociology literature 

related to the topic. 

From the practitioner’s point of view, this study aims to provide a holis-

tic look into adopting agile and building preparedness in an organization 

to make the transformation into an agile organization easier. The theory 

and concepts of agile organizations and culture have been studied particu-

larly little outside the IT and software development, with few exceptions, 

such as project management and product development (Digital.ai, 2021; 

Hoda et al., 2018). This thesis aims to provide a more generalizable ap-

proach from theoretical and practical perspectives and create a more cohe-

sive understanding of agile practices that practitioners can apply across oc-

cupational boundaries. Moreover, this work seeks to provide more con-

crete solutions toward establishing and understanding agile culture. Too 

often, cultural issues in theory and practice are treated as individual issues, 

failing to capture the full extent of organizational culture. 
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2 Literature review 
 

2.1 Agile software development 
 

2.1.1 A brief history of agile 

 

The agile methods have their roots in iterative and incremental development 

(IID) methods. This terminology is a blanket term for all the techniques that 

support incremental and iterative evolutionary development of a process, 

product, or piece of software (Larman & Basili, 2003). While the word “iter-

ation” or “iterative development” is often used to describe a complete rework 

of a process or product, in an agile context, the word iteration means both 

the frequent revisit and advancement of a product, thus referring to an evo-

lutionary process. The word “increment” or “incremental development” in 

this context means a time-boxed form of development where within a set 

amount of time, an “increment” or a functional piece of the product, software, 

or service is delivered to the customer. 

IID is a blanket term for any form of development where the product is 

delivered in several parts and iterated upon by collecting customer feedback 

(Sommerville, 2016). In IID, each iteration builds upon the previous iteration 

by adding functionality to the product or service in a way that delivers early 

value to the customer. According to Sommerville, the different increments 

can be prioritized depending on the customer needs to maximize the early 

customer value. He explains that it enables increments to be developed in 

parallel, but each increment will go through the software lifecycle process. 

The Agile Manifesto is historically relatively recent, but its roots go signif-

icantly further. The first mentions of incremental development can be traced 

to the 1920s in Cicero, Illinois. In a factory, as part of the statistical control 

management system, Walter Shewhart started developing and describing the 

Plan-Do-Study-Act (PDSA) process (Best & Neuhauser, 2006). It became 

known as the Deming cycle due to Edwards Deming’s successful marketing 

campaigns (Best & Neuhauser, 2006). Deming described the PDSA cycle to 

be implemented in “short cycles” for quality improvement (Larman & Basili, 

2003). 

The first documented deployment of IID methods in a project can be 

traced back to the 1950s and 1960s at NASA to the X-15 project and the Pro-

ject Mercury (Dana, 1993; Warren-Findley, 2001). While the X-15 project 

was not purely software-based, the developmental experience was built dur-

ing this project, and some of the personnel later moved on to work on Project 

Mercury, which ran with as short as a half-day iteration which was unheard 

of at that time (Larman & Basili, 2003). 

Though the IID methods started gaining public notoriety in the nineties, 

these developments can be traced back to post-war Japan. Takeuchi & 



13 

 

Nonaka (1986) describe a new iterative product development method that, 

instead of being sequential, has teams working on parts of the project in over-

lapping phases of development, as the authors had observed in Japanese 

technological companies like Honda and Canon. It would shape what would 

later become the Scrum method, a vital part of modern-day agile practices 

(Beedle et al., 1999). Similar techniques were also standard and observed at 

the time in the now-famous Toyota Production System (TPS) in the form of 

Kaizen – a word that translates into “continuous improvement” in Japanese 

(Manos, 2007). Though developed in 1950s post-war Japan, Kaizen would 

only make its way into western quality management systems later in the 

1980s and is utilized to date in Lean Six Sigma and contemporary agile prac-

tices (Manos, 2007; Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020). 

In the 1990s, the frustrations and failures of “waterfall-based thinking” 

and the increasingly competitive markets forced business practitioners to re-

consider their methodologies (Larman & Basili, 2003). At that time, larger 

software development houses were deploying their own forms of incremental 

development. In the mid-1990s, Microsoft was deploying its form of incre-

mental development with 30-day timeboxing and a smaller 1-day “micro-in-

crements” called the “synchronize-and-stabilize method” (Cusumano & Yof-

fie, 1999). This method would resemble modern-day agile in many ways. The 

development was flexible, with development done in parallel, based on sig-

nificantly lower specifications and documentation with only a vision state-

ment as guidance, seeking continuous improvement and customer feedback 

(Cusumano & Yoffie, 1999). Similarly, in 1996 at the Chrysler C3 payroll pro-

ject, Beck (2000) was developing the Extreme Programming (XP) project. In 

1999, influenced by Takeuchi & Nonaka (1986), Beedle et al. (1999) finalized 

their version of iterative development that would later become Scrum. 

In February 2001, at a cabin in Utah, seventeen experts representing the 

different IID methods got together to discuss and promote the future of IID 

methods and principles. As a result of this meeting, the Agile Alliance was 

created alongside what is now known as the Agile Manifesto and the twelve 

agile principles. The four core values of agile developed by Beck et al. (2001) 

go as follows: 

 

“Individuals and interactions over processes and tools 

Working software over comprehensive documentation 

Customer collaboration over contract negotiation 

Responding to change over following a plan” 

 

In this brief manifesto culminates the decades of frustration experienced 

by academics and practitioners alike. The previously followed plan-driven 

waterfall-based models relied on heavy documentation, contracting, and ex-

tensive planning. The agile methods counterbalance the bureaucratic 
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practices that had become overwhelming during the age of the internet and 

faster-changing customer needs (Cusumano & Yoffie, 1999).  

While the benefits of incremental development were known as early as 

the 1950s and rose to prominence in the 1980s, these practices have not been 

adopted in industries outside software development and IT. Most recent re-

ports from Digital.ai (2021) estimate that while 86% of software development 

and 63% of IT firms have adopted agile, the adoption outside these areas var-

ies between 10-17%, except for operations management, with a 29% adoption 

rate. However, the article states that the recent events of COVID-19 forcing 

substantial portions of the workforce remote has accelerated the adoption of 

agile practices even outside software development and IT. Similarly, a recent 

report from Hoda et al. (2018) states that in academia, the main interested 

parties in agile practices are centered around software engineering and IT 

 

2.2 The core practices of contemporary agile 
 

2.2.1 Background 

 

Though agile as a term could be described through the original Agile Mani-

festo and the twelve principles of agile (Beck et al., 2001), this would not ac-

curately reflect the modern-day usage of the word. Both academics and prac-

titioners have taken significant liberties in redefining and reinterpreting the 

original work's meaning (Gustavsson, 2021; Jalali & Wohlin, 2012). 

While Lindvall et al. (2002) reported that organizations were using several 

different methods such as XP, Scrum, Feature Driven Development, Crystal, 

Dynamic Systems Development, and Agile Modeling for agile development, 

it is most important to look at what is being done in practice today. In its 

infancy, methods such as XP were popular from academic and practitioners’ 

perspectives (Dybå & Dingsøyr, 2009). Recent surveys indicate that less than 

1% of organizations surveyed utilize XP exclusively (Digital.ai, 2021). In-

stead, the most common agile approach is Scrum, with over 66% using it as 

their primary approach and 81% using a form of a hybrid approach that in-

cludes Scrum (Digital.ai, 2021). According to the article, the other standard 

methods used were DevOps, with a 56% use rate, and Kanban boards (77%) 

or its combination of ScrumBan. It is also common for organizations to utilize 

lean-thinking that is built into the Scrum framework (Schwaber & Suther-

land, 2020) and Design Thinking or Human-Centered Design approaches 

(Hoda et al., 2018). 

 

2.2.2 Scrum 

 

Scrum is an approach that has its roots in the late 70s and 80s Japanese 

product development (Larman & Basili, 2003). The inspiration for the Scrum 

method came from Takeuchi & Nonaka (1986), where the two authors 
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described their experiences of multidisciplinary teams working with overlap-

ping approaches in Japan in companies such as Canon, Honda, and Fujitsu. 

The first published inception of Scrum was released by Beck et al. (2001). The 

current definitive guideline for Scrum is “The Scrum Guide” by Schwaber and 

Sutherland (2020), who were also part of the first iteration of Scrum. Many 

agile practitioners use the existing Scrum practices in their work with a flex-

ible interpretation of the guide (Gustavsson, 2021; Jalali & Wohlin, 2012). 

The Scrum Guide is a short and lightweight document, which according to 

Schwaber and Sutherland (2020), the guide is built that way on purpose as it 

is in the spirit of agile to avoid overly detailed instructions. They suggest that 

the Scrum Guide builds on its readers' collective intelligence and interpreta-

tions to make the most out of it. It merely describes the basic theory, philos-

ophy, and structure and allows the reader to make the most of it. However, 

despite its short length, the authors are firm in assessing that the guide 

should be strictly followed: “While implementing only parts of Scrum is pos-

sible, the result is not Scrum. Scrum exists only in its entirety and functions 

well as a container for other techniques, methodologies, and practices” 

(Schwaber and Sutherland, 2020, p. 13). 

Scrum operates on a Sprint basis. Schwaber and Sutherland (2020, p. 7) 

state: “Sprints are fixed-length events of one month or less,” after which the 

next sprint begins immediately. According to them, all the necessary activi-

ties from Sprint planning, Sprint reviews, and Sprint retrospectives happen 

within a single Sprint. They add that during Sprints, there are “Daily 

Scrums,” a 15-minute daily event used to evaluate and inspect the progress 

and update the Product Backlog. During these brief meetings, the developers 

aim to answer three questions: “What did you do the previous working day? 

What will you do today? Any impediments?” (Meyer, 2014, p. 149). 

The Product Backlog that can be used for iteration planning as a priori-

tized list of activities that the Scrum Team can use to prioritize their work 

based on customer requirements (Schwaber and Sutherland, 2020). Product 

Backlog is used to understand and reflect the customer requirements as 

closely as possible (Beck, 2000). According to Beck, this can be achieved 

through customer-centric means involving the relevant stakeholders in the 

product-building process as closely as possible. The Developers can question 

the Product Backlog's content and prioritization, but the ultimate decision 

falls upon the Product Owner (Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020). 

The Sprint Planning utilizes qualitative effort estimation in the form of 

Planning Poker, which has been influenced by the US government’s “Delphi” 

method (Meyer, 2014) and findings in “wisdom of the crowds” (Surowiecki, 

2004). Surowiecki argues that through the collective intelligence of experts, 

significantly more accurate results can be harnessed than from a single ex-

pert alone. The averages of collective estimates tend to lead to more accurate 

results, especially when individuals are forced to justify and explain their es-

timates (Brenner et al., 1996; Jørgensen & Moløkken, 2002). This way, the 
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Planning Poker relies on the collective judgment of the developers for the ef-

fort estimation of product features (Meyer, 2014). The Product Owner can be 

the moderator but not participate in the estimation (Cohn, 2005). As he ex-

plains, in Planning Poker, a set of cards is used in non-linear sequences such 

as the Fibonacci sequence to estimate the effort in number format as the ef-

fort for any project rarely scales perfectly multiplicatively. According to 

Cohn, each developer reveals their cards simultaneously, the highest and 

lowest scores justify their stance, and another round starts until a resolution 

is met. 

Retrospective happens at the end of Sprint. The retrospective enables the 

Scrum team to evaluate the results of the Sprint and adjust future Sprints, 

present the outcomes of the said Sprint to the stakeholders, and progress to-

wards the product goal (Schwaber and Sutherland, 2020). The retrospective 

meetings can also be used to revise the Scrum project practices and the de-

velopment process to make it more efficient as it serves as a platform for dis-

cussion (Schwaber, 2004). 

The team size in Scrum is described as “typically ten or fewer people,” as 

the teams are designed to be cross-functional and self-managing (Schwaber 

and Sutherland 2020). They explain that the teams have only three desig-

nated roles: Scrum Master, Product Owner, and Developers. According to the 

authors, the Scrum Master holds responsibility for managing Scrum and 

teaching it to the team. Moreover, the authors explain the Product Owner 

alone is liable for the Product Backlog and maintaining the content and pri-

oritization and is responsible for the stakeholder needs. According to the 

guidelines, Developers are the people who are responsible for both the plan-

ning and deployment of each Sprint, who are made up of cross-functional 

team members capable of bringing each Sprint from start to finish.  

In Scrum the small development teams are self-organizing and work au-

tonomously to find the right solutions to the problem (Schwaber 2004; 

Schwaber and Sutherland 2020). However, this does not mean the team is 

free to do as they please. Control over the team and the product is asserted 

through what Schwaber (2004, p. 24) calls “empirical process control.” The 

complex system and work outcomes are controlled through transparency, in-

spection, and adaption (Schwaber 2004; Schwaber and Sutherland 2020). 

Schwaber (2004) reasons that when the system is too complicated to control 

through defined approaches, the empirical approach is the next best option. 

Scrum forms the baseline for most modern agile practices (Digital.ai, 

2021; Gustavsson, 2021). Many of the practices such as the small team-based 

organization, tools, and processes such as the backlog, strong customer in-

volvement, retrospectives, and short iterations along with autonomous lead-

ership are commonly shared across different agile practices with varying ap-

plications and interpretations while often bolstered with additional tools and 

processes (Digital.ai, 2021; Gustavsson, 2021; Jalali and Wohlin, 2012). 
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2.2.3 Lean 

 

Like Scrum, lean originate from Japanese product manufacturers as both 

methods originate from TPS (Holweg, 2007; Spear & Bowen, 1999). In agile, 

lean is applied at a high level of inception, so it is widely applicable across 

different industries (Poppendieck & Cusumano, 2012). A core principle in 

lean is eliminating waste (Muda), which is explained to be “anything that 

does not add customer value directly or add knowledge about how to deliver 

that value more effectively” (Poppendieck & Cusumano, 2012, p. 26). In the 

same vein, eliminating unnecessary planning, contracting, and excessive pro-

cesses that do not directly produce customer value is at the core of agile (Beck 

et al., 2001).  

Along with reducing waste is faster delivery, tied to the Just-in-Time (JIT) 

system. The idea is derived from the pull system of lean. The pull system cre-

ates products based on customer demand to minimize excess stock (Me-

dinilla, 2012). He claims that in this way, the customers’ needs predicate and 

pull the value stream forwards instead of scheduled events pushing people to 

work. Faster delivery presents two-sided benefits for both the customer and 

the service provider. The faster one can deliver a product, the happier the 

customer, and at the same time, the organization will also have less work-in-

progress, representing excess stock, inventory, and production (Medinilla, 

2012; Poppendieck & Poppendieck, 2003). Moreover, several overlapping 

projects or works in progress significantly lower the productivity of an indi-

vidual due to unnecessary context switching (Weinberg, 1992). Furthermore, 

in product and software development, fast delivery means faster customer 

input and feedback, which can be turned into additional features, meaning 

the end product will better match the customers’ needs (Poppendieck & Pop-

pendieck, 2003). 

Lean principles in agile emphasize continuous learning by combining two 

different key ideas from TPS and agile. First, borrowing the concept of the 

“Five Why’s” model from TPS by building a culture of inquiry and continuous 

learning in the organization (Alukal, 2007). Second, continuous learning 

could also be expressed as “decide late as possible” (Poppendieck & Poppend-

ieck, 2003). Delaying critical decisions in lean exists to leverage the model's 

flexibility to have the best available knowledge to make the best possible de-

cisions (Poppendieck & Cusumano, 2012). They argue the amount of infor-

mation one has at the start of a project regarding customer needs is likely to 

be significantly lower than toward the later parts of the project and several 

iterations with customer feedback. 

Part of lean is the principle of employee engagement that operates under 

the belief that employees know best the right decision for their jobs and are 

most motivated to do so when they are allowed to autonomously figure out 

the problems (Poppendieck & Poppendieck, 2003). In addition to engage-

ment, trust and mutual respect are also highlighted, which are strongly 
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linked to employee psychological safety and team-level performance, both of 

which are critical for agile teams (Adler, 1993; Edmondson & Lei, 2014; Gren 

et al., 2017; McHugh et al., 2011). 

Lean promotes continuous improvement (Kaizen) (Manos, 2007). Contin-

uous improvement means minor gradual improvements intended to be made 

over time. In some cases, companies can also talk about “Kaizen events” or 

“Kaizen blitzes,” referring to forms of rapid improvement projects, which are 

more extensive improvements done quickly (Manos, 2007). However, the 

original idea opposes the traditional view of large organizational transfor-

mations and dramatic events as these run a higher risk of failure and do not 

produce the expected results (Probst, 2003). Instead, the changes are made 

at the lowest possible level of the organization to ensure flexibility and that 

the person directly affected by the change is always involved (Spear & Bowen, 

1999). 

Lean development shares many parallels with agile principles. The prac-

tices of continuous learning, fast delivery, and reduction of parallel work all 

share similarities or have inspired the existing agile practice (Poppendieck & 

Poppendieck, 2003; Poppendieck & Cusumano, 2012). However, rather than 

seeing the two as competing frameworks, they should be seen as complemen-

tary, aiding in the continuous improvement of processes and creation of cus-

tomer value (Poppendieck & Poppendieck, 2003; Poppendieck & Cusumano, 

2012) 

 

2.2.4 Kanban 

 

Kanban is a visualization tool popularized by TPS to support the continuous 

delivery required in lean and JIT systems (Manila, 2012). Kanban is used to 

visualize the value stream and limit the amount of work in progress (Manila, 

2012). In agile, Kanban is similarly used to limit work in progress, as those 

propose unnecessary risks and lower efficiency (Poppendieck & Poppend-

ieck, 2003; Weinberg, 1992). The Kanban process is predicated on three 

rules: (1) visualizing the workflow, (2) limiting work in progress, and (3) 

measuring lead times.  

Visualizing the workflow happens by dividing the work into smaller man-

ageable units, writing them down on cards or post-it notes, and placing them 

on a Kanban board. The board will be filled with several named columns to 

visualize the location of the item within the workflow (Kniberg & Skarin, 

2010).  

Limiting work in progress is seen as beneficial as large amount of work in 

progress is harmful due to increases in the required inventory and slowing 

down the speed of the work, thus disrupting the workflow (Kniberg & Skarin, 

2010; Poppendieck and Poppendieck, 2003; Weinberg, 1992). While seem-

ingly counterintuitive as employees are often used to the processes of multi-

tasking, it has been demonstrated through several different means of 
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theoretical and empirical evidence and simulations that working on several 

projects at once slows down the production of work (Medinilla, 2012; Wein-

berg, 1992). In his study, Weinberg (1992) illustrated that employees lose 

20% of their productivity for each additional project they are working on. 

Lastly, measuring lead times refers to measuring the average time to com-

plete one item within the Kanban board (Kniberg & Skarin, 2010). They ar-

gue that by measuring the lead times, employees can further optimize their 

workflows and measure their work output, making the lead times more pre-

dictable. 

Kanban offers a visualized tool to track the workflow through the various 

stages in the value stream. It supports the principle of transparency in Scrum, 

which contributes to the cultural changes in the organization (Kniberg & Ska-

rin, 2010). The authors argue that visualizing and measuring the work makes 

it easier to expose the underlying issues within the workflow, such as bottle-

necks, queues, variability, and unnecessary waste in the overall system. Fur-

thermore, the authors claim that the visibility of the Kanban boards creates 

transparency within the organization which provides both the internal team 

members and the external stakeholders with visibility into the day-to-day ac-

tions and workflows, which can directly affect workplace behavior and en-

courage collaboration. Manila (2012) adds that including a Kanban board can 

also help see the greater system when all the Kanban cards are gathered 

within the board, creating a visual map of the production process and layout. 

 

 
Figure 1: An example of a Kanban board 

 

The figure above represents a basic visualization of Kanban. For co-located 

teams, the Kanban board is a physical board with post-it notes filling the wall. 

However, there are many different online tools for distributed teams or 

teams that might be working remotely. Any Kanban board will have several 

stages where the progress of an item is tracked through the workflow. The 

number of states can depend on the developer and can include more states 

depending on what is being produced (Kniberg & Skarin, 2010). They explain 
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that different states are marked with separate columns while the items are 

tracked through post-it notes. The number in each column represents the 

number of items that can exist within that state at any given time to limit 

work in progress (Kniberg & Skarin, 2010; Manila, 2012).  

 

2.2.5 Design Thinking 

 

Human-centered design (HCD), or as it is better known in the business and 

management sciences, Design Thinking (DT), has had a long history in the 

field of computer sciences and software development originating from the 

intersection of various fields in humanities and engineering often traced back 

to the Stanford Joint Program in Design in 1958 (Ritter et al., 2014). The goal 

of DT is to create more customer-centric products and services that better 

match the customer’s or user's needs by creating a deep understanding of the 

customer and empathizing with their perspective (Gruber et al., 2015). 

While Scrum and agile methods often include customer-centricity and 

user participation from the stakeholders, this does not always result in a 

product desired by the customer (Piccoli & Ives, 2005). Modern applications 

of DT have been applied broadly in many organizations outside design and 

usability studies. Cohn (2004) and Beyer et al. (2004) were few of the first to 

suggest the integration of DT and agile. Some authors see the application of 

DT and agile simultaneously as incompatible, as traditional HCD spends a 

significant amount of time on field studies while the primary goal of agile is 

to be quick and iterative (da Silva et al., 2011). However, the same practition-

ers have preferred the DT approach instead of not using it after extensive 

testing (da Silva et al., 2011). Integrating the two models often leads to a bet-

ter approximation of the end-user needs, improved quality, and product us-

ability (Pereira & Russo, 2018). 

The role of DT is to provide better products and services, productivity, and 

operational outcomes (Gruber et al., 2015). DT aims to deliver technically 

feasible, aesthetically pleasing, easy to use, and viable solutions from a busi-

ness perspective that captures consumer benefits and business value (Brown, 

2008; Memmel et al., 2007). Organizations can use several methods to em-

pathize with or better understand their customers' perspectives through par-

ticipatory design methods (Steen, 2012). For example, the design team can 

use ethnographic techniques such as contextual inquiry, where designers in-

terview and observe the people during real tasks in their work (Holtzblatt & 

Beyer, 1993). The designers can utilize different tools such as personas that 

are mock creations representing their potential customer or user bases to un-

derstand their customers better (Pruitt & Grudin, 2003). In designing a ser-

vice, designers can look at customer journeys where all stages of the service 

are analyzed to understand the different emotional triggers throughout the 

customer journey to better understand the customer experience (Segelström 

& Holmlid, 2011). 



21 

 

Low-fidelity sketches, wireframes, and prototypes are standard in testing 

a product, allowing users to try out mock set-ups of proposed finished prod-

ucts and offering feedback in a natural use-case environment (Memmel et al., 

2007). Alternatively, the users’ performance can be measured in a formal lab 

setting by measuring cognitive loads to estimate the ease of use (Oviatt, 

2006). User stories are used to explain the product’s end-use or, in agile, to 

evaluate the new features developed during Sprint from the end-user per-

spective (Dimitrijević et al., 2015) 

In brief, DT helps in the creation of new products, processes, and services 

and can be used to innovate new solutions through human-centric ap-

proaches (Gruber et al., 2015). It goes beyond the socio-technical systems 

and frames issues from the perspective of the socio-cultural lens, delivering 

feasible, desirable, and viable solutions as a bottom-up user-centered process 

(Brown, 2008). 

 

2.2.6 Objectives and Key Results 

 

Objectives and Key Results (OKR) is a bottom-up iterative (strategic) man-

agement model based on quarterly objectives that are measured through re-

spective key results (Doerr, 2018). As he explains, OKRs were first employed 

at Intel, from where they have spread to many other technology-related com-

panies in Silicon Valley, such as Google, LinkedIn, Spotify, and Twitter. The 

goal of the OKR framework is to clarify the organization's overarching objec-

tives by creating a structured approach to day-to-day management that is 

connected to the broader goals and strategy of the organization (Niven & 

Lamorte, 2016).  

The OKR framework draws its influence from Drucker’s (1954) Manage-

ment by Objectives (MBO) strategic management model. As Drucker ex-

plains, MBO relies on mutually agreed-upon goals set by the management 

and different business units derived from the organization's broader business 

objectives. However, in practice, the objectives of the MBO were primarily 

done top-down by the management as opposed to mutually implemented by 

the organization as initially envisioned by Drucker (Doerr, 2018; Niven & 

Lamorte, 2016). The first OKRs bore the name “Intel Management by Objec-

tives” (Doerr, 2018). Although OKR bears a significant resemblance to the 

MBO, OKR operates on an iterative quarterly or monthly basis where new 

Objectives are set within each iteration (Doerr, 2018). Moreover, unlike 

MBOs, OKRs tend to be publicly presented for greater organizational trans-

parency and accountability and are not tied to any form of compensation to 

encourage ambitious stretch goals where people are allowed to fail (Doerr, 

2018; Hämäläinen & Sora, 2020). 

In practice, the OKR functions as follows: the organization sets three to 

five objectives for each iteration, forcing the organization to evaluate its most 

pressing issues (Doerr, 2018). The objectives are qualitative, and whether 
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they are reached can be answered with a yes or no question (Hämäläinen & 

Sora, 2020). Key results, in turn, are quantitative but can also be bolstered 

with additional qualitative values or “quality goals” (Doerr, 2018). Each ob-

jective can be measured with 3-5 key results, which, when reached, will al-

ways lead to the attainment of the objective (Doerr, 2018). In an ideal setting, 

there will be a mix of top-down and bottom-up initiatives, and the teams can 

set their own key results that are aligned with the higher-level organizational 

objectives (Doerr, 2018; Niven & Lamorte, 2016) As Doerr (2018) explains, 

the purpose of key results is to guide the daily activities and align the activi-

ties with the broader organizational goals with more concrete terms. Simi-

larly to Scrum, alongside the OKRs are weekly or biweekly check-ins or team-

level meetings, reflections, and retrospectives at the end of the iteration (Do-

err, 2018, Hämäläinen & Sora, 2020). 

OKR is as much a cultural framework as it is a practical one. Many prac-

tices are directly tied to cultural outcomes encouraged as part of the frame-

work. For instance, the transparency of the OKRs plays a significant role in 

building organizational accountability across teams (Doerr, 2018; Hämä-

läinen & Sora, 2020). As Doerr (2018) explains, transparency allows the per-

son/team to say no to additional work, which helps maintain focus and en-

hances accountability by making all work and progress visible. Hämäläinen 

and Sora (2020) add that the transparency of goals can also motivate em-

ployees by making their work and progress towards goals more evident.  

Transparency is significant in building organizational agility and strategic 

alignment (Doerr, 2018). He explains that when OKRs are visible across the 

organization, there is no need to cascade the OKRs across organizational lev-

els slowly as different levels of the organization can quickly adjust and align 

their work to the common organizational goals. This type of transparency can 

also mean a form of honesty and building psychological safety across teams. 

To be radically transparent, teams need to be able to fully air criticisms, be 

willing to fail, and ask for help when they are struggling to reach their stretch 

goals (Doerr, 2018; Hämäläinen & Sora, 2020).  

The lack of compensation for reaching the objectives encourage intrinsic 

motivations and prevents failure avoidance, preventing situations where em-

ployees become risk-averse or set too easy goals that they cannot fail (Doerr, 

2018; Hämäläinen & Sora, 2020). As personal key results are often bottom-

up and meant to motivate teams and individuals, using compensative goals 

that control behaviors can undermine intrinsic motivations defeating the 

purpose of personal goal setting (Deci et al., 1999; Deci & Ryan, 2017). 

The OKR model should be seen as a complete organizational transfor-

mation effort rather than a new framework. Like Scrum and other agile 

frameworks, the change requires more than the mere adoption of surface-

level tools and artifacts – it is a fundamental shift in how the organization 

approaches new issues from a structural and cultural perspective. As Doerr 

(2018) argues, the relationship between structure and culture is mutually 
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reinforcing in OKR. He claims that without an appropriate culture, the or-

ganization will resist many necessary changes, such as radical transparency, 

accountability, and stretch goals, and the change will only be adopted super-

ficially. 

 

2.3 Organizational Culture 
 

2.3.1 Defining organizational culture – generating a conceptual un-

derstanding 

 

Authors and researchers alike have attempted to define organizational cul-

ture through the decades, but even in recent years, no clear consensus has 

been established (Chatman & O’Reilly, 2016). The lack of clear definition has 

led many leaders to dismiss the whole concept of culture as either a manage-

ment fad or, due to overwhelming and conflicting information, misunder-

standing or misjudging the concept entirely (Warrick, 2017). Despite this, re-

cent surveys show that 91% of executives consider organizational culture im-

portant, 78% going as far as saying it lies in their top three or top five factors 

(Graham et al., 2017). 

The most popular definition of organizational culture can be attributed to 

Edgar H. Schein. The definition is still generating significant interest as his 

three-layer culture model is still being studied and empirically evaluated 

(Hogan & Coote, 2014). His first definition of organizational culture is de-

fined as follows (Schein, 1985, p. 17): 

 

“A pattern of shared basic assumptions that the group learned as 

it solved its problems of external adaptation and internal integration, that 

has worked well enough to be considered valid 

and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way 

you perceive, think, and feel in relation to those problems.” 

 

A more recent definition of culture comes from the fifth edition of Schein’s 

book, which provides “a dynamic definition of culture” (Schein & Schein, 

2016, p. 21):  

 

“The culture of a group can be defined as the accumulated shared learning 

of that group as it solves its problems of external adaptation and internal 

integration; which has worked well enough to be considered valid and, 

therefore, to be taught to new members as the correct way to perceive, 

think, feel, and behave in relation to those problems. This accumulated 

learning is a pattern or system of beliefs, values, and behavioral norms 

that come to be taken for granted as basic assumptions and eventually 

drop out of awareness.” 
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To understand culture, as Schein and Schein (2016) explain it, one must 

consider the group's history and actions that have worked as a solution to-

ward the group's purpose. According to them, it is not enough that this solu-

tion has just occasionally worked, but that it continues to succeed in a way 

where it becomes a taken for granted belief and part of the core identity of 

“who we are and what we do” as an organization, constituting the most pro-

found form of culture. He elaborates that culture can be understood with dif-

ferent depths and breadth as certain cultural factors are more visible to the 

outside observers than others. While Schein and Schein (2016) are hesitant 

to claim occupations can share culture, other authors argue that these rules, 

norms, values, and the more visible aspects of culture can take on a broader 

quality within specific fields or industries. For example, institutional theo-

rists (e.g., DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; North, 1990; Scott, 2013) argue that the 

institutions provide continuation and stability of social forms across certain 

industries and history. Scott (2013) suggests that these institutions can con-

stitute a set of values, traditions, norms, schemas, and identities for the or-

ganizations in the form of “the way things are done here.” 

Schein and Schein (2016) provide a three-level structure of culture: arti-

facts, espoused values and beliefs, and taken-for-granted underlying as-

sumptions. At the top of the organizational culture are the cultural artifacts. 

The artifacts represent the most visible and tangible structures and processes 

to an outside observer; they are the behaviors that an outside observer might 

at first encounter without necessarily understanding the underlying reasons 

for the characterizations of these phenomena (Schein & Schein, 2016). For 

instance, culture can be observed in the basic behavioral interactions be-

tween people (Van Maanen & Schein, 1977). They claim that the language and 

behaviors that people use to assert themselves between one another and the 

rules that make up these social etiquettes within the organization and de-

meanor constitute a part of organizational culture. They explain these behav-

iors account for differences in behavioral responses one takes to recurring 

situations when one is socialized within a group. Thus, much can be learned 

about the culture when one is introduced to the ingroup of the organization. 

Often the first introduction happens when the new employee is shown the 

ropes of the organization so that they understand “how things are done here” 

(Van Maanen & Schein, 1977).  

As part of the cultural artifacts, culture can be embodied in the shared 

practices and meanings by the group who can build their terminology or jar-

gon to express concepts and ideas through the usage of tacit knowledge where 

knowledge is passed on from one generation to another without explicit writ-

ten guidance in what Van Maanen and Schein (1977) call the “organizational 

socialization progress.” At the surface level, language can provide an under-

standing of some of the cultural artifacts, but once understood, the tacit im-

plications can offer a significant understanding of the underlying beliefs and 

history of the organization (Schein & Schein, 2016).  
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Cultural artifacts can also be more implicitly visualized through different 

symbols and aesthetical qualities, such as the buildings, layouts, design, and 

material artifacts the organization embodies (Buch & Wetzel, 2001). Organi-

zational culture can also be attached to the rituals or celebrations that the 

organization takes on. It can come in the form of rites of “passage” by other 

members within the organization in celebratory events when certain mile-

stones or important projects are reached (Deal & Kennedy, 1982). However, 

as artifacts only give a surface-level understanding of the organization, it is 

essential not to decipher or make assumptions about their meanings without 

understanding why things are the way they are (Schein & Schein, 2016).  

At the second level of organizational culture exists the espoused values 

and beliefs of the organization (Schein & Schein, 2016). They explain that 

espoused values and beliefs are the historical artifacts of former leaders that 

still live on in the organization's approaches. They claim that when an organ-

ization faces an issue, espoused values are the initial responses to it. As they 

recognize, these responses have often been empirically validated and have 

stood the test of time by continuing to be a successful approach in different 

scenarios, turning them from a shared belief to a shared assumption. 

 The organization's espoused values and beliefs can be seen in its vision 

statements of what they value or ideally want to be (Deal & Kennedy, 1982). 

Many organizations articulate their core values built upon a shared agree-

ment of beliefs. This can become a formal philosophy inside an organization 

where outlines are set through broader policies and ideological practices 

(Schein & Schein, 2016). Examples of such espoused values in agile organi-

zations are the Netflix Culture Slides (Hastings, 2009), the Valve handbook 

for new employees (Valve, 2012), or even the Scrum Guide (Schwaber & 

Sutherland, 2020). Often, these types of statements indicate the “ideal state” 

of the organization and its formal philosophy (Schein & Schein, 2016). In 

other words, espoused values and beliefs show what the organizations would 

ideally want to be and what they would want others to think of them but may 

or may not be enacted in practice. These beliefs are also still consciously held 

as they form the guidelines for both normative action and the socialization of 

new group members (Schein & Schein, 2016; Van Maanen & Schein, 1977) 

Sometimes the espoused values and beliefs coincide with what the organ-

ization is doing as it can reduce uncertainty, or the beliefs are untestable per-

formance-wise (Schein & Schein, 2016). For instance, in a recent greenwash-

ing scandal, Volkswagen claimed significantly lower emissions from its diesel 

engines and espoused values of being environmentally friendly, without en-

acting any actual change on a technical level apart from detection of when 

the engines are being tested to make it seem as if the emissions were lowered 

(Hotten, 2015; Siano et al., 2017). Bhakoo and Choi (2013) highlight that the 

decoupling between espoused values and beliefs and concrete actions can 

arise in technological organizations when organizations feel institutional 

pressures to adopt certain technologies but have no meaningful technical 
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knowledge to address the change. As they argue, this can lead to decoupling 

administrative-level communications and technical core capabilities. 

There are also cultural, moral, and aesthetic issues that cannot be empiri-

cally validated and are part of espoused values and beliefs (Schein & Schein, 

2016). They highlight that these values come to fruition when the organiza-

tion members start mutually reinforcing them. Anyone who does not follow 

these values or beliefs risks being kicked out of the group or ostracized. As 

they explain, these values are generated by leaders of the organization, and 

their functionality is measured by how much comfort they bring to the or-

ganizational members instead of measurable performance. 

Once something that was first a solution keeps succeeding, and the origi-

nal manifestations are entirely disjointed from their roots as generations 

pass, the solution becomes a taken-for-granted belief, which is the deepest 

level of culture (Schein & Schein, 2016). They argue that while the espoused 

values can still be questioned, the taken-for-granted beliefs represent a form 

of structure and stability in one’s life that can become so foundational that 

simply questioning these beliefs becomes inconceivable. These beliefs be-

come so foundational that people might start to act as if they were objectively 

true. These implicit and unspoken rules, norms, values, and taken-for-

granted beliefs constitute part of the organizational culture and are much 

harder to notice at first (Groysberg et al., 2018; Rousseau, 1990; Schein & 

Schein, 2016). At this level, culture provides a basic sense of identity for those 

working within the organization and basic guidelines for behavior (Schein & 

Schein, 2016). They describe that these beliefs are often so deeply ingrained 

that if someone does not behave according to the same logic or beliefs, the 

result can be disorienting and confusing as there is a substantial risk of mis-

interpreting others’ actions. For instance, significant differences can arise be-

tween macro-cultures where the basic assumptions differ widely (Hofstede, 

2001). 

Taken-for-granted basic assumptions can be differentiated from the es-

poused values and beliefs by the fact that they become all but invisible while 

actively guiding organizational behaviors (Schein & Schein, 2016). As they 

elaborate, taken-for-granted assumptions are generally shared by everyone 

within the organization or group, and there is little variation in their inter-

pretation or application. While espoused values and beliefs are visible and 

can still be actively questioned, taken-for-granted beliefs become invisible, 

schema-like behaviors that can be effortlessly followed and represent a form 

of everyday sensemaking processes operating below conscious behaviors 

(Levy et al., 2006; Schein & Schein, 2016). For instance, when faced with 

novel situations, taken-for-granted assumptions help individuals and organ-

izational actors reorient themselves quickly through automatic, top-down be-

havioral responses or make apriori predictions based on underlying belief 

structures (Detert & Edmondson, 2011; Levy et al., 2006) 
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Changing such beliefs within an organization can therefore become in-

credibly complex. Argyris (1995) describes this as the distinguishing factor 

between the “espoused beliefs” and the “theory-in-use.” They claim that as 

people are unaware that they are espousing and using different theories in 

action, it can lead to very defensive routines that become strongest, especially 

when specific issues are considered embarrassing or threatening to core be-

liefs. Changing these beliefs would require what Argyris (1995) describes as 

double-loop learning of questioning the operating norms instead of following 

the existing ones (single-loop learning) to take appropriate action. He argues 

that it requires the individual members and the whole organization to take 

an active questioning stance that encourages inquiry and avoids defensive 

postures. 

As organizational culture is pervasive and cuts through the whole organi-

zation, taken-for-granted cultural beliefs function as an integrative element 

that helps people make sense of their organization and its surroundings 

(Schein & Schein, 2016). They claim that culture binds the distinct cultural 

artifacts, rituals, and behaviors into clearer patterns to make our surround-

ings more sensible. Culture affects all parts of the organization, it cannot be 

separated from certain organizational actions or goals such as strategy or 

structure, and it is more likely that if culture is ignored, it will start control-

ling the organization itself (Schein & Schein, 2016; Warrick, 2017). The pro-

posed functioning of the culture is therefore dialectical. Culture is affected by 

both the employees and especially the leaders of the organization, but it also 

sets the acceptable boundaries for action and shapes how the organization 

can and should be led (Endrissat & von Arx, 2013; Schein & Schein, 2016) 

 

2.3.2 Defining agile culture 

 

Agile culture can be seen as an amalgamation of many practices that have 

inspired it. Inspirations can be found from the early adhocracy-based organ-

izations, Japanese production processes and the practices they inspired, and 

the software development-based macro-culture where it was formed (Lar-

man & Basili, 2003; Moran, 2016; Maximini, 2018; Tolfo et al., 2009). From 

the descriptions of the various agile methodologies and principles, one can 

start to get a feeling of what an agile culture might look like. Many agile 

frameworks have built-in cultural principles, such as a strong emphasis on 

self-managing teams and autonomy (Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020) and 

lean’s emphasis on continuous improvement and learning (Manos, 2007). 

Maximini (2018) elaborates on the surface-level artifacts of the agile cul-

ture. He describes what you are likely to encounter as you walk into an “agile 

office” or workspace; there is a significantly more relaxed atmosphere as 

most people are dressed casually instead of formalwear like ties and suits, 

which are ignored. He depicts a working environment where every space is 

individual rather than uniform and how people might sit on special chairs or 
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inflatable balls. Moreover, he explains how the office lounge might often 

house coffee machines or even table soccer or video games. The spaces are 

highly rearrangeable, allowing for the formation of teams and teamwork on 

the fly, along with smaller quiet areas for individual work (Mishra et al., 

2012). The walls are covered with information, sticky notes, flipcharts, and 

whiteboards, as the space is built to support creativity and teamwork (Cock-

burn, 2006). Though agile and Scrum favor face-to-face communications, 

Maximini (2018) explains that these spaces are often supported by large 

video-conferencing monitors and capabilities with cameras and headphones 

for open communication.  

The structures of the organization will reflect the culture of the organiza-

tion. Thus, decision-making is done at the lowest possible level within the 

teams or at most at the managerial level of the broader product line (Maxi-

mini, 2018). Other aspects that directly reflect this are the core policies of 

Scrum, such as the daily stand-ups, Sprint Planning events, and Product 

Backlogs (Moran, 2016). While this does not yet explain agile culture, the de-

scription is reminiscent of smaller trendy start-up companies. In this way, 

the environment, space, and artifacts reflect those values of agile. Being nim-

ble and agile like a start-up company where one has the autonomy and the 

freedom to work as if they were working within a smaller company. Similarly, 

the work and the projects placed on the walls are part of the value of trans-

parency crucial for agile (Cohn, 2004; Kniberg & Skarin, 2010). 

According to Moran (2016), at the level of espoused values and beliefs, 

agile culture is reflected by many of the agile principles such as self-organi-

zation, continuous improvement, feedback, trust, openness and collabora-

tion, and continuous learning. Maximini (2018) elaborates that in a truly ag-

ile organization that follows agile culture, structures exist to reward people 

for their openness and honesty. For example, he suggests that if someone 

disagrees with another person, they must be able to do so openly and imme-

diately, even in front of a broader audience, respectfully to all parties, which 

promotes both direct feedback and transparency of agile. These are reflective 

of the broader values of psychological safety and open discourse that are crit-

ical to agile (Maximini, 2018; Moran, 2016) 

At the deepest level of agile, the most invisible basic assumptions come to 

life. These principles and practices of agile have become tried and true over 

time throughout the organization's history or simply built-in from the com-

pany's inception (Schein & Schein, 2016). Tolfo et al. (2009) elaborate on this 

cultural level, noting how the basic assumptions of shared ownership, per-

sonal responsibility, cooperation, continuous learning, and proactivity come 

to life. Moreover, basic unspoken and deeply embedded ideas that agile is 

historically built upon become prevalent at the level of basic assumptions. 

Concepts such as social complexity, poorly definable “wicked problems,” and 

social construction of reality that are embedded in the utilization of concepts 

such as “wisdom of the crowds” are often unspoken or unrecognized but vital 
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for the functionality of agile (Conklin, 2006; Moran, 2016; Surowiecki, 

2004). Whereas previous waterfall-based models were built upon the as-

sumptions of stable reality, positivism, and strict planning and control, agile 

assumes a more significant emergence of possibilities and continuous change 

(Sommerville, 2016). Moreover, as Schein and Schein (2016) note, at this 

level, many contextual and cultural factors such as the organization's geo-

graphical location might affect the basic assumption as different countries 

have vastly different cultures that people are embedded in. 

 

Table 1: Agile culture at different levels. Adopted from (Conklin, 2006; Kni-

berg & Skarin, 2010; Maximini, 2018; Mintzberg et al., 1998; Moran, 2016; 

Nerur & Balijepally, 2007; Schein & Schein, 2016; Tolfo et al., 2009)  

 

More broadly, organizational agility can be viewed through Cameron and 

Quinn’s (2006) competing values framework. In their framework, organiza-

tions are divided into four quadrants in the framework based on two dimen-

sions. The flexibility and discretion vs. stability and control dimensions on 

the horizontal axis describe organizational dynamism and dynamic capabili-

ties through which organizations can react to the external environment vs. 

the optimization and control of production, creating value. Internal vs. exter-

nal focus on the vertical axis looks at organizations’ focus internally (for ex-

ample, maintenance, and HR) vs. external market dynamics through compe-

tition, differentiation, and rivalry. 

Level Description 

 

Agile Example 

Artifacts All visible and tangible structures 

and processes to an outside ob-

server (Clothing, style), documents, 

observable rituals, and ceremonies  

Casual clothing, work embedded on 

the walls (Kanban), low hierarchy, di-

verse teams, continuous integration, 

iterative development, incremental de-

velopment, daily scrum, scrum of 

scrums Espoused 

Values and 

Beliefs 

A shared understanding of previ-

ously successful practices as well as 

cultural, moral, and aesthetic issues 

that cannot be empirically validated 

Twelve Principles of the Agile Mani-

festo, open feedback, self-organiza-

tion, trust, openness, communication, 

and collaboration 

Basic As-

sumptions 

Those values and beliefs that have 

been reliably validated over time and 

have thus become so deeply embed-

ded into the core beliefs that they 

have become taken for granted 

Taking personal responsibility, openly 

embracing change and continuous 

learning, the importance of communi-

cation and collaboration, social com-

plexity and wicked problems, social 

emergence 
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Figure 2: Competing Values Framework (Cameron & Quinn, 2006). 

 

In their study, Felipe et al. (2017) found that the organizations that could 

be classified under the “adhocracy culture” are most positively correlated 

with organizational agility. As they explain, due to cultural values, organiza-

tions with an adhocracy culture often operate in highly dynamic environ-

ments, continuously scouting for new opportunities. These organizations are 

often associated with innovativeness, continuous change, and the capability 

to reconfigure existing capabilities, making them effective in organizational 

agility (Felipe et al., 2017; Iivari & Iivari, 2011).  

The origins of organizational adhocracy are often associated with struc-

tural adhocracy, popularized by Mintzberg (1979). As he explains, structural 

adhocracy consists of a highly organic organizational structure of small mul-

tidisciplinary ad hoc teams with highly skilled individuals. Mintzberg (1979) 

elaborates that these organizations have selectively decentralized power 

structures based on one’s available knowledge and information to bolster 

flexibility, creativity, and innovation. They provide examples of organizations 

such as NASA, electronics production, and movie production. In many ways, 

the structural adhocracy described by the authors is an early precedent to 

modern agile, although the team structures tend to be more stable (Gren et 

al., 2017; Mintzberg et al., 1998). 

Agile principles are not just a methodology separate from the culture (Sa-

hota, 2012). Agile principles give direct outlines or guidance about core be-

liefs and principles of agile, making agile practices profoundly embedded 

within the culture (Sahota, 2012). If the previous organizational culture is 

vastly different from an agile culture, it can make the adoption of agile diffi-

cult, if not impossible, as the basic assumptions about organizational culture 

are exceedingly difficult to change (Sahota, 2012; Schein & Schein, 2016). 
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2.4 Aligning artifacts in agile culture 

 
Organizational artifacts refer to observable behaviors, tools, structures, and 
processes representing organizational culture's most visible and tangential 
aspects (Schein & Schein, 2016). In agile culture, artifacts that support or-
ganizational operations include agile’s cell-based structures built upon small 
independent cross-collaborative teams (de Sitter et al., 1997; Kniberg & 
Ivarsson, 2012; van Amelsvoort & Hootegem, 2017). The use of physical and 
digital artifacts and physical co-location to bolster efficient communications 
and minimize extensive documentation (Cockburn 2002, 2006; Cohn, 2002; 
Sharp, 2007, 2009; Deshpande et al., 2016). Common yet flexible routines, 
processes, and leadership practices that strengthen core values and princi-
ples of agile (Aghina et al., 2015; Cadieux & Heyn, 2018; Dikert et al., 2016; 
Holtzhausen and de Klerk, 2018; Paasivaara et al., 2018; Schwaber & Suth-
erland, 2020) and a strategy that is aligned with the organizational culture 
based on organizational ambidexterity and iterative strategy creation such as 
OKRs (Aghina et al., 2015; Comella-Dorda, 2020; Doerr, 2018; O’Reilly & 
Tushman, 2008) 
 

2.4.1 Agile organizational structure 

 

Complex large-scale organizational environments have been traditionally 

controlled through hierarchical management and strong standardization 

(Barlow et al., 2011). However, agile practices require a new type of modified 

cell structure that allows teams and units to solve problems independently 

without being tied to the rest of the organization or other projects while re-

taining open channels of communication (Bernstein et al., 2016; de Sitter et 

al., 1997; Kniberg & Ivarsson, 2012; van Amelsvoort & Hootegem, 2017).  

The hierarchical management style dates back to the initial conceptions of 

scientific management (Taylor, 1911), common in Western and Northern Eu-

rope due to the significant post-war industrial growth (den Hertog, 1977). 

The same period saw an improvement in education, leading to a growing gap 

between employee skills and ambitions and the highly repetitive tasks that 

significantly lowered the quality of work and increased absenteeism (den 

Hertog, 1977). These frustrations grew into the legacy of work design, and 

sociotechnical systems design (STSD) approaches (Emery & Thorsrud, 1969) 

that were comparable to modern day agile organizational structures. 

In gradual structural transformations, large-scale agile organizations suf-

fer from interdependencies between the organization and the individual agile 

teams that have been transformed (Lindvall et al., 2004; Mikalsen et al., 

2019; van Amelsvoort & Hootegem, 2017). As Lindvall et al. (2004) discov-

ered, during a structural transformation in a large-scale agile organization, 

many of the agile teams in the early pilot were still tied to the rest of the hi-

erarchical structures, projects, and teams within the organization, not 
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allowing them to truly become agile. They concluded by stating: “in a large 

organization, a project cannot be truly independent” (Lindvall et al., 2004, p. 

5). 

It is not enough for a large complex organization to have a small number 

of seemingly autonomous teams if the organizational control structures do 

not enable the teams to be independent of the rest of the organization 

(Mikalsen et al., 2019). These issues have been highlighted, especially in 

large-scale agile, where coordination with other teams and synchronization 

of projects cause significant difficulties (Sekitoleko et al., 2014). Lack of in-

ter-team coordination and communication can also have other second-hand 

issues such as subcultures inside individual teams creating an “us” vs. “them” 

culture, increasing distrust between the teams (Hansen & Baggesen, 2009); 

overlapping work between the agile teams (Lee, 2008); losing sight of the 

bigger picture of the project when working on individual parts (Farrow & 

Greene, 2008); and in planning team-level work due to interdependencies 

with between teams (Sekitoleko et al., 2014). 

Theoretically, as de Sitter et al. (1997, p. 498) suggest, there is a seemingly 

simple solution: “creating simple organizations and complex jobs.” Accord-

ing to the authors, an organization can lower interdependencies through or-

ganizational design measures and by minimizing the number of disturbances 

(i.e., unplanned events) between the teams that originate from the poor or-

ganizational structure. They define these unplanned events (external vari-

ance) as events that include actors outside the task. In agile software devel-

opment, these unplanned events are often called “technical dependencies” 

that can happen due to overlapping priorities, the unpredictability of the pro-

cesses, and overlapping release cycles (Babinet & Ramanathan, 2008) 

To minimize internal dependency and external variance, the organization 

must account for its production structure (the operational work) and control 

structure (managing the operational work) (de Sitter, 1997). To improve the 

production structure, work must be parallelized. As van Amelsvoort and 

Hootegem (2017) explain, parallel processing organizations must identify 

customer families by putting them into homogenous customer groups based 

on strategic demands and creating parallel work processes for each customer 

subtype. The authors suggest this will support autonomous teamwork, as the 

work can be performed in teams independently of other teams, lowering the 

number of interdependencies. 

The product and control structures rely entirely on one another in a large-

scale agile organization. As highlighted by Mikalsen et al. (2019) case study, 

without reducing the complexity of the production structure, the autono-

mous teams will require help from one another and cannot be truly inde-

pendent. Similarly, even if the production structure is simplified and the 

teams work in smaller parallel units, if the teams do not have the autonomy 

to make decisions, they will still be dependent on the hierarchical structures 

of the organization (de Sitter et al., 1997).  
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In practice, the organizational structure might resemble what Maximini 

(2018) call an “agile cell,” closely resembling Spotify-style agile “tribes” (Kni-

berg & Ivarsson, 2012), Zappos’ holacracy structure (Bernstein et al., 2016), 

or as previously known in STSD “sociocracy” (Amelsvoort & Hootegem, 

2017). The typical team size for the “cells” is at most 150 people (Maximini, 

2018). Within the cells, there are smaller cells that make up the agile teams. 

As Maximini (2018) explains, each cell is meant to be independent, working 

on its products with smaller central support functions. Therefore, each cell 

will include all the necessary functions such as sales, management, finance, 

and other essential operatives on top of developers. The cells communicate 

and collaborate with a top management team, ensuring a broader organiza-

tional strategy and vision (Maximini, 2018). 

 
Figure 3: Example of an agile cell (Maximini, 2018). 

 

As the cells are autonomous, it allows the organization to remove any sig-

nificant interdependencies between the teams that could inhibit the cells’ 

work functions and prevent them from achieving autonomy (Maximini, 
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2018). Kniberg and Ivarsson (2012) explain that Spotify deliberately works 

toward eliminating dependencies between teams that might be blocking or 

slowing down functions. As they state, sometimes Spotify might reorganize 

the teams, reprioritize the functions or even change the technical solutions 

to prevent these dependencies.  

From the perspective of organizational dependencies and maintaining 

“agile-like” team autonomy without bureaucracy, the cell-based structure is 

considered the most efficient (Mikalsen et al., 2019). However, as some au-

thors have found, the cell-based organization is exceedingly difficult to apply 

in practice compared to more organized and bureaucratic models such as the 

Scaled Agile Framework (SAFe) (Bass & Salameh, 2020; Conboy & Carroll, 

2019). The choice between any two approaches is a trade-off between com-

plexity and organizations’ ambitions of autonomy, which depends on the op-

erating context and need for adaptability and response rates (Bernstein et al., 

2016).  

Large organizations' scale and compartmentalized structure can lead to 

different subcultures within separate teams or business units, which can 

cause difficulties in the diffusion and integration of agile practices across the 

organization (Hansen & Baggesen, 2009; Schein & Schein, 2016). As Schein 

and Schein (2016) explain when organizations grow and mature, they de-

velop subcultures based on occupational cultures that can differ drastically 

even in their basic beliefs and assumptions. These differences occur when 

people with different core personality traits show preference toward distinct 

occupations, along with education and socialization into specific professions 

leading them to adopt different beliefs (Van Maanen & Schein, 1977). When 

people are introduced and socialized into a new organizational culture, they 

bring prior cultural assumptions from their previous education and occupa-

tions to the new organization forming subgroups and subsequent subcultures 

(Van Maanen & Barley, 1982).  

The incompatibility of subcultures can make alignment especially difficult 

in large and mature organizations if not recognized by top management. Is-

sues have been found in integrating marketing and sales (Abdelnour-Nocera 

& Sharp, 2007; Maples, 2009; Rodríguez et al., 2013), human resources 

(Rodríguez et al., 2013), and finance (Maples, 2009), meaning integration is 

not explicitly limited to any specific area of the organization. Dikert et al. 

(2016) reported that the unwillingness of other functions to adopt agile was 

the most reported issue in large-scale agile transformations, found in 31% of 

studied cases. 

One way to culturally align an organization that has been split into smaller 

teams is through building communities of practice. Communities of practice 

represent like-minded individuals working in separate agile teams across the 

organization (Barton et al., 2018). People want to discuss with like-minded 

individuals who might be assigned the same tasks or use the same tools for 

the said task (Cohn, 2010). As he explains, building communities of practice 
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can happen through top-down formal or informal means. The communities 

of practice exist to incentivize information sharing not just within the teams 

but also across the teams through informal means as well as a tool for the 

dissemination of formal and tacit knowledge and the sharing of best practices 

(Aghina et al., 2018; Barton et al., 2018; Cohn, 2010). For instance, Kniberg 

and Ivarsson (2012) report how Spotify uses what they call “Chapters” and 

“Guilds.” As they explain, chapters are the people who work within the same 

“cell” or “tribe” and share the same competencies and interests, while guilds 

are made of people across the organization who can share an even broader 

set of knowledge, tools, and best practices across the organization. According 

to them, this helps Spotify retain the benefits of scale and creates cohesion 

and alignment within the organization while the teams and occupations are 

part-separated.  

 
Figure 4: Guild- and chapter structure between cells (here: tribes) at Spotify 

(Kniberg & Ivarsson, 2012) 

 

This way, the organizational structuring in agile practice must balance two 

separate needs: (1) creating an independent team and unit-level structures 

that can solve problems independently (Bernstein et al., 2016; de Sitter et al., 

1997; van Amelsvoort & Hootegem, 2017); (2) while maintaining cross-team 

and cross-unit collaboration and coordination through active communica-

tions and communities of practice to prevent siloing and misalignment of 

subcultures (Aghina et al., 2018; Kniberg & Ivarsson, 2012; Schein & Schein, 

2016). 

 

2.4.2 Physical and digital artifacts in agile culture 
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Since its inception, physical space and physicality have played a significant 

role in agile. While remote work is possible in agile, it was envisioned to be 

done with developers and customers, all working in a shared physical space 

(Cockburn, 2002). He explains that the physicality of the work displayed was 

meant to counteract the previously extensive documentation seen in the 

plan-driven development processes and bring more transparency to work.  

Sharp (2007) describes agile teams’ usage of “the wall.” In agile the wall is 

used for information delivery through physical space to organize and deliver 

information through user stories (product requirements) captured on story 

cards or other artifacts such as Kanban boards (Kniberg & Skarin, 2010; 

Sharp, 2007). User stories are often product features, written from the users’ 

perspective to generate user-focused features (Sharp, 2007). The wall and the 

following cards and boards are often located in visible locations where they 

become communication and information tools (Beck, 2000; Kniberg & Ska-

rin, 2010; Sharp, 2007). As Beck (2000, p. 39) states: “An interested observer 

should be able to walk into the team space and get the general idea of how 

the project is going in fifteen seconds.” In this way, the wall functions as an 

“information radiator” that provides continuously changing information to a 

passerby even with a glance (Cockburn, 2006).  

Affinity diagrams are also commonly used by organizing smaller strips of 

paper or post-it notes spread around the working areas or walls (Holtzblatt 

& Beyer, 1993). These notes are often not just randomly placed there but can 

be color-coded and grouped to make the visual information more easily un-

derstood at a glance (Holtzblatt & Beyer, 1993; Sharp, 2007). Other tools of-

ten function with similar visual clarity and “information radiator” mindset. 

For instance, the numerous whiteboards or flip tables used in many organi-

zations (Sharp, 2007). Sharp et al. (2009, p. 115) express the usage of physi-

cal artifacts: “The physical nature of these artifacts facilitates their two main 

purposes – enabling a shared understanding of requirements and supporting 

the development process itself.” 

Akin to the discussed "wall" and information radiators, the Obeya room 

allows for a quick understanding of managerial planning and processes and 

can be used to facilitate discussions between teams. The Obeya is an immer-

sive space filled with information that can function as a room for co-located 

working space for all the functions or a meeting room where all the unit lead-

ers meet to discuss collaborative work, as was done at Toyota (Morgan & 

Liker, 2006). Like information radiators, the primary purpose of Obeva is the 

immediate dissemination of information, which reduces the amount of repe-

tition and increases transparency (Aasland & Blankenburg, 2012). 

Digital artifacts have been studied at length from their early onset. Luff et 

al. (1992) state that physical artifacts are often used for information and co-

ordination of social action in collaborative co-located activities. These find-

ings are supported by (Deshpande et al., 2016), where physical artifacts were 

often used subtly to support communication and collaboration efforts. In 
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their research, people often use physical artifacts (e.g., affinity diagrams, sto-

ryboards) to aid their actions and communicate during meetings.  

Furthermore, Whittaker and Schwarz (1999) and later Deshpande et al. 

(2016) found that even with the adoption of digital tools, the usage of physical 

artifacts remains common, especially in collaborative tasks. Whittaker and 

Schwarz (1999) found that the physical medium lends itself much easier to 

physical displays that complement communications and help collaboration, 

unlike digital tools. In addition, the convenience of the physical information 

radiators makes them so popular: “Hallways qualify very nicely as good 

places for information radiators. Web pages don’t. Accessing web pages costs 

most people more effort than they are willing to expend, and so the infor-

mation stays hidden” (Cockburn, 2006, p. 76). 

While successful distributed agile teams have been reported at least on a 

smaller scale, with the benefits of the agile present (Sharp et al., 2012), there 

are often drawbacks. Distributed teams often suffer from poor communica-

tion, lack of team cohesion, and knowledge distribution, and if the teams are 

geographically distributed, unavailability issues are common (Paasivaara et 

al., 2008). The authors add that to build relationships with distributed teams, 

teams might often have to travel to meet face-to-face for key events such as 

the first iteration to build and maintain collaborative relationships for effec-

tive teamwork practices.  

In hybrid settings, issues are similarly present for employees that are not 

physically in the office. Deshpande et al. (2016) studied a case organization 

working under a hybrid agile model with part of the employees working re-

motely while the other part was co-located. Their findings showed that the 

digital artifacts were sufficient for formal communications and exchanging 

the necessary knowledge for the distributed employees to do the required 

work. However, the authors noted that informal discussions, social cues, in-

terpersonal familiarity, response times, and general awareness of the “vibe” 

within the physical office space were often an anomaly to those not physically 

present. Furthermore, the authors found that the employees working re-

motely missed the dispersion of informal information about the projects and 

tacit knowledge.  

Physical and virtual artifacts in agile have a multifaceted purpose that of-

ten goes beyond their expected use. Physical artifacts do not simply exist for 

the convenience of personal work but facilitate communication and transpar-

ency of work (Aghina, 2018; Cockburn, 2006; Sharp, 2007). Artifacts help 

coordinate tasks when work status can be communicated in seconds (Cock-

burn, 2006). Moreover, transparency increases trust between the team mem-

bers when everything is out in the open (McHugh, 2011; Kniberg & Ivarsson, 

2012), facilitating cohesion and better teamwork (Edmondson & Lei, 2014).  

 

2.4.3 Routines and processes in agile culture 
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Agile processes can take two main approaches, strictly by the book or a mod-

ified pick-and-choose “toolbox” approach, a choice that can significantly im-

pact the successful application of agile practices (Gustavsson, 2021; 

Paasivaara et al., 2018). Although Schwaber and Sutherland (2020) insist 

that without complete adherence to the Scrum methodology, the result is not 

Scrum, organizations use significant situational modifications, especially in 

large-scale agile adaptations. Jalali and Wohlin (2012) studied large-scale 

global software engineering companies and found that most organizations 

used modified and customized agile practices. The authors explain that the 

modifications were motivated by overlapping requirements, distribution 

type, and other situational requirements of the project. Moreover, they found 

that many organizations selectively used mixed methods from different prac-

tices such as XP and Scrum, claiming it to be one or the other. 

Gustavsson (2021) studied two large-scale agile transformations utilizing 

SAFe. He describes how most organizations can be divided into a dichotomy. 

One of the approaches he explains is the “agile rulebook logic,” where proper 

agile implementation is the strictest possible adherence to agile. They explain 

how the “agile coaches were competing with each other regarding who knew 

the details of the framework best, rather than discussing possible tailoring or 

if some things could be discarded” (Gustavsson, 2021, p. 16). According to 

him, many employees expressed frustrations with this approach and how the 

new framework, contrary to its intentions, limited their autonomy as they 

could not freely choose their methods and ended with additional work due to 

the detailed practices. Iivari and Iivari (2011) explain that the previous cul-

ture of the organization might affect how the agile principles and methodol-

ogy are applied in practice. They argue that organizations with a hierarchical 

culture are more likely to combine features from different practices (such as 

XP and Scrum), making the combined models heavier. 

Organizations enforcing stricter routines often fear letting go of previous 

routines, increasing the total work the teams must accomplish (Dikert et al., 

2016; Hoda & Noble, 2017; Pikkarainen, 2012). Even in organizations with 

firmly established Scrum practices, Holtzhausen and de Klerk (2018) found, 

against their expectations, a negative correlation between strict adherence to 

“purity of Scrum” and team-level performance. Marchenko and Abra-

hamsson (2008) explain that the push from the Scrum-master or manage-

ment towards “the correct” implementation could paradoxically undermine 

some of the agile principles such as self-organization and autonomy.  

Gustavsson (2021) calls the other approach agile toolbox logic. As the 

name implies, this approach is more akin to the idea of picking the ideal 

methods and tailoring the agile approach depending on the contextual needs. 

In the second organization studied by Gustavsson (2021), the organization 

adopted the toolbox approach, which resulted in better results. He explains 

that while some employees expressed frustrations with too many meetings 
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and insufficient tailoring, most employees felt more motivated, less stressed, 

and had fewer interferences of work due to the adoption of SAFe. 

Issues with inconsistent processes and practices are still a highly common 

issue in agile adoption (Digital.ai, 2021). Authors such as Paasivaara et al. 

(2018) have expressed that organizations can run into issues in large-scale 

agile implementation if there is not at least a common agile framework ap-

plied throughout the organization, which toolbox-type approaches could dis-

courage. Therefore the correct approach could be found through a middle-

ground approach by adopting a common agile framework from the onset that 

is spread across the organization with a stepwise delivery that helps the adop-

tion of new routines (Aghina et al., 2015; Cadieux & Heyn, 2018; Dikert et al., 

2016; Paasivaara et al., 2018). For example, Cadieux and Heyn (2018) re-

ported that the agile transformation at Zalando was built on three core pillars 

of “Radical agility” that formed the stable backbone for operations, providing 

much-needed clarity for decision-making. Similarly, Paasivaara et al. (2018) 

expressed that many Ericsson employees reported that their work coordina-

tion became significantly easier after adopting common practices in how they 

worked. Aghina et al. (2015) argue that the stable backbone of the structure, 

governance, and processes can enable organizational flexibility through clar-

ity, lower interdependencies, and fewer misunderstandings.  

 

2.4.4 Processes that enable psychological safety in agile culture 

 

As the role of communications is central in agile (Hummel et al., 2013; 

Melnik & Maurer, 2006), creating the conditions of psychological safety is 

vital in the process of agile as it precedes and enables open communications 

across the organization (Duhigg, 2016; Edmondson, 1999; Edmondson & Lei, 

2014). The concept of psychological safety is simple yet powerful: “Psycho-

logical safety describes perceptions of the consequences of taking interper-

sonal risks in a particular context, such as a workplace” (Edmondson & Lei, 

2014, p. 23). According to the authors, the role of psychological safety comes 

down to the individuals’ ability to speak up and challenge most strongly held 

beliefs without facing criticism or fear of being reprimanded. These feelings 

can come in many forms, including those with power and status above us, 

peers, and subordinates (Edmondson, 2002). She explains that individuals 

might feel afraid of being seen as ignorant by others, wasting time, or being 

disruptive among their peers or subordinates. She states that, especially in 

high-risk contexts, asking questions or admitting mistakes runs the risk of 

being seen as incompetent and dangerous, though contradictorily, these 

questions could prevent physical risks in high-risk industries. 

The lack of fear allows people to express themselves and their ideas more 

freely, openly communicate and challenge poorly perceived ideas, which 

helps people to be happier and more engaged at work (Edmondson & Lei, 

2014). On an organizational level, psychological safety enables employer-
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employee relationships, motivates employees, and improves flexibility (Col-

lins & Smith, 2006). Furthermore, better relationships enable better commu-

nication which mediates organizational learning capabilities (Carmeli et al., 

2009). The authors claim this leads to better creativity, proactivity, and 

knowledge sharing, leading to significantly better organizational learning 

and performance.  

The environment of psychological safety does not emerge naturally; in-

stead, it must be consciously worked towards by the management and the 

teams themselves (Edmondson & Lei, 2014). Psychological safety can be so 

fragile that even within an organization with a strong culture of perceived 

psychological safety, the feeling of safety of speaking up, giving feedback, or 

asking for help can vary significantly between departments or individual 

teams (Edmondson, 2002). Thus, making an organization psychologically 

safe becomes an essential responsibility for every employee.  

At the organizational level, commitment-based HR practices that facilitate 

long-term exchange relationships create a social climate of trust and are 

strongly associated with psychological safety (Collins and Smith, 2006). As 

the authors explain, the practices commonly include assessing person-organ-

ization fit rather than specific job fit; team-level training and performance 

assessments that promote long-term commitment through collective growth 

and team building; and compensation practices that focus on group and firm-

level performance indicators. These practices aim to build a more collective-

level interest that is aligned with the team- and organizational-level interests 

instead of the individual (Collins & Smith, 2006). 

However, psychological safety is most consistently considered a group-

level phenomenon (Edmondson & Lei, 2014), which is the most critical level 

of analysis for agile methods. The authors found that psychological safety im-

proves team performance and creativity. When teams are more willing to 

take risks, learn from failures, disagree but recover easier from conflicts, trust 

each other, and communicate more openly. 

Managers can support these behaviors by enabling second-order learning 

(Edmondson, 2002). Acording to her employees who notice an issue are of-

ten encouraged to fix problems independently without notifying anyone, 

which can hide the underlying issues if not brought up. However, in second-

order learning proposed by Edmondson, employees are encouraged to ac-

tively speak up about issues in day-to-day practices (within reason so as not 

to interfere with active work) to enable organizational learning. She suggests 

that managers and team leaders (such as Scrum Master) should not be cho-

sen based purely on technical expertise, as the person might not have the in-

terpersonal skills to encourage every team member to participate by provid-

ing input, feedback, and ideas. She explains that this is important as leaders 

can also facilitate conversations by empowering the less socially extroverted 

people to speak up while minimizing the domineering tendencies of out-

wardly spoken employees. Leaders can provide examples of admitting and 
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acknowledging fallibility and their failures, demonstrating to the rest of the 

team that it is okay to fail and desirable to speak up when one makes a mis-

take (Gabarro, 1990). 

Like individual learning, collective learning relies on iterative processes 

that utilize the Argyris (1995) double-loop learning process. This kind of re-

flection can only happen if it is enabled on a team level and the teams have 

the self-awareness and agency to do so (West, 2000). Edmondson (2002, p. 

14) highlights the questions the team should ask themselves: “What are we 

learning? What can we do better? What should we change?” Teams can fur-

ther motivate learning behaviors through shared learning goals (Edmond-

son, 2002). As she explains, these goals must be clearly defined and under-

stood by the whole team and set so that they are both meaningful and suffi-

ciently challenging enough but not so complicated that it is unreachable, 

causing feelings of helplessness. 

At the level of practice, psychological safety is necessary for open commu-

nications (Duhigg, 2016; Edmondson, 1999; Edmondson & Lei, 2014), 

healthy management culture (Edmondson, 2002; Gabarro, 1990; Nembhard 

& Edmondson, 2006), and organizational learning (Edmondson, 2002). It is 

deeply tied to managerial behaviors and inclusiveness (Gabarro, 1990; 

Nembhard & Edmondson, 2006) and commitment-based HR practices that 

encourage organization-level collaboration, enhancing trust (Collins & 

Smith, 2006), making it essential for agile (McHugh et al., 2011). The most 

significant role in improving psychological safety lies within healthy manage-

ment and leadership practices that can serve as examples for employees and 

have cascading effects through citizenship behaviors (Collins & Smith, 2006; 

Edmondson, 2002; Schein & Schein, 2016). 

 

2.4.5 Leadership practices in agile culture 

 

Leadership practices in agile must support the lower-level employees' auton-

omy and the middle-management layers impacted by the changes. As Dikert 

et al. (2016) recognized, if middle management's role is not made clear post-

transformation, managers can become hesitant and resist the change as they 

might feel their organizational roles become threatened. Schein and Schein 

(2016) note that the fear of losing power or position is a commonly expressed 

anxiety during change efforts. As they explain, this position can sometimes 

be tied to one’s identity, which the new roles in the organization might not 

facilitate. They continue stating that the top management can alleviate learn-

ing anxieties by adopting more supportive leadership models that provide 

psychological safety, involve others, and provide resources for change. 

Servant Leadership presents one such approach. In Servant Leadership, 

the role of leadership is transformed from a traditional role of a “leader” to 

that of a “servant” (Greenleaf, 1977). However, a Servant Leader should not 

be seen as a literal servant, bossed around by their employees, but rather as 
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an enabler of work. Van Dierendonck (2011) explains that the Servant 

Leader’s practical role can be twofold. The first is to enable employees to be 

their best selves by providing direction, removing impediments, and provid-

ing appropriate tasks. Second is leading by example, showing humility, au-

thenticity, and fallibility in one’s behaviors by approaching one’s employee 

as another person rather than one above them. 

According to Barman et al. (2021), Servant Leadership in day-to-day agile 

practice can manifest through simple behaviors. They explain that the core 

idea is to help the teams function the best; since control does not work in 

agile, help must come through engagement. As they describe, the ways one 

can engage their employees are varied: you can collaborate with people, make 

sure everyone’s voice is heard and can speak, and ensure there are no distrac-

tions. They further state that for a person to be a good Servant Leader, they 

require excellent listening skills, presence, and being visible at the moment-

to-moment happenings. The role of the leader becomes the enabler for em-

ployees to perform their work rather than the controller making sure that 

work is being done, requiring empathy, agreeableness, and listening skills 

from those leading (Aghina et al., 2019).  

Coaching and coaches are also a core part of organizational commitment, 

and their vital role in agile can also be seen as a form of leadership. Despite 

this, the role of agile coaches’ leadership approach has not been adequately 

studied. Bäcklander (2019) offers a preliminary view of leadership in com-

plex environments without managerial authority. In his study, Bäcklander 

(2019) interviewed sixteen agile coaches at Spotify. The role of the coaches at 

Spotify is to work in a complex and flexible, knowledge-intensive organiza-

tional environment, balancing the needs of “too autonomous” and “too bu-

reaucratic” organizational needs without the same managerial authority or 

oversight that traditional management enjoys (Bäcklander, 2019; Kniberg & 

Ivarsson, 2012). 

By using process-oriented ontology towards leadership in complex organ-

izational environments, the role of coaches becomes less about strict rule ori-

entation toward agile principles and more about relational solution-seeking. 

Instead of being the strict enforcers of agile goals and principles, coaches’ 

approach to leadership becomes more contextual, emergent, and adaptive 

(Bäcklander, 2019). In this approach, the coaches’ focus is not to follow the 

principles perfectly but to empower, enable and foster psychological safety 

within the teams, allowing them to work autonomously in their groups. This 

enables the teams to enact the process of collective leadership rather than 

rely on others to be led (Drath & Palus, 1994; Edmondson & Lei, 2014). 

This type of leadership can also be called “shared leadership,” often found 

in incumbent agile organizations (Moe et al., 2009). Shared leadership is a 

relational method where each team member has a high degree of influence in 

the team’s leadership and an equal voice (Carson et al., 2007). They suggest 

that this social exchange can be viewed through social network theory, based 
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on the density of the team’s leadership network – in other words, the number 

of ties between team members and the strength of the ties. Later findings 

from Google’s Project Aristotle suggest that a form of shared leadership with 

strong network density is the single most significant predictor of team per-

formance, even above individual skill (Duhigg, 2016). 

In agile, the shared leadership framework functions very similarly. Moe et 

al. (2009) describe the rotation of leadership in agile as dependent on the 

individual skill, knowledge, and abilities related to an issue at a particular 

moment. Rotating leadership can be enabled by having a small yet diverse 

team structure allowing the teams to be fully independent on any given task, 

which helps the team to have autonomy from the broader organization, 

makes team members mutually dependent, and allows for the rotation of 

leadership (Moe et al., 2009; Wageman, 2001).  

Holtzhausen and de Klerk (2018) studied the effectiveness of Servant 

Leadership in Scrum. They found that the Scrum master’s role as a coach and 

a Servant Leader was positively associated with team performance. The find-

ings showed that Servant Leader practices enabled team-level psychological 

safety and empowered the team to become more autonomous. As agile meth-

ods rely on teams and their autonomous ability to seek the most meaningful 

ways to get the required work done, it becomes paramount that the organi-

zation has a healthy culture where people can rely on one another and feel 

both motivated and empowered to do their work (Moran, 2016). 

 

2.4.6 Agile strategy and organizational culture fit 

 

Organizational culture and strategy are highly intertwined, especially in the 

level of execution (Schein & Schein, 2016). Even if the messaging, organiza-

tional vision and mission are perfectly valid, if they are not aligned with the 

culture of the organization, it can be challenging to enact any meaningful 

changes within the organization, as the underlying culture will inevitably re-

sist these types of changes and messaging (Cabrera & Bonache, 1999; 

Mintzberg et al., 1998; Schein & Schein, 2016; Warrick, 2017) 

In agile, the role of strategy becomes to provide a looser set of guidelines 

for employee behavior that guides the agile teams to execute their necessary 

work. Instead of a traditional hierarchical process, the organizational strat-

egy and leadership need to be transformed into an adaptive and supportive 

style of planning and organizing (Neruer & Balijepally, 2007). According to 

the authors, this means more emergent and flexible applications of strategy 

rather than positivist, stringently planned ones that undermine agile prac-

tices. Cabrera and Bonache (1999) argue that the success between organiza-

tional strategy and culture depends on whether the culture encourages the 

appropriate behaviors aligned with the organization’s competitive environ-

ment. In this way, culture can become an asset or a hindrance if it is not 
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aligned with the internal and external environment of the organization 

(Cabrera & Bonache, 1999; Mintzberg et al., 1998) 

One early example of such a strategy is Netflix’s approach to strategy and 

culture based on the simple vision of “Highly Aligned, Loosely Coupled.” 

(Hastings, 2009). He explains that in this type of strategy, the organization 

sets the metrics and direction through a clear and transparent vision, strat-

egy, and goals defined loosely enough not to bind employees but with enough 

detail to provide contextual guidance. Therefore, strategy is responsible for 

the broader large-scale decisions requiring significant investments based on 

key metrics. As Aghina et al. (2015) argue, the stable foundations of the struc-

ture, governance, and processes enable the flexibility and agility of many 

larger organizations. They claim that organizations can become significantly 

more agile by having clear primary structures and strategy aiding employee 

decision-making, responsibilities, and mutually shared processes.  

The strategy process can be integrated into the agile model framework. An 

increasing number of organizations are combining the OKR and agile models 

to create an iterative and dynamic strategy to match agile's pacing and bot-

tom-up leadership (Comella-Dorda et al., 2020; Doerr, 2018). The OKR 

structure can enable flexible re-orientation of strategic priorities at the or-

ganizational level, allowing for changes to be more flexibly based on the con-

stantly evolving market demands (Comella-Dorda, 2020; Doerr, 2018). Iter-

ative strategic prioritization of smaller goals also allows for more flexible 

funding structures at the unit and team levels (Comella-Dorda et al., 2020). 

In addition, they suggest, the bottom-up strategy formation process of the 

OKR model can significantly support the bottom-up leadership practices en-

acted in agile. Several authors have deemed top-down control and (strategic) 

change during the agile transformation process unsuccessful (Gandomani et 

al., 2014; O’Connor, 2010). Therefore, engaging in a bottom-up strategy can 

be an integrative element of strategy formulation across teams (Jarzabkow-

ski & Balogun, 2009). 

Organizations with ongoing agile transformations also need a specific 

strategy. One way to look at organizations where part of the organization op-

erates autonomously while other parts retain the old hierarchies is through 

organizational ambidexterity (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013). In particular, the 

interest lies within structural ambidexterity and later in the change process 

in dynamic capabilities (Aghina et al., 2015; O’Reilly & Tushman, 2008; 

Teece, 2007) as especially in stepwise changes, organizations need to have 

coexisting agile and traditional development units (Lee et al., 2006; Vinekar 

et al., 2006). Structural ambidexterity describes the organization’s capability 

to engage in organizational exploration and exploitation separated by its 

structure, such as business units (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2008). In this way, 

the organization can build ways to simultaneously sense and seize new op-

portunities while also focusing on previously established core activities and 

norms (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013). 
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From the Resource-Based View perspective, culture becomes a source of 

competitive advantage (Barney, 1986). As he explains, culture can become an 

inimitable asset that is increasingly complex to apply in practice, becoming a 

valuable competitive resource for organizations. Thus, the relationship be-

tween culture and strategy becomes bidirectional; strategy aids in aligning 

the culture and the organization, while culture itself becomes a strategic asset 

providing a sustainable competitive advantage in an agile organization (Bar-

ney, 1986; Moran, 2016; Siakas & Siakas, 2007). 

 

2.5 Espoused values and beliefs in agile culture 

 
Espoused values and beliefs represent the organizational values of what 
ought to be, representing explicitly articulated (moral) value justifications for 
the behavior of modern and past organizational leaders (Schein & Schein, 
2016). In agile culture, espoused values and beliefs can be represented 
through the values that drive many behaviors. Common values in agile are 
more egalitarian and bottom-up decision-making and lowered power dis-
tances (Nerur & Balijepally, 2007; Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020; Tolfo et al., 
2009), fast adaptation and flexibility to market and customer demand 
changes (Beck et al., 2001; Nerur & Balijepally, 2007; Poppendieck & Cusu-
mano, 2012; Siakas & Siakas, 2007), and continuous organizational learning 
and improvement (Poppendieck & Cusumano, 2012; Siakas & Siakas, 2007; 
Tolfo et al., 2009) rooted in equal employee voice and collective intelligence 
(Duhigg, 2016; Pentland, 2012; Surowiecki, 2004). These values are often 
supported through psychological safety (Duhigg, 2016; Edmondson & Lei, 
2014), shared and empowering leadership values (Bäcklander, 2019; 
Holtzhausen & de Klerk, 2018), and bottom-up ownership enabled by flexi-
ble, bottom-up resource allocation (Bernstein et al., 2016; Birshan et al., 
2013) that enable individuals to act more autonomously and react faster to 
changing market demands. 
 
2.5.1 Psychological safety as an antecedent value in agile culture 

 

Psychological safety can be seen as an organizational quality and a collective 

value that agile organizations strive towards. Psychological safety is associ-

ated with equal employee voice (Duhigg, 2016; Pentland, 2012) and lower 

power distances (Edmondson & Lei, 2014; Schein & Schein, 2016) that sup-

port stronger organizational learning (Edmondson, 2002; Pentland, 2012) 

which are often represented by the flatter organizational structures in agile 

organizations. More concretely, psychological safety sets the antecedent for 

these values by promoting values that create a social climate in which em-

ployees are willing to take interpersonal risks (Edmondson & Lei, 2014). 

At the organizational level, psychological safety can be interpreted in how 

the management team's “upper echelons,” see themselves and the organiza-

tion and in how they provide and solicit feedback (Nembhard and 
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Edmondson 2006; Schein & Schein, 2016). While Edmondson & Lei (2014) 

argue psychological safety is a team-level phenomenon, Schein & Schein 

(2016) suggest psychological safety as part of the organizational culture. Ac-

cording to Schein (1985), psychological safety can be achieved through or-

ganizational-level values and behavioral norms that encourage organization-

wide psychological safety. These two views should be seen as complementary 

rather than contradictory, meaning psychological safety can be viewed 

through “multilevel influences” (Edmondson & Mogelof, 2005). This way, 

psychological safety can be viewed as a team-level practice and a cross-cut-

ting organizational value in which employees are encouraged to speak up. 

 For instance, recent iterative frameworks such as the OKR model view 

psychological safety as one of the core values enabling the framework and 

bottom-up inclusion of employees in the strategy creation process (Hämä-

läinen & Sora, 2020; Niven & Lamorte, 2016). In the OKR model, psycholog-

ical safety is promoted through organizational values such as high tolerance 

for failure (through ambitious stretch goals that are likely to fail) and culture 

of speaking up. However, the high failure tolerance must be combined with 

what Pisano (2019) calls “no tolerance for incompetence,” where high-per-

formance standards are valued and drive failures instead of sloppy work.  

Moreover, psychological safety should not be mistaken for being polite or 

having a polite organization. As Pisano (2019) explains, many organizations 

mistake psychological safety with politeness or do not understand that psy-

chological safety is a two-way street – if one can criticize others' ideas, their 

ideas should be up for criticism. In their words, psychological safety should 

be seen as a strive towards candidness, sharp, and forthright criticism that 

cuts through proposals that people are equally excited to defend. Criticism is 

thus seen as a compliment and a form of respect rather than undermining or 

insulting one’s proposals. Edmondson & Lei (2014) discovered that organi-

zations with the ability to be most forthright and engage in the creative con-

flict were prominently ranked highest in psychological safety. This way, psy-

chological safety can be viewed through propensity toward task conflict. 

Other common values that are strongly associated with psychological 

safety in agile are openness (Edmondson & Lei, 2014; Thorgren & Caiman, 

2019), collective responsibility (Tolfo et al., 2009; Valentine & Edmondson, 

2015), and leadership inclusiveness (Nembhard and Edmondson 2006). 

While trust itself is already strongly associated with psychological safety (Ed-

mondson & Lei, 2014; Valentine & Edmondson, 2015), its importance is in-

creased in autonomous teams where the work itself is predicated on collec-

tive responsibility (McHugh et al., 2011; Tolfo et al., 2009). Likewise, how 

leaders solicit input and feedback and invite others to give feedback are cru-

cial in creating a sense of psychological safety as their behaviors will be most 

scrutinized to establish a sense of psychological safety (Nembhard and Ed-

mondson 2006). 
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While psychological safety is a rarely promoted value in agile literature 

(Lenberg & Feldt, 2018), it sets the antecedent for all the other common es-

poused values in agile (Frazier et al., 2017; Lenberg & Feldt, 2018). For in-

stance, Edmondson (1999) argues that psychological safety is necessary as a 

cognitive state for organizational learning. While organizational learning is a 

common espoused value in agile, for an organization to learn in the first 

place, it has to accommodate a culture where employees perceive that open 

information sharing is promoted and allowed (Edmondson, 1999; Edmond-

son & Lei, 2014; Frazier et al., 2017). Moreover, low-hierarchies and low-

power distances are commonly encouraged and promoted in agile 

(Holtzhausen & de Klerk, 2018; Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020). They can 

only exist if the organization promotes the values of psychological safety (Ed-

mondson & Lei, 2014; Frazier et al., 2017; Schein & Schein, 2016). 

 

2.5.2 Leadership values in agile culture 

 

As teams in agile function more autonomously, leadership and management 

roles shift from control to greater empowerment and engagement of employ-

ees. Agile is both driven by the values of employee autonomy (Holtzhausen & 

de Klerk, 2018; Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020) and employee empowerment 

and engagement (Melnik & Maurer, 2006; Tessem & Maurer, 2007). 

Servant leadership is commonly adopted, as it accommodates these values 

in agile. As Greenleaf (1977) explains, in Servant Leadership, leaders should 

go beyond their self-interests by helping others grow and become more au-

tonomous instead of commanding and controlling those beneath them, 

which has a cascading effect throughout the organization: 

 

“The Servant-Leader is servant first… It begins with the natural feeling 

that one wants to serve, to serve first. Then conscious choice brings one to 

aspire to lead… The best test, and difficult to administer is this: Do those 

served grow as persons? Do they, while being served, become healthier, 

wiser, freer, more autonomous, and more likely themselves to become 

servants? And, what is the effect on the least privileged in society? Will 

they benefit, or at least not further be harmed?” (Greenleaf, 1977, p. 12). 

 

In his literary review, van Dierendonck (2011) elaborates that a Servant 

Leader enables their employees to be autonomous and think for themselves. 

He explains that it is built on the foundation that every employee should be 

treated well to allow them to be their best selves. Another Servant Leader's 

goal is to provide direction (van Dierendonck, 2011). He explains that under 

a Servant Leader, the employees understand the leadership's expectations of 

them and what benefits them and the organization. He continues that a Serv-

ant Leader provides the guidelines for expected behaviors based on the 
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person’s abilities so that the directions are always tailor-made and suit the 

needs and abilities of everyone.  

The overarching goal of Servant Leadership is to have a multitude of cas-

cading cultural effects throughout the organization (Greenleaf, 1977). As he 

explains, the purpose of Servant Leadership is for employees to become serv-

ants themselves. He argues that when treated well, employees start engaging 

in more organizational citizenship behaviors and collaboration, creating a 

healthier organizational climate. A better organizational environment can 

have effects such as increased job performance, job satisfaction, lower turn-

over rates, a higher commitment to the organization itself (Gerstner & Day, 

1997), better customer orientation, and lower stress (Jaramillo et al., 2009) 

and lower power distances (Carl et al., 2004). 

Such leadership practices can also be described through what Drath and 

Palus (1994) describe as “meaning-making in a community of practice.” In 

this view, the leader is seen as a facilitator who nurtures, motivates, and 

makes sense of the surrounding environment with people who are already 

motivated to act independently. According to the authors, the traditional 

leadership perspectives with a leader and a follower are abolished, and lead-

ership becomes a practice initiated by the community of people. Similarly, 

Bäcklander (2019) observed in his interviews that the role of coaches was not 

to tell anyone what to do but rather to enable the employees to solve prob-

lems by facilitating, supporting, reminding, teaching, mirroring, and ques-

tioning different practices and allowing the team members to come to their 

conclusions. Therefore, the coaches’ role is to foster opportunities for open 

dialogue, improvement, and change and to pay attention to the complex re-

lational dynamics to enhance the quality and constructiveness of dialogue 

between team members (Bäcklander, 2019).  

Leadership in agile can thus be viewed through two prominent values. One 

is the agile’s strive toward less hierarchical organizations with lower power 

distances (Beck et al., 2001; Holtzhausen & de Klerk, 2018; Schwaber & Suth-

erland, 2020) that promotes values such as employee autonomy, empower-

ment, and meaningfulness in work (Melnik & Maurer, 2006; Tessem & 

Maurer, 2007). Moreover, it can promote the exclusion of a traditional dyadic 

leader-follower framework to a more collective meaning-making process 

(Drath & Palus, 1994). According to whom, rather than needing management 

push, employees should be seen as “already in motion.” Instead of assuming 

employees need to be managed and continuously supervised, agile promotes 

a more positive view of employees and employee-management relationships 

based on interpersonal trust (McHugh et al., 2011) and collective responsi-

bility (Tolfo et al., 2009). 

 

2.5.3 Values underlying agile resource allocation 
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The values in agile resource allocation are based on flexible access to re-

sources that enable teams to act and organizations to adapt at a moment's 

notice (Birshan et al., 2013). The Agile Manifesto promotes reacting to the 

quickly changing customer demands by stating: “Welcome changing require-

ments, even late in development. Agile processes harness change for the cus-

tomer's competitive advantage” (Beck et al., 2001). Resource allocation is 

paramount for the teams' functionality and displays the management’s trust 

and beliefs towards the principles they promote (Kurtessis et al., 2017; Rodg-

ers et al., 1993). Schein and Schein (2016) describe resource allocation as a 

primary embedding mechanism, suggesting that it is one of the more power-

ful tools through which leaders can embed their beliefs, values, and assump-

tions. Lack of management support is a case of leading by example, which 

gives a negative signal to the rest of the organization and can harm the con-

tributions and employee motivations (Schraeder et al., 2005). I define the 

term "resource" here as financial and human resources, intangibles in coach-

ing, education, and time investments from the top management that indi-

rectly require financial assets. 

Resources are often allocated flexibly, so the organization is never locked 

in place. In customer-facing projects, the approach is called the “walking 

skeleton,” where the barebones of the project are kept in a way that facilitates 

and establishes the bare minimum features of the product but allows change 

of trajectory at any time (Abrahamsson et al., 2010). At a unit or organiza-

tion-wide budgeting level, this could mean setting aside a separate budget for 

major investment decisions requiring quick decision-making and promising 

future cash flows (Bryan, 2009). Values such as continuous resource alloca-

tions toward smaller projects through organizational venturing are valued 

(Mintzberg et al., 1998). However, so is the ability to “let go.” Not getting at-

tached to any project or previous year's budgets becomes essential (Pisano, 

2019). Budgets of each unit or “cell” might be re-evaluated yearly based on 

relative market opportunities rather than through consistent small annual 

budgeting changes seen in traditional organizations (Hall et al., 2012). 

Similarly, many agile organizations might give relatively free access to re-

sources (often with some set limit) (Bernstein et al., 2016; Futurice, 2019; 

Valve, 2012). The flexible bottom-level resource expenditure is often predi-

cated on the idea that most of the findings come from the field, allowing 

quicker and more flexible value capture (Bernstein et al., 2016). As the au-

thors suggest, agile organizations often promote a "radical transparency cul-

ture," where all financials, roles, and decision-making becomes completely 

transparent to enable flexible resource allocation. This way, resources can be 

simultaneously allocated flexibly, while accountability and access to those re-

sources can be retained even at the organization's lower levels (Bernstein et 

al., 2016; Futurice, 2019).  

In agile organizations, the allocation of time is valued very differently. 

Time itself becomes an asset that needs to be managed efficiently. The top 
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management team might restructure the budget and allocate their time to-

ward only the most promising initiatives in the budgeting management team, 

considering how much “financing” each project requires (Bevins & De Smet, 

2013). How time is spent, and on what becomes essential. Even if a certain 

product or process was true today, it is not assumed that the same truths will 

hold indefinitely. Rather, there is a continuous and constant process of scout-

ing the external environment for new investment opportunities as the oper-

ating environments are assumed to be highly dynamic (Teece, 2007). 

Being agile means taking larger risks and growth through resource alloca-

tion and capital expenditure (Birkinshaw & Ridderstråle, 2010; Mintzberg, 

1998). Taking continuous smaller risks becomes essential for organizational 

survival and growth, or as Catmull (2008, p. 3) states of Pixar’s creative pro-

cess: “Then again, if we aren’t always at least a little scared, we’re not doing 

our job.” This means investing in continuous learning and retaining a long-

term financial view as high-risk projects, and organizational learning is un-

likely to provide yield short-term (Denning, 2018; March & Levinthal, 1993). 

Thus, somewhat paradoxically, organizations must simultaneously be ready 

to continuously change while looking at long-term financial prospects 

through learning and future technology investments.  

In contrast, corporate short-termism can lead to the broader issue of or-

ganizational myopia that agile organizations must overcome. Organizations 

can show a form of “short-sightedness” in search proximity, timespan, and 

existing stock of knowledge (March & Levinthal, 1993). As the authors ex-

plain, organizations often favor short-term decision-making at the cost of 

long-term survival. As they describe, organizational myopia can generate 

competence traps where the competitive environment is oversimplified, and 

knowledge inventories become increasingly narrow, forcing the organiza-

tions into an even more limited set of competencies and inability to deal with 

uncertainty. This can further entrench the organizations into narrowly de-

fined competencies harming the flexibility and organizational agility. 

Resource allocation behind agile exists to put agility in agile. Resource al-

location in agile exists as a continuously renewed and reevaluated commit-

ment through iterative decision-making that enables flexibility at both or-

ganization and team level (Bevins & De Smet, 2013; Bryan, 2009; Hall et al., 

2012) while creating word-alignment of leaders (Kurtessis et al., 2017; Rodg-

ers et al., 1993) and functioning as a primary culture embedding mechanism 

for agile (Schein & Schein, 2016). 

 

2.6 Basic assumptions in agile culture 
 

The taken-for-granted basic assumptions are the underlying, implicit, and 

unspoken rules and behaviors that guide day-to-day organizational actions 

and approaches to novel scenarios (Detert & Edmondson, 2011; Levy et al., 

2006; Schein & Schein, 2016). In agile culture, the basic assumptions 
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represent the underlying taken-for-granted beliefs and theories upon which 

the model was built. These can be the approaches of value co-creation (Cohn, 

2004; Steen, 2012); philosophical underpinnings underlying employee 

rights, empowerment, and more egalitarian workplace environments 

(Melnik & Maurer, 2006; Tessem & Maurer, 2007; Tessem, 2014); and social 

constructivism of external reality in contrast to the stable positivist view of 

reality (Larman & Basili, 2003; Mikalsen et al., 2019; Nerur & Balijepally, 

2007). 

 

2.6.1 Customer value creation in agile culture 

 

Agile customer value creation shifts the traditional value creation process 

from a customer as a passive receiver of goods and services to an active con-

tributor and participant in the value creation process representing a funda-

mental shift in value creation (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004a). An increas-

ing number of authors suggest that obsessing over customer value or, more 

specifically, customer experience management should be the end goal of any 

successful organization selling products or services (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016; 

Pine & Gilmore, 1999). Many organizations have already taken this action, 

the most well-known being Amazon and its motto about the obsession with 

customer value. Other examples include Guinness (Frow & Payne, 2007), 

Disney (Lemon & Verhoef, 2016), Starbucks (Verhoef et al., 2009), Google, 

Apple, and Zara (Denning, 2015).  

The idea of customer experience management was popularized by Pine 

and Gilmore's (1999) book "Experience Economy." The authors argue that 

just as the western economy shifted from an industrialized economy to a ser-

vice-based economy, another change is occurring. According to them, this 

change represents a shift from services to experiences that can be differenti-

ated by their uniquely curated offerings to each customer compared to com-

moditized services. 

However, the idea of a highly curated customer experience is far older. 

Early authors such as Umberto Eco (1973) and Jean Baudrillard (1981) dis-

cuss the example of Disneyland while explaining the concept of hyperreality. 

In this world, Disneyland's “fake cities” and facades create a curated sense of 

reality and fantasy that no longer merely tries to imitate reality but improves 

on it (Eco, 1973). In contrast to hyperreality, reality can become disappoint-

ing. While at Disneyland, you are guaranteed to see animatronic animals; on 

a nature trek, one might miss the wild animals entirely. As Eco (1973, p. 46) 

states: “…You risk feeling homesick for Disneyland.” Thus, the product, 

brands, marketing, and advertising can become the ultimate form of reality 

through which one perceives the idealized version of the world. For organi-

zations, this represents an opportunity to reshape their existence to mirror 

one more aligned with the desired image of the organization rather than the 

one grounded in reality. 
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To this end, Pine and Gilmore (1999) argue that we now live in an “expe-

rience economy.” The experience economy represents a “progression of eco-

nomic value” from goods and services to charging from experiences. Accord-

ing to them, experiences represent unique economic offerings, and often the 

services offered by the organizations merely represent a “stage” and the 

goods as the “props” through which the experiences are carefully crafted. Eco 

(1973, p. 46) notes in his work how at Disneyland: “The Main Street facades 

are presented to us as toy houses and invite us to enter them, but their inte-

rior is always a disguised supermarket, where you buy obsessively, believing 

that you are still playing.” Eco’s example illustrates the idea of consuming 

experiences, and the staged event where the customer is part of the carefully 

orchestrated “play”—a word coincidentally used by both authors. 

Contemporary marketing literature views the exchange between the par-

ticipant and the organization as a mutual value-creation process (Payne et 

al., 2008). From this perspective, the customer voluntarily participates in the 

“play,” and in exchange, both parties receive additional value. In agile, mu-

tual value creation happens through continuous customer involvement and 

building iteratively upon customer feedback to better represent customer 

needs (Steen, 2012). Thus, the value creation process and reality construction 

process can become bidirectional. Creating a mutually reinforced process by 

the organization shaping their customer experience while continuously ad-

justing it, based on customer perceptions, to represent better the idealized 

“reality” that matches customers' image of the organization (Prahalad & 

Ramaswamy, 2004b). 

Agile customer value creation can be seen as a fundamental shift in cus-

tomer value creation. In traditional models, the value is created through sim-

ple exchanges of commodities, and the customer’s role is retained as a pas-

sive consumer at the end of the process (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 2004a). 

As the authors explain, the difference in value co-creation is that customer 

value is created in the cooperation between the customer and the organiza-

tion. The value creation and extraction become a continuous process 

throughout the customer journey, where the customer can have a continuous 

impact in shaping the final product or service (Prahalad & Ramaswamy, 

2004b). As the authors note, each product or service can become unique and 

personalized to each customer who takes part in the process or “play” from 

which both parties can extract surplus value. 

 

2.6.2 Structural and psychological empowerment in agile culture 

 

Though employee empowerment has been linked to agile in only a handful of 

studies (e.g., Eilers et al., 2020; Tessem, 2014; Tessem & Maurer, 2007), em-

ployee empowerment is a core part of agile that many of the espoused agile 

principles have been historically built upon. Namely, low power distance 

leadership (Gómez & Rosen, 2001), structures (Garfield, 1993), autonomy 
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(Herzberg, 1968), meaningfulness (Thomas & Velthouse, 1990), and em-

ployee participation (Lawler, 1992) that modern agile relies on, have all been 

built upon the foundations of the employee empowerment movement. 

This thesis considers employee empowerment more broadly from its phil-

osophical underpinnings. From the perspective of elevating employees’ as 

Kanter (1977) put it, to give power to people within the organization who are 

weak. And from a managerial standpoint, placing one’s employees over one’s 

own needs to serve and empower – to give self-efficacy and proficiency over 

one’s work rather than control (Spreitzer & Doneson, 2005). The authors call 

this a "positive organizational scholarship" that concerns itself with organi-

zations’ possibilities to “unlock potential, reveal possibilities, and facilitate a 

more positive course of human and organizational welfare,” utilizing a mul-

titude of theories beyond employee empowerment (Spreitzer & Doneson, 

2005, p. 8). As they explain, empowerment can embody a broader set of be-

liefs that seek to empower and create a more egalitarian organization where 

power distances are minimized, and the welfare of the employees is priori-

tized. 

Thomas and Velthouse (1990) defined individual employee empowerment 

through intrinsic task motivation related to employees’ psychological em-

powerment. As the authors argue, employees should be intrinsically moti-

vated by the work rather than the management pushing them to perform spe-

cific tasks. According to them, an empowered employee has a sense of im-

pact, can competently do their work, feel their work is meaningful, and have 

personal autonomy or choice over their work. Similarly, Conger and Kanungo 

(1988), who first defined the necessary conditions of psychological employee 

empowerment, viewed empowerment as enabling self-efficacy.  

An alternative interpretation of employee empowerment is structural em-

powerment. Structural empowerment refers to the empowerment of the 

team, collaborative work, and power relations (Himmelman, 2001; Honold, 

1997; Kanter, 1977). According to this view, empowerment represents collec-

tive bargaining for better working rights (Himmelman, 2001). Collaborative 

empowerment emphasizes having broader access to the organizational re-

sources (Conger & Kanungo, 1988) and transforming the organization from 

a top-down institution to a bottom-up collaborative effort that empowers em-

ployee initiative and involvement (Spreitzer & Doneson, 2005). On an inter-

personal level, sources of power can come from a structural position, per-

sonal characteristics, personal expertise, and specialized knowledge and in-

formation that the person can exhibit control over others (Conger & 

Kanungo, 1988). Furthermore, the authors explain that depending on the 

source of control, control can be identified as legal (control of office), coercive 

(discipline), normative (symbolic rewards), remunerative (material condi-

tions), and knowledge (control of information). They explain that employee 

empowerment depends on access to these resources and restoring power 
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balances within the organization so that employees can reach desired out-

comes and perform work to their best capabilities. 

In an empowered organization, leadership is described as giving power to 

the employees and delegating work to them, letting them solve problems ra-

ther than ordering employees to do so (Malone, 1997). Therefore, the power 

of leadership comes from the leader’s ability to control these resources and 

share their power with employees (Conger & Kanungo, 1988). As in agile, 

Honold (1997, p. 203) describes leaders' role in empowered organizations: 

“Managers act like coaches and help employees solve problems.” This can 

mean providing job autonomy, providing meaningful tasks, and receiving 

more consulting, mentoring, and recognition for one’s work (Menon, 1995). 

Tessem (2014) found that teams working in Scrum teams showed higher 

structural and psychological empowerment levels. According to the study, 

structural empowerment was experienced when the teams had more power 

over their processes as they could both initiate new tasks and choose them, 

suggest the adoption of new technologies and participate in the design of the 

process. The teams also had a better flow of information through low-cost 

information as the flow of communications was emphasized, improving psy-

chological empowerment. Similarly, a higher degree of employee empower-

ment improves job satisfaction and motivation in agile teams (Melnik & 

Maurer, 2006; Tessem & Maurer, 2007), adaptability, and innovation (Grass 

et al., 2020). Eilers et al. (2020) considered employee empowerment to be 

the differentiating factor between “doing agile” and “being” agile, in the sense 

that one truly embodies the principles. 

Employee empowerment can, therefore, be divided into two different def-

initions. The first is the psychological empowerment of individuals through 

intrinsic and autonomous motivations and intrinsically motivating work, 

akin to the self-determination theory (Gagné & Deci, 2005; Thomas & 

Velthouse, 1990). Second, the socio-structural perspective of employee em-

powerment concerns the organization's ideals, structures, hierarchies, and 

power dynamics, enabling the conditions for more meaningful work (Gagné 

& Deci, 2005; Spreitzer & Doneson, 2005). Structural and psychological em-

powerment underline many of the agile principles and simultaneously enable 

and improve the application of agile practices (Eilers et al., 2020; Grass et 

al., 2020; Melnik & Maurer, 2006; Tessem & Maurer, 2007). 

 

2.6.3 Social construction of reality in agile organizations 

 

How one perceives the world inevitably affects how one chooses to tackle sub-

sequent issues in any given environment. Moreover, how different people see 

those solutions is a mixture of personality traits that lead to specific occupa-

tion choices, education, and socialization (Schein & Schein, 2016; Van 

Maanen & Schein, 1977). Many lines of education have a long and specific 

structure that is affected by their history which has significant subsequent 
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real-world effects on future practice (Ghoshal, 2005). The author argues that 

management education has had a strong positivist and ideological bent on 

individuals as selfish and purely rational, which he calls a pessimistic 

“gloomy vision” of individuals. According to him, this has had subsequent 

effects on management practice. These ideas can be traced back to the early 

days of scientific management (Taylor, 1911) and 1960s research in qualita-

tive research seeking legitimacy through objectivism (Charmaz, 2006) and 

post-war boom needs for professional managers in the U.S. and Milton-era 

economics (Ghoshal, 2005) that still affects modern social sciences (Bennis 

& O’Toole, 2005; Ghoshal, 2005). 

Similarly, agile methodology and the organizations it is deployed are af-

fected by their history, occupational cultures, and educational backgrounds. 

For instance, traditional software engineering and product management that 

had a history of shaping agile were cumbersome in optimizing the processes 

through control (Larman & Basili, 2003; Sommerville, 2016). Moreover, 

many existing business schools and MBA programs training future (upper) 

management are still being taught this way (Bennis & O’Toole, 2005; 

Ghoshal, 2005). Leaning toward very mathematically heavy economic, finan-

cial, physics, and statistical models and analysis that critics would argue, de-

spite having their use, are very removed from the business practice (Bennis 

& O’Toole, 2005; Ghoshal, 2005). 

Subsequently, education leads to assumptions about business practice and 

how it should be conducted and led (Bennis & O’Toole, 2005; Ghoshal, 

2005). As Bennis and O’Toole (2005) argue, when quantitative methodolo-

gies are overused, all one sees are numbers, leading to more multifaceted and 

interconnected issues being overlooked. Ghoshal (2005) argues that the “sci-

entific” approach that permeates management leads to the reductionist be-

liefs of treating management sciences like physical sciences. According to 

him, this has led to the ignorance of mental phenomena such as ethics and 

morality, subsequently leading to the “dehumanization of practice.” In other 

words, treating human-constructed social phenomena as a natural law risks 

reifying and distancing oneself from the process as if one had no control over 

it: 

 

“Reification implies that man is capable of forgetting his own authorship 

of the human world, and, further, that the dialectic between man, the pro-

ducer, and his products is lost to consciousness. The reified world is, by 

definition, a dehumanized world. It is experienced by man as a strange 

facticity, an opus alienum over which he has no control, rather than as the 

opus proprium of his own productive activity.” (Berger & Luckmann, 

1966, p. 106). 

 

The education trickles down to practice and leads to what Schein and 

Schein (2016, p. 165) call the “Executive subculture.” As they explain, the 
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executive perceives themselves as “lone hero” at war with everyone inside 

and outside the company, and people become just a number and a part of a 

well-oiled machine. Similarities can also be seen in the management subcul-

ture’s strong preference for quantitative measures, as finances and money 

are naturally the easiest to measure (Schein & Schein, 2016). For these beliefs 

to be maintained and to retain their existence and legitimacy, they must be 

systematically introduced through recognized institutions with “educational 

processes” (Berger & Luckmann, 1966, p. 87). 

The scientific management approach could be more broadly categorized 

under “structural functionalism” or a “functionalist paradigm” that views the 

organizational reality as objective and strictly measurable (Gioia & Pitre, 

1990). This perspective views the organization as operating on an objective 

reality that is out there to be discovered. As positivism deposits that the social 

world behaves like the physical world, the conclusion is scientific reduction-

ism (Gioia & Pitre, 1990). These beliefs operate best in more stable and pre-

dictable operative environments, where quantitative output, efficiency, and 

strict quality mark the ultimate competitive edge as these are more quantifi-

able and predictable variables (March, 1991; Mintzberg et al., 1998). 

However, in an increasingly turbulent competitive environment, quanti-

tative rigor, planning, and forecasting fail (Conklin, 2006; Larman & Basili, 

2003; March & Levinthal, 1993; Mintzberg et al., 1998). The so-called 

“wicked problems” require multifaceted thinking and complex socio-tech-

nical interactions while having no clear optimal solution (Conklin, 2006). He 

argues that many real-world issues represent complex, multifaceted issues 

with significant social complexity and dynamics that cause fragmentation 

and have ill-defined solutions that cannot be solved through calculation and 

control. However, if organizations operate with hierarchical systems of con-

trol and positivist views of the world, the attempts to solve these problems 

could be through more control (Iivari & Iivari, 2011, Conklin, 2006). 

Therefore, the transformation to agile culture requires, at least a partial 

abandonment of functionalism, a partial adoption of interpretivist para-

digms, and conscious realignment of previously taken-for-granted positivist 

beliefs in management (Gioia & Pitre, 1990; Nerur & Balijepally, 2007). The 

interpretivist paradigm views organizations as socially constructed and con-

tinuously evolving processes that dynamically shape the organization (Gioia 

& Pitre, 1990). Instead of assuming an objective and stable view of organiza-

tions or organizational reality, it becomes a complex socio-technical system 

with competing realities constructed through collective social processes 

(Fairhurst & Grant, 2010; Mikalsen et al., 2019; van Amelsvoort, 2017). Fair-

hurst and Grant (2010) claim that the constructivist paradigm leads to dif-

ferent assumptions of leading and managing organizations where control 

shifts towards consensus-seeking and meaning-making of collective realities. 

Indeed, the social constructionist view has been primarily attributed to the 
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change from “strong” or “ideal” leaders with desirable attributes to collective 

and autonomous leadership (Fairhurst & Grant, 2010; Raelin, 2011) 

Given that social constructionism views the role of communication, sym-

bolism, and language as the starting point (Berger & Luckman, 1966), it 

transforms the leadership and strategy into a collective and co-constructed 

meaning-making process with a complex interplay of social processes and 

structures (Drath & Palus, 1994; Fairhurst & Grant, 2010; Jarzabkowski & 

Spee, 2009). Language and continuous discourse becomes the medium 

through which meaning is made (Fairhurst & Grant, 2010). This way, the role 

of employees becomes more pronounced. The underlying dynamics of lead-

ership and strategy are affected by employees' individual and collective nar-

ratives, meaning-making, sensegiving, and sensemaking properties (Drath & 

Palus, 1994; Fairhurst & Grant, 2010; Sonenshein, 2010). The competitive 

environment becomes constantly evolving, dynamic, and emergent, narrat-

ing organizational decision-making and strategy bottom-up (March, 1991; 

Mintzberg et al., 1998; Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009).  

Few authors advocate abandoning quantitative analysis but approaching 

issues through multiparadigm perspectives necessary to explain the modern 

organizational complexity under dynamic environments (Gioia & Pitre, 

1990). Therefore, any organizational change or transformation could be seen 

through a multi-paradigm perspective (van de Ven & Poole, 1995). This can 

require a notable change in basic assumptions at the managerial and execu-

tive levels of the organization. Some organizations have reached this conclu-

sion through very pragmatic trial and error. For instance, in complex soft-

ware engineering, the development of effort estimation from mathematical 

models (such as COCOMO II) to expert-based estimations (such as Planning 

Poker) came to be due to the better accuracy of consensus-seeking from ex-

perts that was recognized in practice (Sommerville, 2016).  

The shift from positivism to constructivism or a shared paradigm has a 

dual motive. First, historically it underlines the essential epistemological be-

liefs and practices required for operating in a complex organizational envi-

ronment and practices used in agile (Larman & Basili, 2003; Sommerville, 

2016). Second, the limitations of existing quantitative models fail to capture 

the complexity of such dynamic organizational environments and the adop-

tion of a shared paradigm can thus significantly complement existing prac-

tices (Conklin, 2006; Mintzberg et al., 1998; Sommerville, 2016). However, 

as demonstrated earlier, strictly positivist beliefs are deeply rooted in various 

cultural, historical, and educational institutions that grant them legitimacy 

(Bennis & O’Toole, 2005; Berger and Luckmann, 1966; Charmaz, 2006; 

Ghoshal, 2005). As these values are an intrinsic part of the managerial sub-

culture, it can make the change in basic assumptions difficult, especially if 

the beliefs are not consciously held or are taken as an objective truth about 

the world (Schein & Schein, 2016). 
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3 Research material and methods 
 

3.1 Case organization and research context 
 

The case company Suomen Osuuskauppojen Keskuskunta (SOK) operates 

as a cooperative S Group subsidiary with over 1,800 outlets across Finland 

and employed over 40,000 people in Finland in 2021 (S Group, 2021a). S 

Group forms Finland’s largest retail store chain in Finland (PTY, 2020), 

which forms the largest share of operations for S Group. Smaller portions 

of S Group’s operations are made up of smaller service station stores, fuel 

sales, travel and hospitality businesses, and automotive trade (S Group, 

2021b) 

SOK comprises 1,800 employees and is a subsidiary of the S Group, 

serving as the organization in promoting the operations of other subsidiary 

enterprises, marketing, and strategic management for all S Group (S 

Group, 2021b). SOK is responsible for the broader business operations of 

the S Group through managing and supervising the fulfillment of the op-

erative and strategic goals of S Group subsidiaries (S Group, 2021b). At the 

time of this study, SOK was undergoing a partial agile transformation in 

the HR department of the SOK group, compromising 75 employees. The 

SOK HR works and supports HR professionals across the parent organiza-

tion, having a total of 300 HR professionals under its umbrella 

As part of the agile transformation an extended HR management team 

with roughly 20 members had been formed. The extended HR manage-

ment team represented a multidisciplinary team with participants from 

several different units, though primarily from HR and IT who had been 

practicing agile. The IT teams had started their agile transformation pro-

cess roughly 1,5 years prior. This study will highlight the HR’s experiences 

in undertaking agile by assessing the informants’ and their team’s personal 

experiences related to agile. I will also be highlighting the experiences from 

both the IT- and cross-functional teams that had been practicing agile with 

HR and outside of it and been part of an agile planning team. The goal is 

to create a holistic description of the early organization-level agile practices 

and interdependencies in large-scale agile. 

The goal of the agile transformation at SOK HR was twofold. For one, it 

would provide a modernized operational framework for the organization 

to serve its customer base in the changing organizational competitive land-

scape. In other words, the change towards agile was driven by the acceler-

ating market demands creating market pressures towards faster market 

adaption. There were five overarching attainment goals set for the agile 

transformation: (1) responding better to expectations of the regional coop-

eratives; (2) operating effectively through supply chains; (3) advancing 
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access to the labor force; (4) supporting everyday functional work through 

HR systems; (5) learning from one another and measuring results. 

Additionally, the transformation would begin the deeper strategic inte-

gration between the HR unit and the broader organization. The goal of the 

strategic integration of HR and SOK was done with a simultaneous appli-

cation of the OKR framework alongside agile practices and served as a part 

of the holistic transformation. The goal of the deeper integration of the HR 

unit and business strategy was to create an HR aligned with the SOK’s busi-

ness goals. There were four strategic goals set for HR to attain: (1) devel-

oping leadership and culture to support strategy, cooperative performance, 

and fulfilling the leadership promises; (2) developing competencies and 

recruiting and retaining employees; (3) supporting management and HR 

professionals by creating well-functioning systems and services; (4) ad-

vancing collaboration between cooperative chains, working through sup-

ply chains and utilizing agile methodology. On top of the established goals, 

new HR business partner roles had been established to drive the deeper 

integration between HR, strategy, and meeting the demands of the re-

gional cooperatives. 

In preparation for the changes, ways of working were co-designed with 

the HR management team and a team of 10 HR specialists and volunteers 

from within the SOK HR. This included creating mutual agile ceremonies 

(dailies, weeklies, retrospectives, and monthly meetings), a common Kan-

ban, Obeya room, and Teams collaboration space, where all information is 

shared among teams. OKRs are guiding the teams’ priorities. Over 40 cus-

tomer interviews were conducted, and ways of working as well as the ser-

vices provided were co-designed in 4 different sessions with customers. 

The OKR framework is based on Hämäläinen and Sora's (2020) book on 

OKRs, which had been given for all the employees to read along with other 

independent articles in agile. Moreover, at the beginning of the changes, 

the whole team had had a mutual half-day introduction and, a week later, 

a one-day facilitated learning event with an agile HR coach. 

Furthermore, internal surveying would be used to gauge the most press-

ing improvement needs and understand the internal organizational land-

scape and requirements of the regional cooperatives. Initial questionnaires 

were implemented to understand the customer needs before the changes 

had been implemented. The second round of questionnaires was per-

formed at the end of the first quarter between 22.3.2022 – 29.3.2022 to 

evaluate the transformation process. The findings of the questionnaires 

were discussed in monthly meetings with the extended management team. 

Third questionnaire was planned after the second quarter of the change in 

August, seven months after the changes started to monitor the agile trans-

formation and its progress. 

The case organization represents a particularly unique case of agile 

transformation. Most agile studies have focused on IT- and software-
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intensive organizations where agile is predominantly used (Digital.ai, 

2021). SOK, particularly its HR department, represents a highly diverse 

pool of individuals from diverse backgrounds in law, business and finance, 

management, and IT. Unlike in most modern IT and software develop-

ment, the differences in dominant occupational subcultures provide a set-

ting where many employees are unfamiliar with agile practices. While in-

dividual teams within SOK have been practicing agile for some time, the 

HR department is the first unit to undergo the agile transformation fully. 

Naturally, the HR department is connected to the broader S Group and 

other units at SOK. The interconnectedness provides additional insights 

into the preliminary stages of a cultural shift and how the dependencies 

interact with the cultural change inside the organization. Changes done 

outside the HR or as a cross-unit collaboration in the functional teams will 

be referred to separately to clarify the changes taking place inside the or-

ganization. 

The agile transformation at SOK HR started simultaneously with the 

start of this study. The change officially started in January 2022. The first 

observations at SOK were on the 8th of March 2022, marking the start of 

the empirical research. Therefore, the findings of this thesis focus on the 

early stages of an agile transformation at SOK HR alongside the experi-

ences of cross-functional teams and other organizational members partak-

ing in the agile transformation. The goal is to create a holistic understand-

ing of the early phases of large-scale agile transformations by understand-

ing the opportunities and challenges of large-scale cross-team and cross-

unit collaborations in agile practices. 

 

3.2 Research methodology 
 

3.2.1 Case study as a research strategy 

 

The research strategy for this study represents a single case study using qual-

itative data (Eisenhardt, 1989; Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). The case study 

is a research strategy that examines: “a contemporary phenomenon in its 

real-life context, especially when… the boundaries between the phenomenon 

and context are clearly not evident” (Yin, 1981, p. 59). The goal of the case 

study is to primarily answer the “how” and “why” of contemporary social phe-

nomena (Yin, 2018). Contrary to some beliefs, the case study method is not 

constrained to any type of data (e.g., qualitative/quantitative) or data collec-

tion methods (e.g., ethnography, interviews) but instead describes a research 

strategy for creating theoretical constructs (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 1981). 

This research strategy uses theory building through inductive reasoning (Ei-

senhardt & Graebner, 2007). 

The case-study approach is useful for theory-building practices in novel 

research areas (Eisenhardt, 1989). The case study aims to stand out as a 
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singular analytic unit that produces detailed empirical descriptions of indi-

vidual scenarios that use various data sources (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 

2007). This way, a theory built from a case will produce a theory that stays 

close to the data, creating an accurate, engaging, and replicable theory. 

The case represents a large-scale transformation of a non-software inten-

sive organization at the beginning of its change, supporting theoretical sam-

pling and giving a unique insight into a recent phenomenon that represents 

a unique setting and theory appropriate for a case study (Eisenhardt, 1989). 

 

3.2.2 Grounded theory 

 

The purpose of grounded theory is to provide theoretical findings intimately 

grounded in the data by delivering flexible guidelines for data collection and 

analysis (Charmaz, 2006; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). However, as Charmaz 

(2006) argues, defining the exact purpose of grounded theory is problematic. 

She suggests that the framework should provide systematic guidelines for 

qualitative research rather than strict rules. As she explains, grounded theory 

aims to create an interpretive analysis reflecting multiple realities, including 

our informants and our own. 

The grounded theory differs from most qualitative methods due to its it-

erative focus on data and refinement of data and categories during the re-

search process. The process starts by gathering rich data through common 

qualitative means such as ethnography, intensive interviews, and textual 

analysis (Charmaz, 2006). The material is coded intensively through line-by-

line coding (at the beginning), where each line of data is named based on 

actions (Gibbs, 2013; Glaser, 1978). Line-by-line coding allows for the gener-

ation of rich data early on, prevents forcing data into personal codes, and 

focuses on the research questions as the study progresses, called theoretical 

sampling (Charmaz, 2006). At later stages, the codes can be directed to fo-

cused coding, synthesizing data into more significant segments based on the 

most meaningful codes derived from initial coding, which can be extended 

into theoretical codes by linking together the most substantial codes (Glaser, 

1978) 

Throughout the process, there is a continuous comparison between the 

units of data, comparing codes to codes, incidents to statements, and state-

ments done at different times (Glaser, 1978). Charmaz (2006) suggests mem-

oing for this continuous comparative process. She explains that memos are 

simple writings of thoughts, ideas, and explanations of things such as (fo-

cused) codes and other findings that allow the researcher to compare data to 

data and draw connections and insights from the existing findings. As she 

explains, this allows for the iterative cycle of theoretical sampling towards 

more focused questions in data collection that can generate more memos and 

refine data further until final memos are made, clustered, and used to raise 

focused codes to conceptual categories. 



62 

 

Even after this process, one can return to their data at any point. The 

strength of the grounded theory process lies in the researcher’s ability to go 

back and forth between the data and the research (Charmaz, 2006). She ex-

plains that theoretical sampling allows for refining and narrowing down 

memos, interview questions, and observations so that the previously discov-

ered data will progressively guide the following research. This way, the 

grounded theory process becomes an emergent process that strengthens the 

findings and discourages the usage of pre-determined categories for data or 

the premature closure of existing data, making the results more grounded in 

the data. 

 

 
Figure 5: Grounded Theory Process (Charmaz, 2006) 
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This study follows Charmaz’s (2006) constructivist grounded theory. The 

constructivist grounded theory differs epistemologically and ontologically 

from the traditional objectivist grounded theory (e.g., Glaser & Strauss, 1967) 

by taking an interpretivist view compared to the positivist views of early au-

thors rooted in quantitative research methods (Charmaz, 2006.). In positiv-

ist grounded theory, the assumption is of a passive objective observer who is 

separated from the phenomenon or the event and merely aims to capture it 

in its essence, creating theories through logico-deductive means instead of 

interpretation (Charmaz, 2006). Objectivism can lead to qualitative re-

searchers replicating the requirements of establishing causality, replicabil-

ity/generalizability, and verification often found in quantitative methods 

(Patton, 2015; Yin, 2018). Notably, the Glaser and Strauss (1967) grounded 

theory merges two traditions of qualitative and quantitative approaches, us-

ing the epistemological assumptions of quantitative research and a highly 

systematic approach to qualitative research while agreeing on the subjective 

meanings and construction of reality through language and actions. 

Charmaz (2006) argues that paradoxically, the aim for quantitative rigor 

in grounded theory can have the opposite effects. As she explains, if the re-

searcher removes themselves from the position of the interpreter and views 

themselves as a mere objective observer, they can become blind to their per-

sonal biases in the interpretation, forcing data to their generalizations due to 

a lack of context-sensitivity. She concludes that the constructivist view of 

grounded theory necessitates that the theory inherently depends on the re-

searcher’s interpretation and cannot exist outside of it somewhere to be "dis-

covered." She suggests that recognizing these interpretive frames can help 

researchers acknowledge and understand how they and their research in-

formants’ starting assumptions affect the unfolding theory. 

Constructivist grounded theory subscribes to the social construction of re-

ality; this necessarily means that the subjects of the study, and the informants 

themselves, construct their realities (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Charmaz, 

2006). This way, the data, and the subsequent analysis are social construc-

tions that provide an interpretative frame of reality (Charmaz, 2006). This 

view of theory makes it contextually bound to the place, time, culture, and 

the surrounding situation subject to surrounding actions, power dynamics, 

hierarchies, and narratives. Thus, epistemologically Charmaz’s (2006) 

grounded theory aligns itself strongly with interpretivist as opposed to posi-

tivist inquiry. Though as she explains, the method does not necessitate being 

tied to a single epistemological position. 

The strength and rigor of the constructivist grounded theory come from 

its flexibility and reflexive capabilities. As Charmaz (2006, p. 180) states: 

“We stand within the research process rather than above, before, or outside 

it.” A loosened grip on objectivism allows the researcher to interpret the in-

formants’ thoughts and actions that the informants themselves might view 

as insignificant. Constructivism becomes especially valuable in the study of 
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(organizational) culture, as the deeper tacit assumptions are often highly em-

bedded in the language that the informants might not even consider or real-

ize (Schein & Schein, 2016). It allows the researcher to present hidden mean-

ings in languages and consider multiple vantage points, not just those of the 

researcher but also the various informants of the study (Charmaz, 2006). 

 

3.3 Data collection 
 

The data was collected through observations, intensive semi-structured in-

terviews, informal discussions, and shared internal documentation and sur-

veys done by SOK. As Charmaz (2006) explains, qualitative methods aim to 

better understand and empathize with the informants’ worlds. In her view, 

this means testing personal assumptions about the informants without forc-

ing them in, as data collection aims to better understand the informants’ 

views by looking through their eyes. She elaborates that it does not neces-

sarily mean agreeing or disagreeing with these views but aiming at the best 

representation through our personal interpretations of what is going on in 

our informants’ minds.  

 

3.3.1 Semi-structured interviews 

 

Fourteen interviews with twelve people were conducted. The 12 interviewed 

informants included four male and eight female participants, all Finnish na-

tionals who spoke Finnish. All the interviews were conducted in Finnish. The 

age of the participants ranged between 35 and 55 years. 7 of the 12 interview-

ees had previous experience of agile or DT methods. Interviews were all per-

formed virtually using Microsoft Teams. All the interviews were fully rec-

orded and transcribed word for word apart from Interview 1, where continu-

ous notes were written during the discussion. The average interview length 

was 45 minutes and 17 seconds, ranging from 21 minutes and 26 seconds at 

the shortest to 78 minutes and 26 seconds at the longest. This would generate 

66782 words (in Finnish) of transcribed data, constituting 148 pages. 

Interview methods followed the applications of the grounded theory ap-

proach in the form of intensive interviews (Charmaz, 2006). As she explains, 

the goal of an intensive interview is to start with a few open-ended questions 

that allow for statements and stories to emerge through semi-structured in-

terviews. A 26-part questionnaire was used as a basis for the interviews, 

starting with open-ended questions and shifting towards emerging topics 

during the discussion. Due to the semi-structured nature of the interview, 

questions were only used selectively to gauge topics depending on the in-

formant’s role in the organization, meaning diverging from the questionnaire 

deeper into more specific topics. Questions would start from the more open-

ended questions and gradually narrow down depending on the emerging top-

ics. I would often ask the same question several times or clarifications for 
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certain topics to build a more cohesive understanding. Thus, the question-

naire should be seen as a guideline that directs the initial interview questions 

and something to fall back on once a specific topic or area is exhausted. 

This way, the questionnaire served as a baseline for lines of inquiry to be 

used for both “following hunches” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 26) and for theoretical 

sampling purposes by seeking answers to questions that had emerged from 

previous interviews. The questionnaire was built around basic premises of 

common factors in organizational and agile culture (e.g., Schein & Schein, 

2016; Schabwer & Sutherland, 2020; Tolfo et al., 2009) as well as emerging 

topics during the research process. 

Semi-structured interviews represent a predetermined open-ended set of 

questions but do not limit the questions like a structured interview (Dicicco-

Bloom & Crabtree, 2006). They explain that, unlike structured interviews, 

the semi-structured interview allows for open-ended questions or emergent 

question structure during the interview process. The authors argue that the 

benefit of this approach is its ability to delve more deeply into the social and 

personal matters of social issues and better understand the social nature of 

the process. Thus, interviews represent a tool for mutual co-creation of the 

informants’ experiences and understanding of different scenarios, giving the 

researcher better analytical control over gathering meaningful data (Char-

maz, 2006). In Charmaz’s constructivist grounded theory, the interviews 

start more open-ended. They are based on emerging themes, narrowing 

down as the theoretical frameworks develop and focus on filling the concep-

tual gaps in understanding. Moreover, the data collection focuses on the ac-

tions and processes of the different actors, or as Glaser (1978) calls them, 

“basic social processes.” Basic social processes represent tacit actions and be-

liefs in the informants' expressions, actions, and processes that they can often 

take for granted but represent broader concepts and give a contextual under-

standing of the informants’ subjective understanding and worldviews (Char-

maz, 2006). 

Data was triangulated by using highly diverse sources of informants for 

interview data. Using different informants from the different levels of the or-

ganizational hierarchy and units strengthens the findings' validity through 

cross-data validity checks (Patton, 2015). Asking questions from both sides 

allows for cross-checking of the data. For example, first questioning the man-

agement practices from the upper management and asking about the same 

practices from the employees to gain an additional vantage point to the same 

issue and, if necessary, asking for further clarification post-interview through 

email. 

 

3.3.2 Observations 

 

In addition to semi-structured interviews, observations of one virtual and 

one physical meeting were performed. In total, 5 hours of observation were 
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done physically at the premises and 3 hours virtually. In both instances, con-

tinuous field notes were written during the observations due to the inability 

to record the physically or virtually observed meetings. In total, 6700 words 

(in Finnish) of field notes were written, constituting 19 pages of notes. 

On top of taking notes on the ongoing discussions in physical observa-

tions, the focus was retained at the level of actions and processes, looking at 

behavioral cues, communication patterns, body language, and the physical 

space and how it was used to complement these factors. In virtual observa-

tions, I made comparisons between the communication patterns in physical 

and virtual observations, taking notes of the usage of “virtual body language” 

(i.e., usage of complementary emoticons/camera), how the presenter role 

was used, the use of voice between different participants, and how the chat 

function was used to complement the communications. These data were used 

to complement the interview data to find congruences between what was be-

ing said and what was done. This would help gain a broader understanding 

of “what is happening in the setting” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 39) and function as 

a form of method triangulation (Patton, 2015). 

The observations were performed according to the Charmaz (2006) 

grounded theory with the aim to focus on the different individual and collec-

tive actions and processes. As she explains, the goal of limiting one’s perspec-

tive to actions and processes in observations allows for the researcher to 

avoid “seeing data everywhere and nowhere” (Charmaz, 2006, p. 24). There-

fore, the grounded theory provides a more connected picture of events, com-

parison with data, and earlier emergence of categories through a tighter 

framing. In grounded theory, observational data can be used when compar-

ing data to data. For instance, after the first observation, I wrote down field 

notes coded and compiled into smaller memos that guided the second obser-

vation. These notes would tighten the focus and provide thick descriptions of 

the observational data compared to classical approaches to participative ob-

servations, where the data is coded at the end and might thus remain thin 

despite substantial amounts of data (Charmaz, 2006).  

The observations were performed as direct observations. In direct obser-

vation (sometimes called naturalistic observation), the person primarily oc-

cupies a role of a “spectator,” taking an unintrusive role in observing partici-

pants or a phenomenon (Taylor-Powell & Steele, 1996). Unlike participant 

observation, direct observation aims to observe the participants in their en-

vironment without interference from the subjects themselves (Spradley, 

1980; Taylor-Powell & Steele, 1996). The goal of direct observations is thus 

to avoid interfering with or influencing behaviors and thus gain a more ob-

jective understanding of the participants (Taylor-Powell & Steele, 1996). The 

approach was chosen due to the limited scope of the participation during very 

time-intensive meetings that did not allow for significant interference during 

the meeting. Participant observations require intensive longitudinal partici-

pation that allows the researcher to immerse themselves in the participants 
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setting (Spradley, 1980). However, the constraints given by SOK and the time 

constraints imposed for the thesis prevent such intensive participation in the 

field. Given these constraints, direct observation was chosen for its flexibility 

and ability to provide complementary data. 

   

3.3.3 Internal and external documentation and surveys as secondary 

data 

 

SOK gave access to classified internal documentation. The data included 

OKR planning cycles and long-term strategic goals. Due to the classified na-

ture of the data itself, it will not be included as part of documentation or ma-

terial. Internal data were used to re-examine and crosscheck data to the ob-

servational and interview findings to increase the validity of the findings as a 

form of data triangulation (Patton, 2015). While case research often includes 

surveys or questionnaires (Yin, 2018), SOK opted to perform their own sur-

veys, which were shared to accompany the analysis. The surveys included 

qualitative and quantitative questionnaires about the quality of the agile 

transformation efforts.  

The number of participants in the survey was 44 out of the 73 members of 

the HR department. The 12-part quantitative questionnaire was directed at 

individuals working in the HR department. The questionnaire included ques-

tions about the basic level of understanding of the agile values and principles 

in HR and the use of agile tools, psychological safety, customer centricity, 

risk-taking behaviors, continuous learning principles, management support, 

and OKR principles. In total, 12 quantitative questions were included in the 

survey, measured on a scale from 1-10. The questionnaire was conducted 

from 22.3 – 26.3.2022, just under three months after the changes had been 

launched. Another similar questionnaire was currently ongoing and would 

be finished by 15.8.2022. Due to time constraints, it could not be used to 

evaluate the progress of the individuals or teams at HR. 

 

Table 2: List of internal quantitative questionnaire questions 

Question Area Question 

number 

Question 

 

Score 

Current state & ho-

listic understanding 

of agile 

1 The agile principles are clear and transpar-

ent  

6,7 

2 I know HR’s agile methodology and follow 

them 

6,5 

3 I am continuously using tools that support 

Agile 

5,6 

Level of agility in 

different areas in 

one’s own team 

4 I feel psychological safety and trust in my 

team 

8,5 

5 We are performing courageous experimenta-

tion in our team and learning from them con-

tinuously 

7,5 
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Three additional multiple-choice questions were asked about the clarity of 

the OKR model and iterative cycles, beliefs about the functionality of the new 

operating model compared to the old models, and the excitement about the 

new changes. The multiple-choice allowed one choice per question and would 

indicate the number of participants that chose each choice. The number of 

answers to each choice in these questionnaires has been withdrawn due to a 

request from SOK but will be described in rough detail. 

 

Table 3: List of multiple-choice questionnaires for individuals 

 6 We always prioritize customer value in our 

work within our teams 

8,2 

7 We have progressed as a team in the agile 

path as planned, as we intended 

7,4 

Agile in everyday 

work 

8 Our team has clear goals 7,5 

9 OKR goals guide our work as a team 6,7 

10 I learn continuously, develop and exchange 

my knowledge 

8,2 

11 My manager guarantees my success and 

supports me when it is needed 

8,7 

12 We are practicing Agile principles as a team 6,4 

Question Choice no. Choices 

 
SOK’s HR OKR 

model and the [it-

erative] cycle are 

clear to me 

1 No 

2 Not Sufficiently 

3 Yes, they are clear, and I can function according to 

them 

I believe that the 

new agile operat-

ing model func-

tions better than 

the old [operating 

model] 

1 No, and I don’t think the situation will improve  

2 Not yet, but I will give a chance for the new model as 

long as it is supported even more than now 

3 A careful yes, and I believe the situation will improve 

quickly 

4 Yes, absolutely. The new operating model already 

functions better than the old 

5 I cannot answer (for example, I am new) 

I am excited 

about our 

1 Not at all excited about our new operating model 
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Like the individual questionnaire findings, the OKR was the most contro-

versial part of the changes. Most participants would indicate that the OKR 

cycle and the model were not sufficiently clear. However, most participants 

would still be supportive of the changes and the new operating model. 

Moreover, two multiple-choice questions were asked at a team level, gaug-

ing the level of agility and the need for support as a team to reach future goals. 

Individual teams were not separated as part of the survey, thus not making it 

possible to compare the results directly between teams. 

 

Table 4: List of multiple-choice questionnaires for teams: 

 

The team-level questionnaire would corroborate and highlight the diverse 

skill levels between the teams also recognized in the interviews. While indi-

vidual teams had made significant progress, the answers indicated a gap in 

progress between teams. However, most teams would indicate having made 

progress towards agile after the first quarter and that they had a future goal 

in mind, and all teams claimed they had made at least some progress. 

Lastly, the survey would conclude with a more open-ended capture of de-

velopmental areas recognized within the organization. The issues recognized 

were related to improving customer understanding and value creation, 

organization's 

new operating 

model 

2 Not really excited, but I have recognized individual 

moments of excitement 

3 I am quite excited, at least about most of the new 

changes 

4 Yes, I am very excited, and the entirety is very moti-

vating 

Question Choice no. Choices 

 
As a team, from 

the perspective of 

agile, I think we 

are: 

1 At the very beginning, no concrete advancements 

have been made in agility 

2 We have taken small steps, but we are still seeking a 

common direction and our way of being agile 

3 Making good progress. Several steps have been 

taken, and we have a clear direction 

4 Very far. We are very disciplined and systematic. 

Agility is very established. 

As a team, we 

know what we 

are pursuing (in 

agile) next 

1 We do not know, and we are quite lost. 

2 Careful maybe, but we need plenty of support to con-

tinue 

3 Yes, but we would hope for some more support 

4 Yes, we can manage independently as a team 
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lacking transparency between teams, and insufficient understanding of the 

OKR model. Similarly, the recognized positives were related to improved in-

formation sharing, goal setting, and adopting agile practices. 

Questionnaires and surveys can be a powerful tool to capture qualitative 

measures of attitudes, emotions, cognition, intentions, and behaviors (Rat-

tray & Jones, 2007) that underlie the deeper levels of organizational culture 

(Schein & Schein, 2016). According to Charmaz (2006), while often intensive 

interviews are the single study method, surveys and participants’ written ac-

counts can complement the existing data well. However, due to the non-

standardized nature of the surveys utilized at SOK HR, they can lack the nec-

essary scientific rigor (Boynton & Greenhalgh, 2004; Rattray & Jones, 2007). 

As no data exists to confirm and contrast the findings, it is impossible to as-

sess whether the informants interpret the questions the same way and draw 

conclusive results (Rattray & Jones, 2007). Moreover, inexperienced design-

ers of surveys can often run into issues such as the “experimenter effect” as 

they can expect specific results from the questionnaires (Rosenthal & Jacob-

son, 1966) and thus fail to produce unbiased surveys (Sudman & Bradburn, 

1982). Therefore, the surveys were not used as primary data to assess the or-

ganization but as a complimentary resource to compare with the interviews 

and observational data and as leads for theoretical sampling in interviews. 

This way, the survey data would deepen the understanding of the existing 

findings from the primary data sources.  

Questionnaire data were used to contrast the observational and survey 

data findings. I would use the questionnaire data to compare and comple-

ment or find incongruences between the observational and survey data. 

Thus, it would serve as a form of method triangulation (Patton, 2015). Simi-

larly, secondary sources such as internal classified documentation regarding 

agile transformation and external documentation such as annual reports, re-

sponsibility reviews, and S Group’s blog were used as secondary data sources 

to supplement findings when available or relevant. In individual instances 

when external data was used, the sources were kept as reliable and close to 

the source as possible, using S Group’s public material as a source. As Yin 

(2018) explains, documentation can be helpful for the affirmation and ex-

pansion of evidence and data from sources outside the primary data. Moreo-

ver, as he explains, documentation can also be used to make inferences to-

wards further inquiry about a topic.  

 

3.4 Analysis 
 

Data analysis was done following the constructivist grounded theory proce-

dures. In this process, the analysis is done by the process of coding the data. 

"Code," in this instance, refers to the categorization of a segment of data with 

a short name that summarizes the piece of data (Charmaz, 20o6). In con-

structivist grounded theory, the focus is on the actions and the processes 
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emerging from the data. Coding was performed on ATLAS.ti software. I did 

not use any predetermined groupings or categories. Instead, I let theoretical 

insights emerge from the data itself, rather than seeking theoretical perspec-

tives to interpret data deliberately. However, due to time constraints, the the-

oretical part of the study was written before the analysis. In addition, I have 

extensive theoretical background knowledge of the topic. Prior knowledge in-

evitably affects the interpretation of these data, regardless of the aim of stay-

ing as close to the data as possible. 

Grounded theory has been used extensively in agile research to study the 

social phenomenon of agile practices (Hoda, 2011; Hoda et al., 2012). Hoda 

et al. (2012) explain that grounded theory is beneficial for the study of agile 

as it allows the researcher to recognize and explain social interactions and 

behaviors central to self-organizing agile teams. As they note, the social phe-

nomena of self-organizing agile teams have not yet been explored in detail, 

allowing for excellent theory-building rather than relying on and refining ex-

isting research that barely exists. 

Following the grounded theory process, I started with initial coding. As 

Charmaz (2006) explains, the initial coding should start with line-by-line 

coding, where each line of data is presented with an individual code. As she 

explains, initial coding aims to pursue analytic ideas early on. She suggests 

that line-by-line coding forces one to remain close to the data and thoroughly 

analyze the early material allowing new analytic frames to emerge. She ex-

plains that doing a close reading of the data prevents one from forcing the 

data as much of the material is unlikely to fit any preconceived categories, in 

other words, seeing what we want to see in data. 

 For initial coding, line-by-line coding was done for the first two inter-

views. After this, I would perform sentence-by-sentence coding for the next 

eight interviews, and the last four would be done with paragraph-by-para-

graph coding for the initial codes. As Charmaz, in an interview with Gibbs 

(2013), suggests, line-by-line coding is especially important at the start of the 

analysis process to stay as close to the data as possible. As she explains, line-

by-line coding should be seen as a “heuristic device” rather than a strict pro-

cess one should follow throughout the coding process. 

Unlike typical qualitative coding that would focus on topics, ideas, or con-

cepts, the codes would focus on actions and processes. The goal of focusing 

on actions and processes to the extent one can is to ascertain the codes re-

main grounded in data and prevent researchers from reflecting their own 

views on the data as easily (Charmaz, 2006). The codes would be titled pri-

marily using gerunds, as Charmaz (2006) suggests. This means coding ac-

tions (verbs) with “-ing form” whenever possible. For instance: “allocating 

resources for developmental work,” “sharing the responsibility of develop-

mental work,” and “performing project-style development.” when describing 

how informants coped with resource constraints. Table 5 shows an example 

of the initial coding process, highlighting the missing customer voice, 
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complex customer base, and insufficient prioritization of customer needs 

leading to the “missing customer” despite adopting customer-centric meth-

ods. 

 

Table 5: An excerpt of the initial coding process 

 

After conducting an initial set of observations and interviews and coding 

these data, I moved on to the second part of focused coding guided by 

grounded theory (Charmaz, 2006). As she explains, focused codes are meant 

to synthesize large segments of data and are often codes that are raised from 

the initial codes. In an interview, Charmaz elaborates that focused codes rep-

resent whole sets of data instead of individually most significant initial codes 

(Gibbs, 2013). She suggests that focused codes can be formed from “a bunch 

of codes” telling a story about what is happening in the data. In this way, 

some of the focused codes could represent a broader entity than that segment 

of data and be contextually tied to the broader narrative, creating codes with 

higher abstraction representing large portions of data. 

I would select the individually most significant codes that were the most 

representative of the data from the analytical perspective. Early in the study, 

several informants would discuss the differences between operational work 

and contrast it with developmental work. This would raise several initial 

codes, such as: “prioritizing operational work over developmental work,” 

“overwhelmed by developmental work,” “too busy doing operative work,” 

and “balancing act between operative and developmental work.” This would 

lead to the focused code: “balancing act between operative and developmen-

tal work,” which was an emergent in-vivo code that best describes the evalu-

ation process under limited resources. However, in some instances, I would 

synthesize several codes into more coherent focused codes with significantly 

Raw Data Initial Codes Focused Codes 

I would start with prioritizing [customer 

value]. First, I would get to know and 

segment the HR customers more accu-

rately. We have 2000 people at the office 

[at SOK] who are in professional roles 

and have very different needs from agile. 

Within these, there are also different 

segments and very different customer 

groups who have very different needs in 

the professional organization that we 

have. We have IT developers who have 

very different needs from the commerce; 

we have the brick and mortar stores; they 

have very different needs. We should be 

able to recognize better the priorities that 

bring value from their perspective. 

Missing value prioritization 

Understanding customer 

 

Recognizing varying cus-

tomer needs 

Fragmented customer base 

 

Recognizing varying cus-

tomer needs 

Missing customer voice 

Missing customer 

voice 

 

 

 

Fragmented cus-

tomer base 

 

 

Missing customer 

voice 
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stronger explanatory power about what is happening in the data. For in-

stance, different initial codes such as “inconsistent identity formation,” “hav-

ing preconceived notions of agile,” and “adopting agile practices flexibly,” 

would create the focused code “inconsistent agile identity formation”. The 

code describes the varied factors that led to an inconsistent agile identity at 

an organization level, despite commonly agreed upon agile approach at the 

HR-level. Quote from an Unidentified Informant highlights this focused code 

in full: 

 

I have heard a many people wonder that are we going towards a specific 

type of agile or what. The framework, like are we now under very specific 

set of rules about he we go about this. Or when there are [frameworks] like 

lean, understanding what that is about and how that relates [to agile]. I 

have to say the conversation is very multilateral and it is something that 

we must go through continuously. I feel like that here [in our team] none 

of us are really experts in agile, so somehow, we should also utilize those 

agile coaches and we should create our own glossary like “HR-Finland”. 

Like what is that OKR model about? Is it relevant in agile, and I feel we 

are getting mixed up in that. 

 

I would continuously test these codes against the data to see if they would 

hold up and elevate initial codes to higher-level focused codes. In grounded 

theory, this process is called the constant comparison (Charmaz, 2006; Gla-

ser & Strauss, 1967). This would lead to changing and leaving out certain fo-

cused codes and tentative categories as they could not hold up to scrutiny as 

the process continued. For instance, at the beginning of the study, many in-

formants would talk about their organizational identity formation and 

change process during the agile transformation, which would form a tenta-

tive category from an in-vivo code called “old world versus new world.” In 

later interviews, this topic would not arise nearly as often or be relevant in 

explaining what was happening in the data. I would remove it due to insuffi-

cient explanatory power. 

Continuous memoing was used for understanding focused codes, their 

boundary conditions, and which focused codes could be raised to categories. 

While some memos were primarily meant for personal record-keeping and 

sensemaking of the informants, others were for building a conceptual under-

standing of the tentative categories that arose from the early data. The early 

memos aim to understand “what is going on” in the field or the interviews 

(Charmaz, 2006). I would write early memos, drawing connections between 

the codes and what different informants said. As Charmaz (2006) recom-

mended, the memos retain a playful quality focusing on the aesthetics and 

rhetorical tools of the writing, which is not so constrained by the academic 

writing style. In this instance, I would play with the idea at both figurative 

and literal levels of analysis to create a broader understanding of the subject. 
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In this example, I combined different informants' understanding of what 

“regular work” and “developmental work” meant to them and how they saw 

their relationship between the two types of work: 

 

The “developmental work” versus “regular work” dichotomy represents 

the struggle to split oneself between the two types of work. Regular work 

is seen as mandatory. Regular work is something one has to do as they 

were hired to perform that type of work. It is understood that regular work 

keeps the business going. For an organization to exist, there must be op-

erational work. Developmental work is something extra. Something be-

yond one’s defined tasks, like an extracurricular activity one engages in, 

should they find time for it in their busy schedule. Developmental work is 

beneficial, but it is not strictly necessary. Even if we do not perform devel-

opmental work, we will still be here tomorrow, the next week, and the next 

month. 

 The value of developmental work is understood yet disconnected. 

There is temporal myopia between developmental work and its outcomes. 

Developmental work will not change anything here and now; therefore, it 

can wait. What matters now is regular work, which means we can exist 

tomorrow. Existence becomes a “daily struggle” as we cannot focus on the 

future when we have more pressing concerns, which can only be handled 

through operational work. 

 

The memoing process would help look at whether certain focused codes 

could stand up to scrutiny as their independent categories and refine them. 

As Charmaz (2006) explains, the early memoing process should be used to 

assess the properties and how the category relates to other categories. More-

over, memoing would help identify the knowledge gaps in the research. For 

instance, the memo on the “balancing act between operational and develop-

mental work” dichotomy would help understand why the problems existed in 

the first place. The memo would highlight the issue at both the individual and 

organizational levels. The thinly-spread resources from an organizational 

level would force the individuals to prioritize operational work, creating a 

scenario of organizational myopia where the present would be favored over 

the future to maintain existence. 

Identifying these gaps is a key process in grounded theory for theoretical 

sampling (Charmaz, 2006). She explains that theoretical sampling should be 

understood as a method for refining theoretical categories. During the pro-

cess of memoing and focused coding, analytical gaps emerged. I started nar-

rowing down the questions toward answering these analytical gaps. Ques-

tions such as “How can a customer be missing in a customer-centric devel-

opment approach, especially when there is so much talk about the cus-

tomer?” and “How can the amount of operative work increase during agile 

transformation?” would emerge from the interview data and as part of the 
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memoing process. Research gaps would also emerge from the inconsistencies 

between interview, observational, and survey data. For instance, while initial 

interviews would highlight good adoption of new routines and processes, the 

questionnaire data would show weaker adoption, leading me to analyze the 

disparity further. Theoretical sampling focused on answering these questions 

and explaining the categories formed at this point. 

After refining the categories, I started the process of theoretical sorting. 

As Charmaz (2006) explains, theoretical sorting is a process of compiling and 

integrating memos, processes, and categories into a more coherent category 

that explains the empirical flow of evidence. She suggests using physical 

space and printing memos on pieces of paper to allow visualization of the 

categorical process. I mirrored this process using the virtual whiteboard tool 

Miro, where I could lay out all my data and memos that helped the categori-

zation process. In this sense, the process of theoretical sorting becomes a lit-

eral physical rearrangement of different memos and pieces of data, formed 

into different clusters and comparative categories. The use of visualization is 

used to help draw better connections between the data and make sense of the 

greater whole (Charmaz, 2006). 

 I used the process of theoretical sorting to draw connections and integrate 

existing categories into more holistic abstractions of the data through what 

Charmaz (2006, p. 115) calls “theoretical integration of categories.” For in-

stance, at this point, I would combine the three different categories to create 

the category of “Balancing between agile and culture of hierarchy”: (1) “re-

emerging hierarchies” describing how despite lowered structured hierar-

chies, new forms of control and hierarchy would emerge; (2) “restricting stra-

tegic control” explaining how strategic control and central planning was re-

tained at the top and how teams would personally create alignment at team-

level and cope with these restrictions; and (3) ”becoming independent,” high-

lighting how despite the significant team-level autonomy the teams were un-

able to be fully independent with lacking guidance and understanding of agile 

philosophy and principles. The balancing between agile and culture of hier-

archy category would highlight how while deconstructing the hierarchical 

structures and practices, they would simultaneously re-create and reinforce 

new and pre-existing hierarchical practices bound by their hierarchical past 

during the beginning 6 months of the change. For every change made, there 

would be an antithesis of that change that simultaneously impeded or was 

actively reinforced by the same change. 

The analytical process described here illustrates how I followed the 

grounded theory process to reach specific findings but not the entire research 

process. While the process described here is quite linear, the research process 

also involves the constant comparison method built into the grounded theory 

process (Charmaz, 2006). This way, the research process has been more com-

plicated and continuous back-and-forth through comparative methods be-

tween the data, memos, and codes. For example, this involved going back to 
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codes and data to refine existing memos, categories, and conceptual under-

standing, drawing connections between codes memos, and breaking them up 

to form new ones to make better sense of the data. As Charmaz in Gibbs 

(2013) explains, the grounded theory approach should be seen as a tool to 

help research rather than a strict process to be followed. 

The flexibility of the process and the ability to always go back is what 

grounds the analysis keeping it close to the data (Charmaz, 2006). She argues 

that flexibility in the process allows for emergent findings to be appropriated 

rather than force-fit into the existing categories. In this way, one should not 

let the process reify the analysis of what grounded theory can and cannot do 

or use it as a strict guideline; instead, it should be used to guide analysis.  

 

3.5 Reliability, validity, and generalizability 
 

Due to the different epistemological bases for qualitative research, there is 

no universal consensus for assessing qualitative research's quality (Leung, 

2015; Lewis et al., 2003). Some authors take the ontological and phenome-

nological angle that due to the nature of qualitative research, the field itself 

cannot be unified, compared, or synthesized, that any attempts to do so 

would be conceptually wrong, and that any criteria used to assess the quality 

of qualitative research is futile (e.g., Dixon-Woods et al., 2004; Rolfe et al., 

2006). Whereas others have taken the criticism of lack of generalizability to 

the heart, creating more objectivist approaches (e.g., Glaser & Strauss, 1967) 

This thesis takes the stance somewhere in the middle of these claims by 

conforming to the idea that some level of quality control can be maintained. 

The robustness and quality of this study were assessed from the three re-

search evaluation metrics: validity, reliability, and generalizability (Leung, 

2015). Though the terms themselves come from and are primarily used by 

quantitative researchers, qualitative research can also be assessed using 

these metrics based on a different epistemological basis (Leung, 2015; Lewis 

et al., 2003). While other social constructionist researchers (e.g., Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985) prefer to use terms such as dependability, credibility, and trans-

ferability, the terminology used here largely shares their meaning despite 

these semantic differences. Thus, I will use the quantitative terminology 

while briefly explaining the epistemological differences in this study to assess 

the research and clarify the differences and the steps taken to achieve rigor 

or “trustworthiness,” as Lincoln and Guba (1985) call it.  

 

3.5.1 Reliability  

 

In quantitative research, the term reliability is used to assess the exact repli-

cability of the research. In qualitative research, this outcome is impossible by 

the very nature of the research style, making the approach epistemologically 

futile. In constructivist terms, the replicability of a study also becomes 
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equally meaningless, as no single interpretive reality exists (Lewis et al., 

2003). Instead, reliability for qualitative research could be seen as a form of 

consistency (Leung, 2015), trustworthiness (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), or con-

firmability (Lewis et al., 2003). At the heart of all these terms stands the idea 

of how well the researcher(s) can indicate that they have not misinterpreted 

or invented the data; that the process of analysis has been sound without 

carelessness; and that the data is reflective of the informants’ experience 

(Leung, 2015; Lewis et al., 2003; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Lewis et al. (2003) suggest that reliability can be achieved by having a rep-

resentative sample, consistent fieldwork, analysis, and interpretations sup-

ported by the evidence, and equal opportunity for perspectives and relevant 

experiences. As previously discussed, the sample included members of the 

organization from various levels, teams, and departments, all related to the 

agile transformation process. All of them were given an equal amount of time 

in interviews. In this way, reasonable representativeness of the sample was 

gathered with equal opportunities for different perspectives. However, Char-

maz (2006) would argue that the sampling in the study should not be from 

the perspective of population representativeness but rather be aimed toward 

theory construction, which remained the primary focus of this study.  

Thus, the reliability of this study relies primarily on its data gathering and 

analytic process. Achieving reliability in the data gathering and analytic pro-

cess can be helped by following the process systematically and showing re-

flexiveness during the analysis process – being conscious of one’s perspec-

tives and that of others and how these perspectives might shape the interpre-

tation of the analysis (Charmaz, 2006; Patton, 2015). The constructivist 

grounded theory approach can allow for a more accurate interpretation of the 

informants’ worlds when personal interpretations are accounted for in the 

process (Charmaz, 2006). Moreover, the iterative analysis process and com-

paring data to data and memoing were made separately after each interview 

to ensure systematic data analysis and interpretations. All memos were saved 

and updated as new information arose and subsequently compared. In other 

words, the process I demonstrated in this thesis was closely followed to en-

sure the reliability of the interpretations and the analysis.  

Lastly, all the data were collected within the limitations of the fieldwork. 

Apart from Interview 1, all interviews were recorded and transcribed to get 

as accurate a representation as possible. In observations where the recording 

was not feasible due to limitations set by the case organization, field notes 

were continuously written using the action and process-oriented method of 

grounded theory to retain focus (Charmaz, 2006). This allowed for a thick 

description of the observation data despite the lack of recordings. 

 

3.5.2 Validity  
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In a quantitative study and under positivist epistemology, the term validity 

is associated with the appropriateness of the tools used for the inquiry, such 

as the appropriateness of the research questions for the desired outcomes, 

choice of methodology, study design, sampling, and data analysis (Leung, 

2015). However, in constructivism, the issue for the researcher(s) becomes 

that they must demonstrate that the different constructions of reality have 

been adequately represented (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The authors argue this 

can be helped in two ways: (1) by conducting the inquiry so that the likelihood 

that the findings are found to be credible is increased and (2) by having the 

findings approved by the constructors themselves. Lincoln & Guba (1985I h) 

suggest that the validity of the findings can be supported by: (1) prolonged 

engagement with the subject, long-term observation, and triangulation, and 

(2) peer debriefing, referential adequacy, and member checking for valida-

tion by constructors themselves.  

Due to the time limitations of the master’s thesis and the access to obser-

vations from the case company, prolonged exposure to SOK HR was not pos-

sible. However, extensive triangulation, peer debriefing from the thesis su-

pervisor and advisor, and member checks as a demonstration of the findings 

were all performed as part of the study. Feedback was sought from my thesis 

supervisor throughout the writing process, who functioned as part of peer 

debriefing in the research process.  

Though, as Lincoln & Guba (1985) argue, of these methods, the member 

checks become the most important form of validation as they represent the 

interpretations of the worlds of our informants. They suggest that if the re-

searcher’s constructions of their informants are recognizable by the same 

people, it can be argued that the representation of their realities is adequate. 

To this end, presentations to the case organization members (many of whom 

were participants in the study) were made to ensure the validity of the inter-

pretations alongside post-interview emails for clarification if any uncertainty 

in the interpretation arose and an intensive final check from the thesis advi-

sor. However, Charmaz (2006) argues that in some cases, the informants of-

fer only a partial interpretation, especially concerning tacit beliefs and ac-

tions. She explains that, at times, the researchers might have to dig deeper 

for a more complete and comprehensive explanation, which often goes be-

yond the laypersons’ conceptions of reality. While this does not necessarily 

mean that the representations would be thus rendered unrecognizable, artic-

ulating tacit assumptions and beliefs can certainly run the risk of confusion 

even from the person who believes in them as, by definition, they are difficult 

to articulate (Schein & Schein, 2016). 

Triangulation, as explained by Patton (2015), can be divided into four dis-

tinct types: (1) method triangulation using multiple methods to conduct the 

study; (2) data source triangulation with the use of various data sources; (3) 

analyst triangulation by using multiple researchers; and (4) theory triangu-

lation by using multiple theoretical perspectives to look at the data. Mixed-
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method triangulation was performed utilizing observations, semi-structured 

interviews, internal and external documentation, and internal survey data. 

Data source triangulation was done by interviewing members from the dif-

ferent units, teams, and levels of the organization representing different roles 

and utilizing external sources. Lastly, theory triangulation was used by uti-

lizing theory from software engineering, management, sociology, and organ-

izational psychology literature related to agile organizations and self-manag-

ing teams.  

While triangulation is often seen as a tool to confirm findings, it can also 

be used to gain deeper insight into a phenomenon when inconsistencies arise 

(Patton, 2015). For instance, method triangulation showed discrepancies be-

tween interview, observation, and survey data. For example, psychological 

safety would be highlighted as being very high in the surveys, whereas in-

formants would not express feeling equally high levels of psychological safety 

in interviews. In this instance, the discrepancies would create a more holistic 

understanding of how the informants viewed psychological safety. 

Other forms of validity evaluation can be done by assessing whether meth-

odology and sampling are appropriate for the context (Leung, 2015). The 

constructivist grounded-theory approach has been built with context-de-

pendence and cultural sensitivity fit for studying specific cultures contextu-

ally situated in a particular place and time (Charmaz, 2006). 

 

3.5.3 Generalizability  

 

The approach to generalizability under the constructivist grounded theory 

differs from traditional scientific research approaches. For instance, Lewis et 

al. (2003) suggest that under constructivism, generalizability means the 

transferability of findings of a particular case to others based on similar con-

text and conditions, as qualitative research does not aim toward generaliza-

tion. Generalizability can rarely be the end goal of qualitative interpretive re-

search as the studies are rooted in studying a specific phenomenon concern-

ing a certain population tied to a particular time, location, and context (Char-

maz, 2006; Leung, 2015). As Charmaz (2006) argues, contrary to objectivist 

grounded theory, generality can, but will not necessarily, emerge from the 

analytic process. Still, there should not be an a priori goal for generalization 

as it risks forcing the data. 

Thus, an alternative for generalizability is transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). The authors argue that qualitative research cannot establish external 

validity (i.e., applicability in other contexts or settings) as it must be empiri-

cally validated. The researcher’s job thus becomes to provide an accurate rep-

resentation of the study’s setting – or in other words, a thick description. 

They state it is not the researcher’s responsibility to provide generalizability 

but to provide a sufficient description or a “data base” that can be used for 

judgments of potential applications to test for the transferability of the 
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findings. Patton (2015, p. 1028) corresponds to these points by suggesting 

that qualitative research should contribute toward “hypotheses for future ap-

plicability and testing,” especially on culturally bound topics. 

To this day, the concept of "thick description" remains vague (Patton, 

2015). What is meant by thick description is not just an overly detailed de-

scription of events but something more. The concept was first introduced by 

Geertz (1973), who described the difference between a "thin description" and 

a "thick description" and the different meanings the two descriptions convey. 

As he explains, whereas thin descriptions can be detailed accounts of what is 

physically happening, thick description considers the socio-cultural factors 

that describe what these actions convey about the culture. To illustrate, he 

explains the distinction between an involuntary twitch of an eyelid and a 

wink; one is merely an involuntary physical action, whereas the other is a 

form of communication laden with cultural implications. As he elaborates, a 

thin description would describe what someone is doing: a rapid contraction 

of the eyelid; a thick description would provide a detailed description of what 

this symbolic action means in this specific environmental context to differ-

entiate between the two actions and decipher their meaning. 

No person makes these interpretations and descriptions out of nothing – 

researchers often bring with them a theoretical understanding of the world 

that is interwoven in the description itself with specific terminology that in 

themselves are laden with an immense amount of information (Charmaz, 

2006; Geertz, 1973). Terms used in this thesis, such as "organizational cul-

ture," "organizational identity," and "agile," are in themselves resting on the 

laurels of the works of prior researchers that allow the transferability of their 

works as the meanings are both explicitly and implicitly assigned to these 

terms. Thus, as Geertz (1973) argues, the thick description includes the in-

terpretation and the dense theory upon which the language used to interpret 

symbolic actions rests. 

I have aimed to make the transferability of this study as clear as possible. 

Any claims made during the findings portion of this study are supported by 

vivid descriptions of the context, scene, and people. Any implicit meanings 

and words are explained in their historical and temporal context to give the 

reader the greatest understanding of the phenomenon. The symbolic actions 

observed are contextualized with the help of earlier theory and generate an 

extensive understanding of the organization. The findings section aims to 

create a continuous ongoing dialectical comparison between the findings in 

the forms of quotes and descriptions and the prior theory and to illustrate the 

different interpretive frames of the informants. The goal is to generate a thick 

description of the informants' tacit meanings of actions and words. This way, 

the descriptions can connect the findings and the context in which they are 

embedded as clearly as possible. 
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4 Findings 
 

The individuals partaking in the study will be referred to as “Informants,” 

with a number differentiating each informant. When critical points about the 

organization or information that could compromise the informant's identity, 

the informant will be referred to as an “Unidentified informant” to protect 

the informant's identity further. In addition, any observations made of the 

informants will also be referred to as “Unidentified informants” to avoid 

making any connections to the interview data. Moreover, each informant will 

be referred to with a singular “they” to protect informants' identities. 

 

4.1 Social complexity, siloing, and fragmentation in large-

scale agile 
 

4.1.1 We are becoming agile, or are we? Social fragmentation and ag-

ile Identity 

 

The interview analysis would reveal how many teams took liberties redefin-

ing the pre-existing concepts of agile, accommodating them to the team’s 

contextual needs. At HR, adopting practices would happen on a mutually de-

fined yet flexible adaptation of commonly agreed upon practices where teams 

would learn as they go. At organization level the lack of commonly shared 

guidelines and goals was a deliberate choice due to the cross-functional 

teams' diverse team structures and roles. However, the relaxed definitions 

would lead to questioning whether the organization was becoming agile and 

confusion among the less experienced informants about what part of the 

change was part of "becoming agile,” leading to social fragmentation and in-

consistent expectations of the changes. Moreover, inconsistent practices 

across teams would make cross-team and cross-unit collaboration increas-

ingly challenging as changes progressed. 

When asked what agile meant to the informants, various interpretations 

of the practice followed, none quite similar. As a primarily customer-facing 

organization, the unifying factor in defining agile would be the customer, as 

described by Informant 4:  

 

To me, producing customer value that we do things that the customer 

needs [defines agile]. [Which] we are and are trying to take into account 

in the future. Thinking at all points is this something we should be doing, 

that it is not just based on pure gut feeling. I believe we are learning to get 

away from it [making decisions based on intuition], and we also want to 

do that. 
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The customer at the center of the organization was a unanimous finding. 

As a customer cooperative, the S Group often represented the "customer as 

an owner," reflecting the organization’s customer-centricity and customer 

ownership. Many informants would also focus on the efficiency and prioriti-

zation of work as Informant 6 would define the essential outcomes of agile: 

 

In modern work life, people focus on too many things at once and do not 

get anything done, and that is what an agile model is for, as I understand 

it… When we focus on fewer things at once and have clear priorities, the 

organization does things faster and uses less time on waste. That is the 

benefit I would like to see, as it would help prioritize and reduce the chaos 

in my head so I would know what to focus on 

 

The complex organizational structure and varying operating contexts led 

to a very loose definition of what it meant to be agile. Several informants 

would explain how SOK purposefully undertook this approach of contextu-

ally embedded agile practices as they felt that a common approach would not 

be feasible in such a complex organization, as explained by Informant 1: 

 

SOK does not really have a unified model or approach. We would not have 

buy-in towards it as the different functions have such differing needs. We 

have a lot of flexibility so that the teams can practice as they go. We do not 

have any ready-to-use model, but if anything, we are trying to emulate the 

Spotify model. We will try to have a bit more unified implementation 

methods by the end of the next quarter. 

 

Other informants agreed with this sentiment. As Informant 9 explained, 

the stepwise approach was seen as necessary due to the different maturity 

levels and functional needs: “I do not even see it as a possibility that someone 

like the chief executive officer would have simply demanded: ‘Alright, now in 

every organization we will have agile’ because the maturity levels are so very 

different.”  

However, some informants with a stronger notion of how agile organiza-

tions should operate were less than happy with the approach taken as Uni-

dentified Informant would explain: “To me, it is not at all clear how our new 

HR organization, how would I say it, would be agile. I do not recognize that 

it is.” Similarly, the concept of OKR as an agile framework was not well re-

ceived by everyone. Informant 5 explained that as the maturity levels across 

the organization varied heavily, it was difficult to challenge what "agile" is 

against the dominant definition established at SOK HR: “We just jumped into 

these OKRs and said it is agile. Realistically, that is not agile. It is a manage-

ment framework. We have so many people coming from different levels of 

understanding that it is difficult to challenge that notion.” 
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Agile in the HR context is still very novel. The novel environment raised 

additional questions about how agile would manifest in such a context. While 

the ambiguity would allow for the teams to experiment more freely without 

being tied to definitions and learn as they go, the lack of stricter facilitation 

or common direction would lead the teams to adapt differing interpretations 

and agile identities, as explained by Informant 8: 

 

At some point, I did a course from [an IT organization] about agile, and 

there they did not mention OKRs with a single word… Is it even relevant 

in agile, or what is it? We are getting all these terms mixed up. 
 

The fragmented approach toward agile adoption in teams would lead to a 

fragmented identity and vocabulary, becoming another future concern. This 

led many informants to wonder what agile would mean from an HR perspec-

tive and if a more unified understanding of the framework should be formed 

to increase clarity, as expressed by Informant 8:  

 

There is an interesting point to be made here: how do you define agile, and 

how does it affect the application [of agile] in the organization when we do 

not even know if we are talking about the same things? Creating that kind 

of common understanding has been really difficult…We need to create a 

common understanding. We have recruited many new people to SOK who 

might have worked under agile, so we need to create a common ground for 

how we understand agile through our work. 

 

Many teams would take great liberties in creating makeshift solutions 

whenever problems arose. While the teams were working inside the HR, this 

would not become an issue as the teams were synchronized on 3-month iter-

ations and working on mutual practices. However, Informant 12 explained 

that the fragmentation of methodology would make communication and co-

operation in cross-functional teams that reached beyond unit boundaries 

teams complex when everyone had their version of agile and the teams were 

not synchronized on their iterations: 

 

Now that we have been piloting these [cross-functional teams], one chal-

lenge we have noticed is how we could synchronize tasks; how could we 

create structures through which longer processes would move through 

seamlessly so that one team does not have to wait after one team is done 

with one part… Right now, we have very varying practices. One team has 

two-month OKRs, another three [months], and some might even have 

four months. Even if they were the same length, there are situations where 

some started [the iteration cycle] in January and others in February. 
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The highly diverse backgrounds and levels of understanding about agile 

would create different expectations and solutions between teams on how ag-

ile should be deployed. This would further fragment the agile identity and the 

solution space. While many teams were not yet collaborating, the early pilot 

of cross-functional teams deployed in advance would highlight problems 

with the fragmentation of agile identities and methodology. When teams do 

not have shared language, tools, or frameworks, synchronizing and com-

municating between two teams becomes immensely difficult, making linear 

cooperation where the projects would flow seamlessly challenging.  

 

4.1.2 Technologically transparent yet structurally siloed 

 

While the HR department aimed for “radical transparency” as part of the or-

ganizational transformation by making all online communications transpar-

ent, these ambitions could only be met partially. The analysis of the inter-

views indicated that though the new changes brought upon a “culture of 

transparency,” the legacy of working within teams and not across them re-

mained. As few pre-existing communications channels or systematic meet-

ings existed before the transformation to encourage cross-team collabora-

tion, it did not emerge naturally despite the open communication channels. 

Moreover, in cross-functional pilot teams, the legacy systems of service-

based financing models led to a lack of shared resources that would inhibit 

cross-functional collaboration, further entrenching teams and units into 

functional siloes. 

Before the change, the issue of transparency was caused by a lack of sys-

tematic approaches to ensure transparency, as stated by Informant 2: "It is 

not like we were trying to hide anything that we were doing before, things 

just happened to be forgotten, and we would not remember to update the 

information." After the agile transformation had begun, informants would 

highlight that the transparency had improved. This would include the usage 

of different tools to make the “budgets and financials transparent and create 

an overall understanding of the budget,” as Informant 6 would proclaim. In 

addition, the teams would have open access to “channel hierarchies where we 

can see other teams’ documents and what they are discussing and having 

open channels to message them” and “getting briefings of the management 

teams discussions,” as Informant 9 would add.  

The overall effect of this change was perceived well. Informants would de-

scribe how they were building “a culture of transparency” at HR, as Inform-

ant 9 explained: “What this change has brought upon is a kind of culture of 

transparency and openness.” The whole department being equally transpar-

ent from top to bottom and the fact that every piece of communication would 

be transparent was seen as a positive nudge towards clearer communications 

and a culture of transparency by all informants.  
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Despite these intentions, the technological solutions, organizational struc-

tures, and a lack of systematic approaches impeded these efforts, especially 

at the organizational level. Thus, reaching full transparency through techno-

logical solutions was only possible hypothetically. Though every text channel 

and piece of communication over text would be transparent, most communi-

cations in agile rely on informal communications. Several informants felt 

that the number of communication channels and the amount of information 

would make it difficult to parse relevant issues. In addition, as information 

was scattered across communication tools, the amount of information would 

become so overwhelming that even if they had the opportunity to look at 

other teams’ communications, they would soon realize they neither had the 

time or interest in doing so as Informant 9 would summarize:  

 

When your workdays are so hectic and quick-tempoed, and there are so 

many channels. When I see on top of all these Microsoft channels, Word-

Press, and WorkSheet worlds, your colleagues are contacting you from dif-

ferent channels and business units using different channels. I might get 

text messages and Teams chats… So, I think the massive cacophony limits 

your ability to start looking up more information proactively. 

 

In addition to the overwhelming amount of information, the lack of sys-

tematic inter-team communications would also prevent achieving transpar-

ency. As the HR department had a history in structural siloing where teams 

were used to working independently, these practices would continue even in 

the smaller teams. Despite many informants stressing the ability to contact 

others directly if needed, only individual informants explained they had done 

so when required, as Unidentified Informant would explain about siloing: 

 

I am used to thinking through processes and connecting to the relevant 

stakeholders no matter where they work so that we can understand what 

is going on…But you hear a lot of this talk of how: “well, we actually are 

not collaborating with them at all. And no, we have never actually even 

heard what they are doing in there,” even though it could be really relevant 

from the perspective of their work tasks as well. 

 

According to Informant 7, the functional siloing was widely recognized: 

“We have raised this [siloing] issue that we would like to hear more from 

other teams, and we would have the necessary preconditions to do so.” Plans 

included the facilitation of “going to see other teams’ retrospectives to learn 

from other teams, but we have not undertaken it yet,” as Informant 10 stated.  

Another reason for structural siloing was that the different units did not 

share common resources that would reach across functional boundaries. This 

meant that service fees would be tracked on a unit-by-unit basis, with each 

having its separate pool of resources accredited to them, meaning that cross-
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unit needs would easily be missed. This would make cross-functional collab-

oration increasingly difficult, as Informant 12 would describe: “Our service 

fees are siloed in different units, and they are not like a SOK’s common re-

source. Then it becomes internally politicized when one unit would have to 

pay other unit’s [cross-unit] process development.”  

The siloing of resources would lead to scenarios where early pilot teams 

meant to do cross-functional work would sometimes be inhibited from work-

ing together, as larger projects that would cut through the organization would 

incur extra costs for other units. As each unit would wish to protect its limited 

resources, it would be challenging to align interests across units. Personal-

ized resources would actively discourage other units from incurring costs 

from projects that they did not have to, even if the greater whole would ben-

efit in the process, as Informant 12 would explain:  

 

Even if we had some process that would reach other business units, we 

saw that it would make sense to do it in another unit that is not ours, as 

the whole process would be more efficient. This would incur extra costs 

for the other unit. 

 

At the structural level, transparency could be achieved technologically. 

Still, true transparency of communications would become challenging due to 

the lack of shared standard practices at the organizational level, standardized 

forms of communications, or common resources. Informants would both ex-

press the lack of shared resources in making cross-unit collaboration and 

communication more difficult and the myriad communication channels lead-

ing to an information overflow, making parsing relevant information diffi-

cult. This would highlight the myriad of challenges in a complex organization 

where work had traditionally been done independently at both team and unit 

levels, rooting itself in its prior practices and requiring the establishment of 

new systematic communications. 

 

4.2 Agile artifacts 
 

4.2.1 Physical and virtual artifacts and physicality in agile 

 

The observation and interview data analysis revealed the important role of 

physical co-location and usage of the physical and virtual artifacts. While in-

formants highlighted the success of performing agile remotely, physical arti-

facts complement these practices by improving organizational transparency, 

facilitating and structuring work, and providing additional information. 

The observed HR team was primarily physically co-located when working 

together, though otherwise working remotely. Despite the COVID-19, the 

team took caution and considered physical presence important in agile. 

While team members could work remotely if needed, physical co-location 
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was encouraged. Only two of the twenty informants attended the meeting re-

motely during my physical observation. Informant 1 would explain: “While 

we have not had any issues shifting to remote work, we have been primarily 

conducting these [OKR] meetings face-to-face.” 

Like many agile organizations, SOK HR used a physical workspace called 

the "situation room" (Finnish: tilannehuone) to illustrate essential parts of 

the agile transformation. A specific room from an office was used for this pro-

cess. The room walls were covered with key aspects of the agile transfor-

mation. Different graphs would illustrate the current situation and future 

goals alongside post-it notes filled with bits of information that fully immerse 

the person entering the space.  

Physical artifacts played a subtle yet significant role through communica-

tion with the help of physical objects in the situation room. For instance, a 

planning day meeting was held primarily in the situation room. While differ-

ent people would present, they would use the entire space to their advantage 

by picking up notes from the walls that were put there with magnets to show 

them what they meant or point at the different graphs to discuss the various 

relevant topics. Moreover, the conversation's structure followed the six core 

topics illustrated by the six distinct clusters of graphs and post-its on the 

walls. As the team moved from one topic to another, they would physically 

move from one cluster to another. The space itself also facilitated the conver-

sation with minimal setup. For instance, when discussing the renewed strat-

egy, Unidentified Informant asked the rest of the team: “Have we discussed 

the HR work and the strategic foundations yet? Here [points at the wall with 

the new strategic goals] we have the new ones, and those [old strategic goals] 

should not be followed anymore.” 

After work was done, the team left their work from the meeting on the 

walls for others to see. For example, during a retrospective, the team wrote 

many post-it notes related to the session. These post-it notes were left on the 

wall underneath a retrospective cluster. This way, the work done during the 

session would also be visible to those who had not been part of the meeting. 

The situation room was integrated into the rest of SOK’s working spaces 

in a small alcove to the side of the shared office space, remaining accessible 

to all the organizational members. This way, the physical space forms a mul-

tipurpose for work. First, it functions as an information radiator providing a 

broad understanding of the change progress with a glance. The situation 

room also guides and facilitates the conversation by giving it a clearer struc-

ture in meetings and visually illustrating work without requiring additional 

work. In this manner, the physical co-location of the teams and the physical 

space are highly intertwined. The physical discourse is bolstered by the phys-

ical tools and space utilized to make communications more effective. 

On top of the physical situation room, there was also a "virtual situation 

room." The virtual situation room was hosted in the team intra, where every-

one had access to any given material. The virtual situation room was updated 
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more frequently with the most relevant information, providing a more com-

prehensive look at the project and the transformation. While teams would 

make comments and communicate using the virtual room, it could not be 

used similarly to enhance communications continuously through the active 

use of the space itself due to the limitations of how digital space provides 

limited ability for physical expression. 

In addition to the situation room, many informants quickly pointed out 

the usage of virtual Kanban boards. In this instance, each team had its own 

Kanban board to track its progress, and if issues would arise that could not 

be solved at the team level, these could be raised to the management team 

level to be solved. The usage of Kanban boards was positively associated with 

all informants. The highlighted benefits were the transparency Kanbans pro-

vided: “Kanban has been an excellent way to involve everyone even if they 

would not immediately know what is going on," as Informant 10 mentioned. 

Kanbans would also help prioritize work: “I have gotten way fewer requests 

of issues that do not belong to my work desk, which has been a good thing. It 

is way more efficient that people can consult the experts in that area,” as In-

formant 10 would later add. 

The physical space and artifacts would thus serve a multipurpose role. 

Functioning simultaneously as tools for work, communication, structuring 

presentations, and enforcing the values of transparency. On top of the infor-

mation radiator role, the physical space and co-location would be used to bol-

ster many activities enabled by the space itself. This contrast could also be 

seen more clearly between physical and virtual artifacts, where the virtual 

artifacts would merely serve as information sharing and transparency but not 

as a communication tool. 

  

4.2.2 Routines and processes give structure and facilitate agile 

 

The routines and processes played a significant role in giving common struc-

ture and systemized working practices according to the analysis of the inter-

views and observations. Several informants would highlight the importance 

of the new routines as part of structured learning, which would be facilitated 

through holding one another accountable for following said rules. The rou-

tines and processes constituted the most visible part of the change, which 

some informants felt focused on the “low hanging fruits” and easy wins rather 

than what they considered as core principles of agile or the mutually designed 

agile principles that were being continuously discussed and iterated upon. 

The routines and processes, or “rituals and ceremonies,” as the informants 

called them, constituted many practices adopted from traditional agile and 

OKR practices based on OKR literature (e.g., Doerr, 2018; Hämäläinen & 

Sora, 2020). The adopted routines and processes constituted a hybrid model 

of a relatively free-form exploration of various methods. 
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As in most agile practices, HR would rely on co-designed shared processes 

that structure each iteration commonly used in agile practices, forming the 

backbone of each quarter. These included Planning Days, where each quar-

ter’s OKRs were planned separately by the extended management team up to 

a month before the next quarter and by the individual teams afterward. The 

agile teams were asked to bring input to planning and all teams were pre-

sented in extended management team by its members. Teams would hold 

weekly meetings to discuss potential impediments and update status and 

Kanbans.  

Retrospectives happened at the end of each Sprint or quarter, depending 

on the team. The retrospective is a tool for mutual learning for the teams. 

During Retrospectives, the teams will think of three different main points: 

(1) what has gone well or is working, (2) what could be improved or changed 

and (3) based on these findings, what are the things that we should develop 

further? The importance of “what did not work?” was highlighted by Uniden-

tified Informant, who, during a retrospective, stated: “It is important that we 

also recognize things that currently do not work because we are also trying to 

practice being more transparent as an organization." Bringing up things that 

did not work or that teams were having difficulties with was highlighted by 

many informants as necessary support toward learning. Informants would 

state that retrospectives supported many agile principles, facilitating open 

feedback and communication, and improving continuous learning by bring-

ing up potential issues. However, Informant 9 saw room for improvement, as 

they considered the reflections to be too narrow, focusing on the immediate 

concerns rather than reflecting on the bigger picture: “What could then be 

the way in which we evaluate the greater whole from a learning perspective 

and retrospective in the same way? Right now, we have retrospectives of 

some individual sessions or workshops.” In addition, demos were another 

form of learning facilitated within teams. In demos, teams will demonstrate 

and display the work that they have achieved during the Sprint/Quarter and 

the work that they have done.  

Only the IT teams were performing sprints. When asked about the sprints, 

Informant 1 stated: "There is no plan, for now, to move towards sprints as we 

just want the teams to learn the basic practices for now." Moreover, Inform-

ant 3 corroborated the statement by explaining: “Well, you cannot see sprints 

yet. It is a problem that we have. Since we tend to have such slim resources, 

we have not been able to establish sprints yet.” 

Informants felt that the structured approach of the new routines and pro-

cesses was beneficial to them and among the few clearer uniform improve-

ments to the previous style of work: “It [agile] has brought this kind of struc-

ture and tracking into the things that we do, making it more concrete. It has 

brought this kind of team-level unity; we are doing the same things [to-

gether],” as Informant 2 would explain. Most often, informants referred to 

themselves as becoming more “systematic” and “rigorous” as they followed 



90 

 

the quarterly clock set by the agile and OKR models. All informants had 

adopted some, if not most, of the routines and processes.  

A success factor in adopting new routines is that they were strictly fol-

lowed. Team members would actively engage in the practices and remind 

each other to “stick to the objectives” and hold one another accountable for 

sticking to them. As Informant 6 described: “The rituals work as long as eve-

ryone holds onto them and holds each other accountable for sticking to the 

rituals.” Moreover, many informants explained that the success factor in 

adopting the new routines and rituals was communicating why the new ritu-

als and ceremonies were necessary, enabling smoother adoption, as ex-

plained by Informant 8: “At the beginning, people might get a bit of a feeling 

of: ‘well what is the use of this,’ and really we can only tell in the long run, 

what is the benefit and you need quite a bit of discussion about it.” On the 

contrary, the most significant impediment would be the sheer lack of time 

and poor resource allocation toward the changes. As most informants would 

reckon, as all changes were rolled out simultaneously and piled on top of ex-

isting responsibilities, the rituals and routines could easily be “left in the dust 

of the everyday work,” as Informant 11 explained. 

The routines and rituals would be the most visible form of change across 

the teams. Creating clearer structures and systematic approaches toward ag-

ile. Some informants felt this approach could be detrimental, going for the 

“low hanging fruits” and focusing on the wrong things: “[We are] going tools 

first, talking about what terms we use or that we have OKRs, but that is not 

agile” as Informant 5 would state. Without a holistic understanding of the 

“agile mindset” or “agile philosophy,” as many informants called it, the tools 

alone could provide limited value. Informant 8 would reckon that the agile 

principles would provide more cross-cutting value across the organization 

than the processes: “Some people are not even using the OKRs as they are 

not on teams that use them. But the agile principles, or the ones we are using, 

I think everyone can benefit from them.” 

 

4.3 Losing the customer in customer centricity 
 

Regardless of the highly espoused status of the customer’s role at the organ-

ization, analysis of the interview, observation, and secondary data demon-

strated a decoupled state between talking about the customer and being cus-

tomer centric. The decoupled state would arise from outdated practices with 

an apparent lack of value co-creation opportunities and an increasingly com-

plex customer base with varying customer needs. Early steps towards im-

proving customer-centricity had been taken or were underway. The new 

practices had been co-designed with the customers, and new HR business 

partner roles and the DT model were planned for the third quarter. However, 

due to time constraints, the improvements from the new HR business part-

ner roles and DT could not yet be analyzed or evaluated as part of this study. 



91 

 

As a cooperative, being customer-centric was central for the S Group and 

SOK. Much of the external marketing material from the S Group focuses on 

being a cooperative organization owned and shaped by its customers. The key 

term S Group often used is the “customer as an owner” (Finnish: 

asiakasomistaja), which would simultaneously represent their status as a co-

operative and customer-centric organization. The organization is meant to 

be owned and directed by its customers. Despite most informants explaining 

customer-centricity as an essential aspect of agile transformation, the full 

benefits had yet to materialize. 

Internally “the customer” and customer-centricity represented a broad 

talking point and a commonly associated issue within the company. “The cus-

tomer” would often be represented at a very high level without a clear defini-

tion of the customer. Confusion about the customer was shared during my 

physical observation, as one of the new employees introduced to the organi-

zation asked: "I keep hearing this word ‘the customer,’ but what do we mean 

when we talk about ‘the customer?' Is it the regional cooperatives? Are we 

talking about the end customer?" 

One of the senior employees, Unidentified Informant, answered that the 

(external) customer value is predominantly directed towards the regional co-

operatives, which trickles down to the employees and end-users: “The pur-

pose is to produce value for the regional cooperative chains. It involves all the 

regional leaders with whom we are dealing. Supply chains, businesses, man-

agement, and employees are the customers. We also produce indirect value 

for the end customer.” The answer was continued by another Unidentified 

Informant, who explained that the customer could vary significantly from 

team to team: “[HR] business partners might be thinking about the end cus-

tomer. But in another [agile] cell, the customer is not necessarily the same.” 

As an observer, I would assume there was an implicit understanding of 

who the customer was and which customer the informants talked about. In-

formant 9 would later invalidate this assumption: “Oh, if only you knew how 

often [we were confused about which customer is being talked about]. Espe-

cially now that we talk about the customer at HR.” Though the different 

stakeholders were mapped and identified, Informant 3 would express their 

thoughts about the complex web of customers intertwined in the organiza-

tion: “When we have all these customer groups in the situation room, I have 

to stop and think for a bit, well, which customer are we talking about again, 

since we have like 5 or 6 of them.” 

The complex organizational structures and the highly varied team compo-

sition would create scenarios where different teams at HR and units across 

the S Group would have highly varying customer bases. This meant the teams 

had increasingly varying needs from agile, leading to further fragmentation 

of both customer identity and agile both in HR but especially at SOK when 

considering the future, as explained by Informant 5: 
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 We have 2000 people at the office [at SOK] who are in professional roles 

and have very different needs from agile. Within these, there are also dif-

ferent segments and very different customer groups who have very differ-

ent needs in the professional organization that we have. We have IT devel-

opers who have very different needs from the commerce; we have the brick 

and mortar stores; they have very different needs. We should be able to 

recognize better the priorities that bring value from their perspective.  

 

The poor definition of specific needs and the significant number of cus-

tomer groups could lead to conflicts of interest. Which customer needs 

should be prioritized? For instance, Informant 2 expressed frustrations with 

losing the big picture by "listening to people too much." According to them, 

this led to scenarios where the bigger picture of S Group was lost in accom-

modating the individual customer needs: 

 

Now that we have been focusing on the internal playing field, the focus on 

the customer has decreased. Different people want different things, and 

we cannot listen to everyone. The way I see it, the S Group as an entity is 

our customer. We drive the concerns of the S Group. Our purpose is to 

move that group forward. And when we listen to everyone, prioritizing the 

customer needs becomes a real problem… We should be looking at the S 

Group as a whole.  

 

Though many informants felt that customer-centricity had improved, ini-

tially, there was a lack of explicit customer-centric methodology such as de-

sign thinking and customer's voice in the process. When informants were 

questioned about the customer's involvement or voice, many informants 

would explain how they were now involving the customer in the process by 

“talking about the customer.” For instance, Informant 6 would state: “Well, 

if I think about how the customer-centricity can be seen here and now, it is 

involved in the speech, and we think who is the customer,” and Informant 9: 

“You know we remind each other, where is the customer? How do they expe-

rience this? Does this produce more value?” 

The situation at the HR department reflects a decoupled state between es-

poused values and application. While the customer was involved during the 

early co-designing of the process, informants saw that there was insufficient 

systematic customer involvement and co-creation. The insufficient involve-

ment of a customer in the agile process was highlighted by Unidentified In-

formant during the first observation while discussing issues during a retro-

spective: “I wish we could see the customer more clearly. That is why we are 

doing this [agile transformation] in the first place. If we just keep talking 

about our internal affairs and models, we will forget about the customer.”  

Moreover, despite one of the main goals of adopting agile being improved 

customer centricity and customer experience, some informants felt that 
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adopting agile came at the cost of customer-centricity. Paradoxically inform-

ants reported that at the team level, the teams did not have sufficient time to 

think about the customer because they focused on their teams and the oper-

ational details rather than the customer, as Informant 2 would explain:  

 

Well, now that we have been building this [agile model], we are not really 

doing things in the direction of the customer. Before this, we used to have 

many projects going on at once so that our customers would be more 

aware of what we were doing... Especially since S Group as an entity is also 

our customer, I think that everything we do as a group that makes us more 

visible to the S Group is important. 

 

However, due to HR's and SOK’s immense team-level diversity, individual 

teams would provide advanced examples of customer-centricity. For in-

stance, Informant 7 explained how their team was engaging the customer, 

collecting user stories, and prioritizing customer needs by letting the cus-

tomer score different problem groupings made up of relevant user stories:  

 

We have this [meeting] where we discuss the largest recognized collective 

issues. And then we discuss with them things like," Hey, here are the val-

ues that we have recognized [together] and what value these changes 

would bring,” and then we let them score. They have 100 points to split 

between different collective issues. 

 

While individual teams that had adopted the practices earlier were far 

ahead of others, there were few collaborative learning opportunities where 

practices could be collectively shared due to the siloing. Thus, despite having 

individual teams with better-evolved practices, lack of communication meant 

they were not commonly adopted across the organization. 

The customer’s role would become more deliberate over time as many rec-

ognized the insufficient attention to the customer had been recognized and 

the changes progressed as planned. HR had created new roles in the form of 

“HR business partners” as part of the change, whose role was to “really get 

into the skin of the customer organizations and help with the most important 

problems,” as Informant 9 would recount. The HR Business Partner's role 

was to interact more directly with customers and raise many of the issues 

recognized directly on the field, creating a stronger bottom-up customer 

voice and a more “strategy-oriented HR,” as several informants explained. 

Many informants would refer to these HR Business partner roles as “the step 

in the right direction.” Though, as Informant 7 would state: “It is still too 

early to evaluate [the success of] the HR business partner model.” Moreover, 

in the third quarter of the change, the HR department would introduce DT 

methods that would emphasize the role of the bottom-up customer-centricity 

to develop further the active role of the customer in customer value creation. 
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The missing customer would highlight the weak links in agile adoption. 

The siloing of teams and units, lack of sufficient resources leading to priori-

tization of operational work over the customer; a partially hierarchical top-

down customer evaluation instead of a systematic and continuous bottom-

up value recognition based on value co-creation through customer involve-

ment, and the widely different understandings of the customer base and their 

needs due to the fragmented culture and customer identity. In particular, the 

multiple customer groups would create further difficulties, as different teams 

and units would represent different customer groups. This would create con-

fusion about the customer identity and value prioritization. However, as in-

formants recognized, many early steps were being taken to improve the situ-

ation in the form of new HR business partner roles, stakeholder mapping, 

and stronger customer involvement. 

 

4.4 Psychologically safe or positively aligned? 
 

The survey, observational, and interview data analysis showed mixed find-

ings on psychological safety. The survey and observational data would high-

light moderately high levels of psychological safety. In interviews, several in-

formants described experiencing psychological safety. However, they would 

often add that the previously hierarchical culture contributed toward a cul-

ture of mutual alignment with an inability to engage in significant conflict, 

disagreements, or “cognitive friction.” The analysis would also indicate dis-

crepancies in psychological safety between different teams based on team-

level maturity. As several new members and teams had been introduced to 

HR, the novelty between new members led to an added layer of uncertainty 

and immature levels of trust, adding to an inability to engage in behaviors 

deemed conflicting or risky. 

Psychological safety was a central talking point across the organization as 

a vital part of generating a cohesive and well-structured agile organization. 

While physically co-located, the observed participants would use body lan-

guage openly. Everyone would smile and nod at each other during the dis-

cussion. Whenever there was a question, and no one would answer, the ten-

sion would break into a brief chorus of laughter until someone would come 

forth to state their opinions or give a question. Other times someone would 

break the silence with a small joke that would be met with smiles and laugh-

ter. The atmosphere was highly elevated, energetic, and light-hearted. 

Psychological safety in this meeting was also built using minor verbal cues 

directed at people. Those giving a presentation and asking questions would 

compliment each other's questions with brief acknowledgments such as 

"Good question" or "Good thing you brought that up." Especially when neg-

ative topics and feedback rose, it would actively be encouraged by showing 

support either verbally or with more subtle body language, such as nodding 
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along. Even difficult or seemingly “silly” questions could be aired easily, and 

many informants would state that the organization was psychologically safe.  

During the observation, new employees would openly ask questions that 

might not be immediately apparent. Others would ask questions that might 

have seemed obvious and could have painted them in a poor light in a psy-

chologically unsafe environment. For instance, one new employee stopped to 

ask about the measurements: “I have a question. Since there are many differ-

ent measurements and KPIs, do we just collect all kinds of measurements 

there [at the Obeya wall] and then utilize them? Or do we collect and consider 

what could be good measurements to track?” Moreover, the new employees 

were taken into consideration by the older employees in many instances. One 

employee would interrupt the discussion to state: “Since many of the employ-

ees are new here, they might not be familiar with all the abbreviations we use. 

It would be good to put them up somewhere alongside explanations.” 

However, not everyone saw the atmosphere as psychologically safe. De-

spite much talk about psychological safety and internal surveys that reported 

psychological safety being at a high level, one informant merely saw this as a 

façade. They felt the overly positive atmosphere masked an organizational 

culture that did not permit dissent or disagreement. Unidentified Informant 

noted that the excessively happy and joyous atmosphere hid underneath it a 

culture of fear where everyone acted friendly towards each other for that very 

reason – because they were afraid of disagreeing:  

 

We [in HR] have this culture where, whenever we talk about things, you 

have to compliment it like: “Yeah, very good, very good!” because there is 

a bit of this culture of fear. You need to show that you are always aligned 

with each other, and then people talk about how things are not working at 

all behind each other's backs. I have seen this a lot since I have worked 

with the operational teams, especially with the many employees who have 

been here for longer. I feel it is more just that they are afraid to tell how 

they feel. 

 

Other informants explained recognizing the culture of unsafety projected 

through positivity but interpreted it differently. Informant 6 felt that the pre-

viously hierarchical culture of the organization did not yet permit such dis-

sent. As they saw it, SOK had historically been a very hierarchical organiza-

tion, the culture surrounding such hierarchy would rarely allow dissenting 

opinions, and as they explained, individuals still required time to adjust to 

these changes over time:  

 

Our culture here [at HR] is a bit more careful… Things are not talked about 

directly, instead just explaining how everything is good and nice, and peo-

ple are a bit afraid of raising uncomfortable topics… I think it has more to 

do with what kind of culture there was before. There just has not been a 
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habit of speaking up directly or commenting. [It is] what people are used 

to. How things were, and now we just have not learned away from it yet. 

 

Even informants who initially stated that the organization was psycholog-

ically safe would recognize the issue when pushed further. Informant 11 

would evaluate psychological safety in different teams explaining how they 

felt psychologically safe, especially in their own team, but later added that 

they would have difficulties partaking in a “creative conflict,” especially in the 

newly formed teams’ assembled as part of the change they were part of:  

 

I have not yet experienced this type of creative conflict situation. In that 

sense, it is difficult to say if we are truly psychologically safe or not… [At 

the team level] I feel like we experience quite high levels of psychological 

safety, but I do not think we have truly challenged it yet. There has not 

really been that kind of room for it… If I felt another team member’s be-

havior [in a newly formed team] was challenging, that it is a bottleneck or 

a barrier, bringing that up, I do not know if I could. 

 

Many informants recognized a similar disparity in how they experienced 

psychological safety differently in their personal teams compared to the 

newly formed teams. Informants explained that psychological safety was 

higher in their teams than in team assembled post-transformation leading to 

lower levels of psychological safety due to insufficient team-level maturity. 

Informant 7 would describe in more detail as they explained psychological 

safety in both their personal work team and newly assembled team: 

 

Last week, a new person started on our team. In the first meeting we had 

a discussion, and people commented how they feel very safe even disa-

greeing. We have said that it is enriching that we can have different opin-

ions constructively, maybe even a bit too often sometimes... It is difficult 

to say about the psychological safety in [the new] team because there are 

so many new people there…It is in a bit of a construction phase. But we 

have discussed this psychological safety and marked it on the walls that 

we would ask if we do not understand something and bring that view up. 

Perhaps it will come after mutual doing because we are still in a starting 

phase. 

 

Informants also saw good in the positive atmosphere, explaining how new 

members had an easy time integrating into the teams with the open and psy-

chologically safe atmosphere: “Even the new employees can get a grasp fast, 

and I think that we have succeeded in that” as Informant 11 would note.  

Psychological safety was highly contingent on team-level psychological 

safety and the previous organizational culture. Many expressed significant 

variation in psychological safety at team-level operational dynamics, highly 
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dependent on the team’s makeup and maturity. Insufficient psychological 

safety was partly associated with the organization's hierarchical past leading 

to a culture of alignment. As Informant 6 would elaborate: “Maybe people 

here are not so used to saying they disagree, or maybe that is just not a way 

of doing things, and instead people just encourage each other a bunch.” Es-

pecially, the “way of doing things” would indicate the overly positive and en-

couraging behaviors were simply part of the ingrained culture that would re-

quire reframing to take full advantage of psychological safety and a process 

of maturing at the team and organizational level. 

 

4.5 The more we change, the more we stay the same – the 

culture of hierarchy that binds 
 

4.5.1 Deconstruction and reconstruction of hierarchies 

 

In a somewhat paradoxical sense, despite the lowered structural hierarchies 

at HR, employees would express an increased level of control that was given 

rise by the restructuring. The interview analysis would display a reconfigura-

tion of organizational control and hierarchies with fewer organizational lev-

els. The HR’s restructuring broadened roles for some employees while bind-

ing others more strictly to their previous work. Regardless of the early par-

ticipative development of the mutual processes and practices, the hierar-

chical structures would be legitimized due to the inability to give up control 

as the changes progressed during the early phases of the change. The inability 

to delegate responsibility over time would lead to a more concentrated and 

hierarchical agile and OKR process that would reconstruct the hierarchical 

control. Despite the team-level autonomy, some informants felt they were 

still not free from the organization-level hierarchies. 

The HR department had undergone hierarchical and structural changes 

as part of the agile transformation. These changes affected hierarchical lev-

els, team structures, and individual employee roles and responsibilities. HR 

had had four layers before the changes. Moreover, the thick siloes of the or-

ganization would allow for the HR unit to act with relative independence in 

restructuring the unit, as explained by Informant 1: 

  

The [HR] organization was not very deep [hierarchical with several layers] 

to begin with. We removed some leadership and management roles. Some 

members of the organization left. We could not remove all the layers, 

probably not as many as we would have liked. 

 

As part of the restructuring, one middle-management layer was removed 

from the HR unit, leaving three management layers. However, while officially 

only three layers existed, the management team would be split into extended 

and narrowed management teams. Though the extended management team 
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was represented by a manager from each team, the narrowed-down manage-

ment team would have a more concrete responsibility and control over the 

transformation process itself. With the unequal roles of the management 

teams and by proxy unequal understanding of agile practices the organiza-

tion would retain remnants of the hierarchy, reconstructing the hierarchical 

structures at HR during the beginning months of the change. Moreover, in 

practice the HR would hold biweekly narrowed HR management meetings 

lasting an entire day (7 hours). The extended HR management team would 

hold meetings twice every three months. An Unidentified informant would 

explain how they felt these management practices were very archaic and old-

fashioned. According to them, it represented another form of legacy from the 

hierarchical working practices contrasting them to traditional agile practices 

where shorter meetings are held more often between teams. 

On top of the hierarchical changes, there were also structural changes. The 

internal organization had been split into internal and external HR depart-

ments, which were combined in the new restructuring. Moreover, the team 

sizes were significantly reduced from the previous team sizes of up to 30 peo-

ple to smaller teams with under ten people each. Alongside the team restruc-

turing, many roles were also restructured. While structural hierarchy was re-

duced and informants reported that the information flow had improved, hi-

erarchy would seep into the renewed structures. 

The role restructuring left some employees feeling that they had received 

the short end of the bargain in the shuffle of resources. To some, the decon-

struction of hierarchy would merely become a reconstruction of a different 

type of hierarchy. Removing hierarchical layers in agile organizations implies 

the responsibility of developmental work cascades down in the organization's 

hierarchy. Despite the flatter structure, hierarchy was still enacted by binding 

employees to the operational work. As developmental responsibilities were 

delegated to fewer people and others had no time for developmental work. In 

contrast, many informants would explain that their roles had become more 

restricted than before, bound by operational work as described by Informant 

5: “I have gotten a lot of feedback from people, how their role has become 

more restricted from before. Even though they expected they would get to do 

more [development], but these ‘cells’ [restructured teams] just restricted ac-

tivities further.” Later, Informant 11 would explain: “One of them [person 

who resigned due to the change] said ‘Now that this role changes like this 

where there is only [operational work] and not as much development as I was 

able to do before,’ they lost interest.” 

Unidentified informant would explain that this shift happened more re-

cently. The transition to agile was part reason provoking the change from 

“looking at the big picture” to looking at the smaller details at the organiza-

tional level, increasing organizational control instead of loosening it. How-

ever, they recognized this could be only a temporary state tied to the recent 

changes:  
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“There is no way in the future that the management has oversight of eve-

rything, and instead look at the bigger picture without interfering with the 

smaller things…However, it could be too early to say. Maybe in a year, we 

could be doing things differently.” 

 

During the beginning phases of the transformation, the history of hierar-

chy could legitimize a different type of hierarchy to be upheld. The structural 

hierarchy at the HR would further legitimize behaviors where control over 

the changes is retained instead of a bottom-up leadership common in agile 

Also, in practice, the inability to delegate responsibility would necessitate fre-

quent, long, and large-scale meetings that were retained even without explicit 

necessity, granting them further legitimacy.  

However, it should be noted that the lack of bottom-up initiatives and 

leadership could partially be attributed to the early periods of the change. As 

the teams were only learning the process of setting their personal goals, in-

formants expressed that bottom-up initiatives would be something that HR 

would move toward later. Many remained hopeful that once the teams 

learned their way around agile, control would be eased over time, and the 

management’s role would shift towards coaching rather than control. As In-

formant 7 would state: “There are a lot of old operating models and learned 

behaviors at the bottom, but also a lot of new. We are changing a lot of things. 

So, we are kind of in this state of transition.”  

 

4.5.2 Context versus control – strategy as alignment and motivation 

versus top-down control 

 

While the goal of the new OKR model was to create clearer alignment and 

transparency through common goals, findings from the informants would in-

dicate the opposite effects – inability to connect to the strategic goals and 

unclear understanding of how one’s work was supposed to connect to them 

due to strict framing and cascading top-down strategic goals at the beginning 

of the transformation. Informants from individual teams would report being 

able to align themselves with the strategic goals. However, the difference be-

tween the teams that could and could not connect to these goals would arise 

from their ability to take the objectives iteratively top-down and bottom-up 

or provide contextual guidance by loosening the framing of the strategic ob-

jectives. This allowed the teams to connect their work to the goals better and 

provided clearer alignment without the strict control caused by the tight 

framing of the strategic goals. 

The OKR model was the strategic management model adopted as part of 

the agile transformation. The model followed the Hämäläinen and Sora 

(2020) adaptation of the OKR model. HR would operate on quarterly itera-

tions with three different levels of strategic goals that would be cascaded top-
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down with the help of the OKR framework. Following this approach, there 

was an iterative quarterly strategy with three to five qualitative objectives 

that would be compounded with three to five quantitative key results for each 

objective, cascaded down to the teams. Based on the quarterly OKRs created 

by the extended management team, the teams below would write their own 

three to five qualitative objectives along with three to five quantitative key 

results tied to each objective. The goal of the OKR framework, as explained 

by Informant 1, would be to “create transparency in the common develop-

mental priorities and goals.” 

For some of the teams, the OKR model provided clarity and clear direction 

in the strategic goals, as Informant 2 would explain: “From the perspective 

of leadership, it brings a type of structure to what we do and how we track it 

and how everyone is doing work towards the same goals which I have very 

much liked.” Other informants would also highlight how the strategic goals 

provided by the OKR model would make the individual steps toward the an-

nual goals clearer. For instance, Informant 7 described how OKRs would help 

in seeing the customer value that had been created:  

 

Looking at customer value, the OKR model has, from the management by 

objectives perspective, brought a new angle when we split the annual goals 

into quarters, and the key results link to those annual goals, and we can 

better talk about the customer value as well. 

 

Informant 8 would also recognize how a clearer divide in developmental 

goals would help people take ownership over specific key results:  

 

I think the OKRs have helped us in becoming more self-directing. People 

take things as their responsibilities and do not wait until they are asked, 

“could you do this.” With the OKRs, we have been looking at who could 

take responsibility for each key result. 

 

Compared to other teams, both Informant 7 and Informant 8 had taken 

specific approaches different from other teams to the OKR models. Inform-

ant 7 explained that in their team, they were: “Creating an iterative model of 

the OKRs…[going] top-down and bottom-up, we are kind of taking them 

[OKRs] both directions.” The team would collect customer feedback and user 

stories and aim to align them with the higher-level OKRs. Informant 8, on 

the other hand, mentioned they were using annual strategic goals to build 

their own quarterly goals instead of the management’s quarterly OKRs. As 

they would explain, it was important that: “Everyone can see themselves as a 

part of the greater whole and understand how my work affects [the strategic 

goals]. How I can, with my work, help reach those goals.”  

In contrast, many informants faced an issue: they could not connect their 

work to the OKRs. As the OKR framework was built for “ambitious 
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developmental goals,” seeing one’s tasks and how they related to the frame-

work became difficult. Even the teams that had managed to integrate the 

OKR framework into their workstream had issues connecting the strategic 

goals to the work they performed: “I get this a lot, like: ‘Am I supposed to see 

my work there?’ [in the OKRs],” as explained by Informant 7. 

The extended management team responsible for the unit-level OKRs 

would have a manager representing each team. However, a common issue 

recognized by informants for the lack of integration was that the OKRs were 

imposed top-down without bottom-up OKRs raised from the team level 

alongside too narrow framing of OKRs. The extended management team 

would create five strategic objectives, with up to 25 key results cascading 

down to the teams. Teams then made their OKRs based on these objectives 

and key results. The tight framing insufficient input meant that many felt 

their strategic goals were disconnected from their work. Moreover, the teams 

would all create their team-level OKRs separately: “at the team-level, the 

OKRs are a bit all over the place,” as Informant 3 described.  

Some informants would find themselves alienated from the strategic ob-

jectives. In worst instances, the OKRs would be outright rejected by the team 

members as they felt their day-to-day work was not connected to the strategic 

goals, as described by Informant 11: “One of my team members feels that this 

OKR model does not concern them, and I have not been able to offer them a 

valid reason [why it should]. It makes me wonder how we could fit in that 

everyday [work].” 

During the writing of this thesis, the team-level OKR structure shifted 

from the teams creating their own team-level OKRs to creating smaller 

“tasks” derived from the higher-level OKRs. Moreover, informants recog-

nized the need for bottom-up input to create a stronger connection to the 

strategic goals. For instance, Informant 4 explained the need for both looser 

framing and iterative OKRs as necessary for teams to better connect their 

own work to the higher-level strategic goals: 

 

 I think we reached a pretty good conclusion that not everyone can have 

their own OKRs, but at the same time [employees] need to find the con-

nections in the management’s OKRs, and those are the type of things that 

need to be advanced. In the future, some of them should emerge from spe-

cific teams and become things we all focus on. 

 

 Initially the tightly framed team-level strategic objectives would create 

another form of control instead of an operating context in which teams could 

work independently, creating goals that would help them connect their work 

toward the greater whole. The two informants with the most successful OKR 

approach would be those who loosened the restrictions of the OKRs. The 

teams achieved this by connecting their own OKRs to the annual level OKRs 



102 

 

or creating a bottom-up/top-down approach that would align their own goals 

toward the quarterly objectives and key results.  

As informants indicated, iterative strategic objectives would come to frui-

tion later in the third quarter. This would implicate a “top-down, bottom-up” 

approach, as explained by Informant 1. As the OKR model was undertaken 

simultaneously with agile transformation, the first two-quarters of the ap-

proach were very guided and top-down to help learn the adoption of the 

OKRs. Moreover, this approach follows the recommendations of the Hämä-

läinen and Sora (2020) guidelines for establishing OKRs by initially retaining 

control of strategic objectives. However, this approach would highlight the 

weaknesses of using a bottom-up and iterative strategic management model 

through top-down leadership with cascading OKRs. 

 

4.5.3 Autonomous, yet not independent – employee-level cultural Ma-

turity for agile leadership 

 

Although many of the informants expressed their teams having worked au-

tonomously before the transformation, the previous autonomy did not trans-

late to fully-fledged independence post-transformation. As I recognized in 

the interview analysis, informants would describe how lower-level employees 

can mutually reinforce the hierarchical leadership culture due to cognitive, 

emotional, and proficiency-related issues that many informants labeled "cul-

tural maturity" or "agile maturity." The lack of “maturity” would describe in-

sufficient skills to create personal strategic objectives, fully understand agile 

philosophy and principles, and lead oneself. This led to a lack of collective 

ownership and insufficient shared team-level leadership required in agile. 

To improve leadership maturity, SOK initiated a change in its leadership, 

and many received coaching in modern leadership practices. As Informant 8 

would inform, they had been working with the team leads to “Provide support 

in issues where the team lead recognizes the need for further learning or in-

sufficient understanding.” As they would later add, genuinely letting go of the 

previously held control in management roles had been something many at 

SOK had struggled with before the changes had taken place:  

 

There have been some challenges in giving up decision-making authority. 

For a long time, people were like: “Okay, we have these self-managing 

functional teams,” but then the manager would decide what to do or where 

to go next. Giving up on that responsibility must have been difficult. 

 

Informant 3 described how it was not always the management that strug-

gled with the changes but the employees. They would provide an earlier ex-

ample from outside the HR of, people coming from organizational cultures 

where hierarchy had been commonplace could still yearn for more clear-cut 

instructions: 
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Two years ago, when we hired many people from the outside, we had a lot 

of issues since we had brief instructions and guidelines that were more like 

principles. And everyone was eager to bring their guidelines: “Here are 

these instructions, take these,” but we do not do things like that. Is it not 

enough that we have these principles? In more linear organizations or cul-

tures, you must have guidelines, and this is sort of the same thing… In 

organizations where the leadership is not very developed, there is a 

stronger yearning for instructions… The more developed we are [in lead-

ership], the fewer instructions you need to write that no one will read an-

yway. 

 

However, even before the changes, the teams had operated with signifi-

cant autonomy that the teams could exercise at the team level. Many inform-

ants reported that their teams could actively take charge of the imposed 

changes and enact at least most of the processes flexibly within their teams. 

At the same time, several informants would state that HR and the other agile 

teams at SOK were not culturally mature or developed to be truly independ-

ent and take full advantage of the changes. Teams had significant autonomy 

over how to perform their tasks. However, team-level autonomy alone did 

not translate toward other necessities of agile leadership, such as being self-

directed by setting one’s own (strategic) goals, taking personal initiatives, or 

taking full advantage of team-level resources. In other words, the sudden 

shift toward fully-fledged independence is not something that individuals 

could use just because they were granted the opportunity to do so, as Inform-

ant 3 would express: 

 

When you just tell a person: “come on, go ahead, I will just give you a 

thumbs up, and you go ahead and do what you want!” the other person is 

just going to be like: “I cannot, I do not have the time, and I do not know 

where to start. Help me!” and we have hedged our bets on “just do things.” 

People are still seeking their roles. 

 

What also became an issue was internalizing what many informants would 

call the “agile philosophy” or the “agile culture.” Reflecting the more holistic 

practices and agile mindset beyond autonomy. Informant 2 would highlight 

how they had not been able to form a complete understanding of the agile 

philosophy as all the changes were rolled out simultaneously: 

 

We had this one-day agile course and our own material, but you know it 

does not happen in a second that now you can just be agile. Maybe with a 

slightly longer period and a more sliding scale, especially with the philos-

ophy, it would have been more appropriate... Well, you know, they wanted 

changes fast. But if they wanted faster changes, you probably would need 
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some more time in the beginning so that people would have some more 

time to read and understand how to think agile bit by bit and not just crash 

it all in at once. 

 

Even in teams where the informants aimed to give their team greater access 

to resources, they were unsure if the team members were comfortable utiliz-

ing those resources to their full extent, as Informant 6 would note: 

 

I try to create resources for my team and control those resources so that 

we can decide on our own. There is a lot of talk about how we should be-

come more autonomous and know what constraints our team can make 

decisions with and with what budget; we talk about how we should be tak-

ing it toward that direction… I feel that we are still being a bit careful. All 

the rules are not quite clear yet. We have been given the rights to do so but 

can, and do they dare to use [resources] fully, probably not. 

 

The lack of preparedness or “maturity” due to the new culture and prac-

tices is what many informants recognized as becoming an issue. The clashing 

agile culture and mindsets going against the historically hierarchical leader-

ship were seen as inhibiting the pacing of the change. Informant 3 considered 

that if the operating models had been given a bit more time, the adoption 

process could have been more easily processed: 

 

[If I could go back], I would increase the amount of time available for the 

goals and ensure we have the necessary preconditions and qualifications 

for [adopting] the OKR model or agile… This model we have now chosen 

tends to separate the wheat from the chaff fast because it does not really 

give instruction but rather delegates responsibility. 

 

Informant 5 highlighted the lack of leadership and team-level self-man-

agement maturity at HR as an issue. Many were not used to setting their own 

goals as they were used to more hierarchical leadership. They reckoned the 

appropriate approach would have been with a more limited focus on what 

they defined as the central values of agile customer value, multidisciplinary 

teams, and prioritization of goals: 

 

We are in a bit of a chaotic situation. We are trying to do a ton of different 

things, and then if we look at the actual maturity level, some of the SOK’s 

HR did not even have annual goals. This is very unclear for some people 

since people are not used to leading themselves and producing their 

[teams] own annual goals… This year, we should have just practiced more 

goal orientation, customer proximity, and prioritization and see how we 

can make this type of “leading work with data” work and employ the OKRs 

only later. 
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Even when the necessary preconditions are given for employees to act 

more independently, these acts do not immediately manifest as the previ-

ously learned ways persist. However, most informants viewed the issue of 

leadership and independence as a process of “maturing” or “developing” as 

an organization — a work in progress that can be overcome over time. Thus, 

despite the initial difficulties, most informants reflected on the future with 

optimism that HR would be able to overcome the legacy of hierarchy by per-

sisting with the change and learning by doing. 

 

4.6 Optimization of resources – defying the impossible 
 

4.6.1 Together yet separate – misalignment of culture and incentives 

 

The analysis of the interview findings indicates a deep separation between 

organizational units. The structural separation would lead to a significant 

cultural separation between the HR department and the other units. This 

would lead to a unique scenario at SOK where both occupational macro-cul-

tures and unit-level subcultures control organizational behaviors. The HR 

employees often described themselves as people-oriented, but the rest of the 

organizational units and the parent organization were still seen as efficiency 

and process-driven. Cultural disparities led to a scarcity of resources and 

unit-level resource optimization, inhibiting cross-unit collaboration and or-

ganization-level efficiency.  

During the interviews, Informant 8 described how SOK had “several or-

ganizations” as if the statement was nothing out of the ordinary. Without 

contextual understanding, one would easily imagine they misspoke and 

meant several separate units within the organization. However, as other in-

formants later expressed, this was not the case. Indeed, the individual units 

operating at SOK might as well have been different organizations altogether, 

as they all ran with significant independence and little consideration for the 

other units. Unidentified Informant explained how: “the type of everyday 

work I have here at e-commerce versus the HR, these are like two different 

organizations and cultures. These are two completely different workshops.”  

The deep separation of the different units would lead to a unique scenario 

from the perspective of organizational culture. As explained by Informant 9, 

due to the structural separation, what differentiated the vast number of units 

would be a mix of organizational culture mixed in with occupational norms 

or occupational macro-culture that could also be a blend of several occupa-

tional cultures themselves: 

 

There are these industry or occupation-tied cultures [at SOK], and there 

could be unifying factors, such as supply-chain management and from the 

business side. For instance, we might also talk about how the market 
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stores have a specific type of culture. It cannot cut through the whole or-

ganizational structure. For example, they [the business units] value effi-

ciency, and they think about things and processes first and less about the 

individual. 

 

Informants often contrasted the regional cooperatives and the business 

operations with the HR department as they saw themselves as very “people-

oriented,” which was helpful in the agile transformation process. In contrast, 

many other business units were seen as focusing on “business and numbers.” 

The significant structural separation at SOK led to a lack of collective identity. 

When asked about a common culture or identity at SOK, informants were 

confused or disoriented, as if the question did not make sense. Later, Inform-

ant 7 would explain that they did not recognize that SOK would have a coher-

ent collective identity and that all the different units represented their sepa-

rate organizations “When I came to SOK, I felt that all these units were sep-

arate organizations and had their own things going. We did not really have a 

common direction at that time. But maybe we are going in that direction.” 

What unified the employees at the organization was the feeling of belong-

ing to the S Group. Instead of SOK, the S Group formed a collective identity 

with which most informants could identify. For instance, Informant 2 would 

explain how they considered: “S Group as an entity is our customer whose 

interests we are advancing.” Informant 7 would evaluate the two options and 

explain how they felt more connected to the S Group: 

 

If I had to evaluate between the two, it is definitely the S Group, so the 

larger entity, even if it might sound a little weird… But I feel it is much 

easier to connect to all the great things that the S Group does in Finland, 

and the SOK does not connect to it in the same way. 

 

The effects of this would be most notable in cross-functional teams where 

the initial prototyping of cross-unit teams was being tested. The cultures 

could differ, such that it could drive the decision-making toward cost-effi-

ciency between the teams and units, hindering collaboration or the function 

of another team or unit, as Informant 12 would recall: “If we look at the other 

business units, or what the cost-awareness there is, it leads to pretty limited 

development resources [for us].” As they would further explain, the combi-

nation of a missing common pool of financial resources and the desire to op-

timize costs at unit-level would lead to misaligned incentives and inefficiency 

at the organizational level: 

 

 [It is about] cost optimization in longer [cross-unit] processes. The [finan-

cial] interests are not aligned. Our financing and resource management 

does not support these long cross-unit processes… We have a specific 

model that is financed with these service fees, and the money is siloed 
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[within units]. We would need to see that it needs to be done in another 

way or change the model so that it would be holistically more cost-effi-

cient. But if the money flows to another unit, it causes this [misalignment]. 

In discussions, there are a lot of challenges since the service fees are 

tracked on a unit-by-unit basis. From the benefit of the whole, it could 

mean that one unit’s fees increase so that the overall efficiency improves. 

But if we say that service fees cannot increase in one unit, then we are in 

this type of political issue. 

 

 Though steps had been taken towards closing the cultural gap, Informant 

1 would explain there was no priority for creating a common culture that 

would cut through SOK as S Group was still seen as the primary entity around 

which culture should be built: 

 

 Internally, individuals identify with their closest group, colleagues, and 

whatnot. Of course, we want all the 70 or so people working here at SOK 

HR to feel that this is a great place to work and that it is specifically great 

to be at SOK HR. But above all, it is a part of fulfilling the S Group’s cus-

tomer promise and enabling that. To succeed in this, we need to cherish a 

strong culture of cooperation.  

 

SOK operates independently from the cooperative chains. This meant the 

cooperatives were not part of the agile transformation as the changes were 

initiated internally at HR. However, the HR along with other units were fi-

nancially dependent on the regional cooperatives that pay them based on ser-

vice fees. Their needs would dictate the need for operational functions and 

set available resources for developmental work. In particular, without shared 

resources, this created a scenario where the various teams were operating on 

minimal resources with little flexibility to extend these resources, as there 

was also an unwillingness to increase service costs at the unit level: “The eco-

nomic situation is such that we do not want to increase the service costs, 

which is the limiting factor in this agile change.” Informant 12 would state. 

The cultural chasm in the form of subcultures between the units and the 

regional cooperatives, as well as the lack of common organization-wide cul-

ture at SOK, would tie HR back to the culture of hierarchy and efficiency. This 

would further misalign the cost-optimization to the unit level instead of the 

organizational level. The “together yet separate” approach where SOK would 

create value in separated units to the S Group was deeply embedded in the 

organization’s history. Even during the impending changes toward cross-unit 

collaboration, changes toward a unified organizational culture were not seen 

as a priority, though recognized as an area for development. This would en-

force organization level siloing, as the different units would desire to protect 

their tight financial budgets and enforce the efficiency culture onto other 

units rather than seeking to collaborate. 
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4.6.2 Balancing act – operational versus developmental work 

 

As I would discover during my analysis of the interviews, resource optimiza-

tion would be an overarching value that would both be enforced by the top 

management at HR, other units and the parent organization. The resource 

optimization would be primarily driven by the tight and inflexible unit-level 

budgets and cultural misalignment. This would create a lock-in, where agile 

transformation both needed to happen while using minimal resources. Add-

ing to these issues was that the changes were happening during an ongoing 

resource deficit due to multiple voluntary resignations and co-operational 

negotiations before the change. Due to the cost-optimization mindset, oper-

ative work would be heavily prioritized. This led to an inverse scenario with 

stronger pressure toward operative work and an ongoing resource deficit 

during a change requiring a significant increase in developmental work and 

additional resource investments for the transformation to occur. 

The optimization of resources represents using as few resources as possi-

ble through cost-efficiency or, as defined by the informants, "stretching re-

sources thin” or "optimizing costs.” Resource optimization is an overarching 

culture at SOK. The HR’s approach toward the agile transformation was an 

example of such resource optimization. Though some of the fundamentals 

were practice beforehand, the most foundational changes were imposed at 

the beginning of the year simultaneously. Before the changes, there had been 

co-operational negotiations and voluntary resignations. This meant some 

teams were, at worst, running on a significant resource deficit. Despite this, 

pressure for maintaining operational work and imposing changes was re-

tained. Informant 1 would explain that the additional resource allocation 

would not necessarily help and that it was part of agile to use resources effi-

ciently:  

 
 Adding resources would not necessarily help, as that would just add mov-

ing parts. The main objective of agile is to create value for the customer 
with pre-existing resources one thing at a time. The important and hard 
thing is to prioritize; you adjust the goals to the resources and do fewer 
things at once. You learn to make room for development by optimization. 
 
Each unit was allocated a specific budget they would have to manage. 

Moreover, each team was allocated a budget that the teams could prioritize 
autonomously. However, due to the slim resources, this would appear as a 
prioritization of operative work at the cost of development activities or 
simply additional work on top of existing work. Informant 12 would elaborate 
on these mindsets, explaining as their team was mainly seen as an expense, 
they had to minimize their expenses: 
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Since we produce very little direct profit, we are just [seen as this] kind of 

expense. We have had to optimize [our activities] for a long time. We are 

running on pretty thin resources, so it has always been a balancing act 

[between operative and developmental work]. 

 

Many informants would describe using at least 90% (a number used by 

most informants) of their teams’ time on operative work, leaving little time 

for developmental work imposed by OKRs and the organizational change. 

Unidentified Informant would explain how the 90/10 split would restrict 

their team’s developmental capabilities and further disconnect their team 

from the developmental goals: 

 

In my team, there are many people for whom about 90% of the time goes 

into working in the field [operative work]. For example, in my role, where 

you work in the field with people and whatnot, there is no room for you to 

start thinking about development projects. Of course, in your work, you 

must also develop something new, like finding balance in the future. Is it 

then so that we are just not going to work on those five OKRs but maybe 

just one? Because 90% of the time, we are working on something we have 

not discussed [in the meetings]. 

 

Moreover, as expressed by Informant 3, due to the breadth and heteroge-

neity of HR, how much time one person would have for developmental work 

would vary significantly due to their widely differing organizational tasks. 

Whereas service workers would mostly be tied to operational work, the inter-

nal consultants, on the other hand, could be overwhelmed by developmental 

work that came on top of their previous work: 

 

If you go to HR telling the people who are hung up on their phones: “Hey, 

you are doing developmental work at 10%!” what does that even mean to 

them? As I said, the extreme ends have been in a turning point, like if we 

have someone doing a large customer project, they are doing it 120% when 

they are being paid for 100%. They are also probably unlikely to feel like 

the agile or the OKR models are of any use because they are just doing the 

work they have been given. I imagine the center [employees with mixed 

work tasks] work the best. 

 

Informant 10 would similarly explain that due to the team-level heteroge-

neity, the ability to commit to developmental work varied significantly even 

at the team level. As they would explain, the team members would take a dif-

ferent level of responsibility for the goals: 

 

It cannot be that everyone in the team has equal responsibility. There will 

always be some variability. In our team, we went through this: it is okay if 
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someone has a larger responsibility [over the developmental goals] and 

someone has 50% [of developmental work], or whatever it might be, it is 

okay. 

 

Due to the diverse nature of the teams and the significant autonomy, indi-

vidual teams had produced solutions that would guarantee time for emergent 

and developmental work. For instance, Informant 7 explained they were us-

ing a “corporate tax.” As they explained, this meant saving 20% of the time 

each week for emergent issues and developmental work, which functioned as 

a baseline for the whole team: 

 

I can only have eight full days booked during a two-week period, and even 

eight is quite a lot since sometimes we get a lot of ad hoc [work]. I have 

tried to emphasize that we would plan for a bit of slack in the schedule so 

that it is possible to react if there is some interference. 

 

However, only a few informants mentioned existing in such a “center” be-

tween developmental and operational work. Rather, most informants ex-

plained that they were too busy to do anything else but operational work or 

that they had at least compromised on developmental goals or activities to 

sustain operational work. For instance, Informant 11 reckoned that the sheer 

lack of time would get in the way of facilitating basic development such as 

cross-team collaboration or more open communications and learning from 

other teams, as operational work was deemed the most important: “We could 

just set up quick 30-minute morning coffee across the teams, and it would 

not be a big deal. But honestly, I feel there is just no time as we must prioritize 

the currently most important tasks.” 

 Informants agreed that operational work would be favored over develop-

mental work if necessary. This meant development or agile itself could be 

seen as something additional and disjointed from “regular work” if there 

were time on top of the operational work. Informant 2 would reflect these 

notions when describing their team’s situation: “The biggest challenge, I 

think, is the use of time. A lot of our work is just day-to-day work, and then 

you bring the agile on top of it.” Similarly, some of the members from the IT 

teams who had been practicing agile for longer, would report having issues 

allocating time for development work and echoed the sentiment that opera-

tional work comes first, as described by Unidentified Informant: 

 

We have had far too few resources in the team right now so that we could 

do developmental work. The operational work takes a lot of our time. You 

must assume that operational work is something you must do, and devel-

opmental work comes on top of that, depending on your role. 
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As described by one informant, the long-term solution would be to do op-

erational and developmental work in cycles. Focusing on operational work 

primarily during the busiest periods and allocating time toward developmen-

tal work during the quieter periods, as Unidentified Informant would de-

scribe: “We have optimized this process so that, once the resources free up 

from the operations, the same people will put more resources into the devel-

opment.“ resembling waterfall development. They would explain that their 

team also performed continuous improvements, though certain projects re-

quired more planning. In addition, bottlenecks in operative work and cul-

tural differences between units would drive their team to take this approach:  

 

 There is no situation when there would not be [need for] development. In 

that way, it is continuous. But we have to handle the operations simulta-

neously… Though I should say this sort of cost consciousness within [busi-

ness units] has led to our development being quite limited, and we would 

then rather do these project-type larger development processes 

 

Optimizing resources would also limit the number of agile coaches hired 

to support the teams. The benefit from agile coaches, as Informant 12 ex-

plained, would be: “To understand and internalize the benefits from such an 

organizational change and to adjust one’s mindset, the agile coach would be 

excellent in that, because it [adopting agile mindset] does not happen over-

night.” However, the HR had hired only “three or four agile coaches, when 

there could be twenty or ten” as Informant 3 explained. Moreover, though 

agile coaches were viewed as beneficial for making the changes faster and 

more efficient, these changes were not possible due to resource limitations, 

as Informant 12 would later clarify: 

 

If we wanted to change the model fast and efficiently, then it would require 

that we have these [agile coaches] in use more broadly, which would re-

quire financing for it… But we do not have the money to use for the trans-

formation, making it a difficult equation, and now we are here.  

 

Unidentified Informant was firm in their assessment that fully-fledged 

changes could not materialize without larger investment in agile coaches and 

that despite almost two years of training, the results were slim:  

 

We have put some effort into it [continuous learning], but if you do not 

have an agile coach in the everyday work, it will not happen. We have been 

doing this for two years soon, and we are still practicing. You must be con-

stantly aware, and it is not agile if you do not constantly develop your ser-

vices [for your customers]. In that sense, we are not invested [in agile]. 
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Informant 1 would explain the support was not contingent on the service 

fees, referring to the sufficient management support many informants felt 

they were receiving, as seen in the survey data. They would suggest sufficient 

resources were being provided and that efficiency must emerge from newly 

adopted practices, meaning no additional resource allocation would be nec-

essary: 

 

 Service fees exist in all companies. Of course, nobody wants to increase 

those [service fees]. Instead, you need to be able to add value for the cus-

tomers and communicate it better through robotics, automation, improv-

ing instructions, making the processes leaner, etc. And we are providing 

time and resources for this development, and it is the teams’ responsibility 

that the processes improve. The service fees and support for the change 

are two separate things. 

 

The optimization of resources dilemma represents a traditional problem 

in balancing organizational exploration and exploitation – how much re-

sources can be used toward exploiting existing resources and capabilities ver-

sus developing new capabilities as there is always a trade-off between the 

two. However, how HR and the broader organization approached the prob-

lem represented a paradox. Instead, the changes were imposed simultane-

ously with an existing resource deficit in several teams. The changes needed 

to happen simultaneously with the operational efficiency remaining stable, 

taking away as few resources as possible. HR needed to become more cus-

tomer-centric and efficient while expending minimal resources on organiza-

tional exploration (access to more developmental work and agile coaches) to 

develop these capabilities for the future. 

The cascading effects of the efficiency-striven approach would be seen at 

all cultural levels discussed previously. Affecting not only the developmental 

work but also customer-centricity and adoption of new routines and prac-

tices, as many informants felt they were too busy to take on “additional 

work.” creating a disjoint between “regular work” and agile. Though finances 

were now more transparent, and teams had more autonomous access to re-

sources at team-level. Still, due to strict optimization of resources, finances 

would remain strict at the unit and team levels. The inability to extend these 

resources would restrict team-level autonomy and collaboration while bind-

ing employees further into operational work regardless of more autonomous 

access to resources. The culture of efficiency would run through all parts of 

the organization and its culture, inhibiting development, which would serve 

as a reminder of the pervasiveness of basic level assumptions. 
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Table 6: Compilation of Cultural Enablers and Inhibitors in Agile Transfor-

mation at SOK  

Level Descrip-

tion 

 

Agile Enablers Agile Inhibitors 

Artifacts Agile 

Structures 

 

 

 

• Decreased team sizes 

• Cross-unit collaboration 

pilots 

• Siloing of (financial) resources 

• Siloing between teams lead-

ing to a lack of common tools, 

communications and learning  

Physical & 

Virtual Arti-

facts 

• Increased structural and 

communicational trans-

parency 

• Insufficient virtual tools and 

communications prevent com-

plete transparency 

Routines & 

Processes 
• Structuring and systemi-

zation of work practices 

• Mutual reinforcement of 

practices 

• Fragmentation of process ap-

proaches and synchronization 

of work 

• Fragmentation of agile identity 

Espoused 

Values and 

Beliefs 

Customer 

Centricity 
• Increased focus on cus-

tomer needs 

• Stakeholder mapping 

• HR Business Partner 

Roles 

• Adoption of Design 

Thinking methodology 

• Top-down customer need 

evaluations 

• Few value co-creation oppor-

tunities 

• Insufficient stakeholders need 

prioritization, and a frag-

mented customer base 

Psycholog-

ical Safety 

• Psychological safety in 

new teams seen as ma-

turing 

• Team-level psychological 

safety high 

• Easily approachable cul-

ture for new employees 

• Lack of creative conflict 

• Conflict avoidance leading to 

negative storytelling 

• Newly formed teams’ psycho-

logical safety lower than per-

sonal teams 

Basic As-

sumptions 

Organiza-

tional Con-

trol 

• Decreased structural hi-

erarchy 

• Need for iterative strat-

egy recognized and be-

ing developed 

• Improving autonomy and 

independence  

• Loosened strategic goals 

• Top-down control is main-

tained over the change pro-

cess and strategy 

• Increased control over devel-

opment and processes at an 

organizational level 

• Lack of sufficient agile 

knowledge and support to be-

come fully independent 

Opera-

tional Effi-

ciency 

• Insufficient resources 

recognized 

• “Efficiency culture” recog-

nized in other subunits 

• Team-level autonomous 

resources allocation 

• Maintaining operational effi-

ciency during a change pro-

cess 

• Misaligned expectations and 

incentives tie into the effi-

ciency culture 

• Insufficient resource allocation 

and flexibility for development 

and coaching 
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5 Discussion 
 

5.1 Implications for theory 
 

The findings support Schein and Schein's (2016) description of organiza-

tional culture. In addition, social fragmentation at team, unit and organiza-

tion-level would create complexity, confusion and misalignment across all 

cultural levels. Organizational artifacts such as tools, routines, processes, and 

structural changes constituted first and most visible changes in the agile 

transformation. Most notably, the tools and processes supported the changes 

by creating more systemic processes and transparency. However, a lack of 

systemic communications would cause further siloing even in the renewed 

team structures. Espoused values and beliefs, such as psychological safety 

and customer-centricity, showed resistance toward changes due to the previ-

ous culture, social fragmentation, and outdated competencies but were re-

tained in active discourse. New roles such as HR business partners and de-

velopmental models such as DT were being adopted to support these values 

showing active development. Taken-for-granted assumptions showed the 

most significant resistance and paradoxical increase in their use. The organ-

ization-wide hierarchy culture would bind them through resource con-

straints from other units and personally taken-for-granted assumptions of 

operating through controlling the changing environment and operating 

through efficiency that would affect all cultural layers. 

As was recognized by the informants, the previous culture can be further 

strengthened by the intertwined subcultures within large organizations that 

actively resist change efforts made in other parts of the organization. Moreo-

ver, while adopting the cultural artifacts was well understood and accepted, 

they were impeded by insufficient time and resource allocation grounded in 

the taken-for-granted assumptions. Different cultural levels would thus in-

teract and strengthen the effects on one another.  

 

5.1.1 Cultural artifacts 

 

The findings in terms of culture from Schein and Schein (2016) are strongly 

aligned. Many artifact-level changes such as adopting new language, tools, 

processes, and structure were recognized early during the study. Artifact-

level changes constitute a crucial step toward changing a culture. As recog-

nized by Sharp (2007, 2009) and further corroborated by this work, physical 

artifacts facilitate and enable agile work and communications. Moreover, the 

various routines and processes would structure and systemize work as found 

in previous studies (Dikert et al., 2016; Paasivaara et al., 2018). Like the find-

ings of Gustavsson (2019), the routines and processes were applied with a 

“toolbox logic,” selecting the best practices. The tools and processes that 
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stood out encouraged agile values of transparency and continuous learning, 

such as Kanbans and retrospectives. 

However, the problem with the artifacts-first approach is that it can leave 

changes shallow. As these changes are the most noticeable, they can create a 

falsified illusion of cultural change while the organization remains the same, 

leading to a scenario of “façade agile” (Maximini, 2018), as described by some 

informants. The organizational transparency and restructuring changes were 

the most apparent signs of how culture allows for artifact-level changes yet 

actively resists deeper-level changes. While technological transparency could 

easily be achieved enabling organizational transparency, the communica-

tions between teams across the organization remained highly siloed due to a 

lack of systematic team and unit-level communications Organizational roles 

were restructured, and hierarchies lowered, but at the same time, would dou-

ble-down on the systems of control by restricting some roles further.  

A common artifact-level issue reported in large-scale agile organizations 

is the interdependence between teams leading to a scenario where individual 

teams cannot break free from the rest of the organization that is operating 

hierarchically or in “waterfall mode” (Kniberg & Ivarsson, 2012; Lindvall et 

al., 2004; Mikalsen et al., 2019; van Amelsvoort & Hootegem, 2017). The 

findings here highlight the opposite phenomenon of a structurally siloed or-

ganization where teams operate with independence. In contrast, the overly 

atomized structure can impose its challenges, as recognized in this study. 

Lack of existing systematic cross-team communication channels and siloed 

financial models can inhibit, disincentivize or make cross-team collaboration 

impossible. Moreover, a lack of systematic communication would inhibit 

team and organizational-level learning. As individual teams might have fig-

ured out solutions to existing problems, these solutions would not be com-

municated or learned across teams due to lack of communication. 

Siloing was most apparent in larger-scale cross-functional projects that 

would require cross-unit collaboration. The highly siloed structure created 

overlapping subcultures, agile identities, and financial disincentives that 

would become increasingly misaligned as teams would have to collaborate on 

larger projects. Even if projects benefited the broader or parent organization, 

the atomized structure would bring the focus back to the unit level, where the 

bigger picture could be easily lost. These findings reflect Conklin’s (2006) 

description of wicked problems and social complexity. Social fragmentation 

of language, identity, and stakeholder prioritization would cause social frag-

mentation through various free-form interpretations of agile methods. Also, 

siloing of different units would inhibit collaboration and change between de-

partments. As Conklin (2006) suggests, organizations should have a shared 

understanding of problems and commitments in an ideal scenario. These 

findings corroborate earlier studies where a shared baseline approach sup-

ports agile adoption (Cadieux & Heyn, 2018; Dikert et al., 2016; Paasivaara 

et al., 2018). 
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5.1.2 Espoused values and beliefs 

 

The customer existed in much of the existing language, discussions, and in-

terviews and was strongly intertwined with SOK’s identity. Customer-cen-

tricity played a less significant role in observed behaviors. This reflects how 

espoused values can manifest themselves as desired behavior while not re-

flected in observed behaviors (Schein & Schein, 2016). In this instance, the 

old stock of knowledge or “knowledge inventory” (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; 

Levinthal & March, 1993) is no longer representative of modern practices, 

decoupling espoused values and observed behavior (Schein & Schein, 2016). 

Customer-centricity was understood differently from the contemporary con-

cept leading to a different conceptual understanding of customer-centricity.  

The significant organizational complexity and fragmentation reflective of 

Conklin’s (2006) findings would be present. The findings of this study fur-

ther indicate that the complex network of different stakeholders representing 

different needs creates difficulties in both customer prioritization and cus-

tomer value prioritization. The large size of the organization and the high 

number of customer groups would lead to confusion and disagreements 

about customer value, which customer's voice to listen to and prioritize, and 

who ultimately represents the key customer.  

Missing customer-centricity in agile is rarely discussed as the agile model 

is built around customer-centricity and raising the customer voice through 

co-creation. The findings indicate that over-reliance on behaviors predicated 

on the previous culture can lead to underestimating the need for specific 

changes, leading to insufficient adoption of changes. Similarly, the large-

scale customer complexity is rarely discussed in agile literature, only recog-

nized in one study with similar findings (Power, 2010). Findings here reflect 

how complex customer bases can lead to further social fragmentation and the 

need for further study and inquiry on the topic. 

Existing research on the study of organizational culture and psychological 

safety remains sparse (Edmondson & Mogelof, 2005). Some authors argue 

that psychological safety can exist as an organizational-level macro-culture 

through organizational norms (Schein, 1985; Schein & Schein, 2016). How-

ever, many authors state that psychological safety is a team-level phenome-

non (Edmondson, 2002; Edmondson & Mogelof, 2005; Edmondson & Lei, 

2014). Contemporary research defines psychological safety as the ability to 

take interpersonal risks such as admitting error, engaging in task conflict, 

and seeking feedback that could lead to the person being seen as ignorant, 

negative, or intrusive (Edmondson 2002; Edmondson & Lei, 2014).  

This study’s findings support both theories. Inability to take full advantage 

of psychological safety through task conflict was seen as a combined result of 

the previously hierarchical culture and team-level maturity. This led to the 

inability to openly disagree or engage in “creative conflict” to avoid being 
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seen as negative or unaligned. Moreover, the hierarchical position of the per-

son within the organization could contribute to feelings of psychological 

safety or lack thereof (Edmondson, 2002). This could in part explain the dif-

ferences in experienced psychological safety between teams as informants in 

higher hierarchical positions could feel more psychologically safe in teams 

where their relative hierarchical position is higher. 

Although psychological safety has been widely recognized as the most crit-

ical factor in team-level performance in self-management literature (Duhigg, 

2016; Edmondson & Lei, 2014; Pentland, 2012), the topic has received little 

attention in agile literature. The findings highlight the importance and the 

need for very high levels of psychological safety in agile teams. Even with high 

levels of management support, insufficient encouragement for challenging 

pre-existing beliefs, opinions, or behaviors can lead to the inability to engage 

in “creative conflict.” This can inhibit organizational learning and open com-

munications, as found in this study. 

The espoused values and beliefs recognized in this study reflect the find-

ings of Schein and Schein (2016). While adopting values of customer cen-

tricity and psychological safety showed more resistance, they remained a part 

of the conscious discourse. Psychological safety was actively being developed 

and seen as an issue of a team and cultural “maturity” and a part of the cul-

ture that everyone took a conscious part in improving. Similarly, new roles 

such as HR business partner roles, DT tools, and more conscious customer-

prioritization were undertaken to enhance customer-centricity in the future 

 

5.1.3 Taken for granted assumptions 

 

The culture of control and efficiency is fundamental to hierarchical organiza-

tional cultures (Cameron & Quinn, 2006; Mintzberg et al., 1998; Nerur & 

Balijepally, 2007) and would resist the changes the most. Radical changes 

can often cause intense anxiety and drive the organizational members to 

prior organizational identities (Elsbach & Kramer, 1996; Gioia et al., 2013; 

Schein & Schein, 2016). During the early phases of the change, the individual 

agile teams and HR relied strongly on previous cultural values in the face of 

adversity to reduce change-related uncertainty. This would create a paradox-

ical relationship where dismantling structures of hierarchy would lead to a 

stricter form of hierarchy and control during the early phases of an agile 

transformation meant to provide autonomy. The findings are reflected by au-

thors across different fields of literature, who have described historically hi-

erarchical organizations relying on further hierarchy during organizational 

change that provokes uncertainty (Barlow et al., 2011; Conklin, 2006; de Sit-

ter et al., 1997; Dikert et al., 2016; Iivari & Iivari, 2011). However, the under-

lying reasons or mechanisms are still poorly understood and explained, es-

pecially in agile literature. Though the SOK HR was restructured to become 

less hierarchical, instead of loosening control, many reported being under an 
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even tighter frame of control through restructured organizational roles giving 

less freedom to enact job roles and partake in the organizational change with 

cascading objectives and guidelines.  

The OKR framework used at SOK suggests retaining early control; how-

ever, it also emphasizes the importance of bottom-up OKRs and warns about 

the potential disconnect that can happen without them (Hämäläinen & Sora, 

2020). Indeed, insufficient team-level involvement in bottom-up OKRs 

would create a disconnect between the strategic goals and work due to tight 

framing and cascading top-down OKRs. The teams most successful in adopt-

ing the OKR model followed the Hämäläinen & Sora (2020) approach of 

aligning team-level OKRs with the annual organizational OKRs or creating 

iterative strategic goals, which the authors recommend.  

Change management literature has widely recognized the lack of em-

ployee-level involvement in organizational and strategic change, creating a 

disconnect between the changes and weakening employee-level buy-in (Ford 

et al., 2008; Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009). The study’s findings further sup-

port the early involvement of employees in (strategic) change initiatives, as 

the inability to loosen control would alienate employees from the strategic 

goals and further entrench the organization in hierarchical decision-making. 

Employees can also re-enact top-down control structures. Many employ-

ees themselves would act on these frames of control bottom-up, indicating a 

lack of change readiness and employee empowerment (Armenakis et al., 

1993; Eilers et al., 2020; Malik et al., 2021; Rigby et al., 2018; Spreitzer & 

Doneson, 2005). Uncertainty felt by the employees would lead to a yearning 

for structure and guidance. These behaviors would manifest as falling back 

on old learned behaviors and being afraid to take full advantage of freed-up 

resources or to make more autonomous decisions without direct guidance, 

facilitating independent work. Empowerment and agile literature highlight 

the importance of continuous coaching, resource allocation, and sufficient 

access to resources and control as a crucial part of achieving autonomy (Ei-

lers et al., 2020; Malik et al., 2021; Spreitzer & Doneson, 2005; Thomas & 

Velthouse, 1990) that is further supported by this study’s findings. 

The culture of efficiency would similarly be enforced. Lack of sufficient 

allocation has been recognized in previous studies in the form of lacking 

coaching, training, or inability to ease prior commitments (Dikert et al., 

2016; Hoda & Noble, 2017; Pikkarainen, 2012). Reasons why or how this hap-

pens have not been thoroughly explored. In this study, the efficiency frame-

work would be firmly embedded in the organization’s culture and individual 

subcultures that would actively resist changes in HR representing organiza-

tion-wide cultural fragmentation. The SOK HR would be further tied to the 

efficiency culture enforced by other units and inflexible resource allocation 

at the organization level. As all units acted financially, structurally, and cul-

turally independently, it would lead to resource inflexibility, creating 
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misaligned unit-level cost-optimization and enforcement of efficiency cul-

ture on HR by other units and the cooperatives. 

The efficiency culture at SOK resembled traditional models of operation 

favoring organizational exploitation over exploration (Cameron & Quinn, 

2006; March, 1991). However, as March and Levinthal (1993) recognized, 

lack of exploration can lead to a focus on narrow optimization of specific 

competencies, hurting the organization's long-term viability in favor of short-

term financial gain. In other words, the efficiency culture at SOK could be 

compared to the competence traps described by March and Levinthal (1993), 

wherein the positive feedback loop of continuous successes and immediate 

feedback is favored over long-term learning and adaptation. This would cre-

ate organizational myopia driven by rigid and strict finances and resource 

allocation that actively undermines the purpose of agile. 

In practice, the efficiency culture meant that teams would be given little 

extra resources by giving additional time for developmental work or hiring 

more coaches. The tight budgets and inability to extend resources through 

increased service costs or shared resources across units would lead to priori-

tization of operational work and efficiency. Several teams would also report 

working understaffed while undertaking the agile transformation. However, 

organizational ambidexterity literature has long recognized that new explor-

ative capabilities must come at the cost of organizational exploitation 

(March, 1991; O’Reilly & Tushman, 2008, 2013). Unwillingness to engage in 

this tradeoff would mean limited explorative capabilities at the unit level, as 

was most apparent at higher cultural levels. As was recognized by the inform-

ants, the lack of resources would minimize the time available for develop-

mental goals, compromising the adoption of even the basic routines that were 

performed haphazardly, slowing down changes, and learning new routines 

and processes adopted as part of the change. 

As Schein and Schein (2016) recognized, the taken-for-granted assump-

tions are rarely acknowledged directly, making them even more challenging 

to change. Issues were identified, but in most instances, operational work 

was seen as “something one must do” with little compromise. In this way, the 

chosen process becomes reified (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). Despite active 

efforts to transition into an agile culture where effectiveness emerges from 

rapid experimentation, change, and bottom-up leadership (Nerur & Balijep-

ally, 2007; Schwaber & Sutherland, 2020), SOK and by extension its HR unit 

would become culture-bound by its previous culture, the subcultures from 

other units, and the regional cooperatives enforcing these values, actively re-

sisting changes in cost structures or hierarchy. 

 

5.2 Implications for practice 
 

The study’s findings suggest practitioners should start with smaller changes 

focusing on the most important values and deeper cultural assumptions. 



120 

 

Focusing on surface-level artifacts can create feelings of “quick wins,” but 

mean changes never manifest beyond surface-level adoption (Maximini, 

2018). A focused transformation will create a clear prioritization and under-

standing across the organization of the most desired values in the transfor-

mation and a lower amount of context-switching, creating higher efficiency 

change (Weinberg, 1992). Though changing everything at once or doing a 

“big-bang” change can seem appealing, a big-bang change is challenging and 

unlikely to succeed (Paasivaara et al., 2018; Rigby et al., 2018). 

Large hierarchical organizations should start from small incremental 

changes in dismantling hierarchies and means of control early in the change 

process. This makes the changes materialize by gradually deconstructing 

control and culture of hierarchy, helps employees connect to the changes be-

ing made, and allows employees to learn how to become more independent 

during the change process (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Nerur & Balijepally, 2007; 

Jarzabkowski & Balogun, 2009). Control can be granted in different forms of 

bottom-up initiatives, such as allowing the employees to partake in the or-

ganizational change (Bass & Riggio, 2006), strategy process (Jarzabkowski & 

Spee, 2009), strategic venturing (Mintzberg et al., 1998), or by providing 

teams with less restricted access to financial resources and decision-making 

(Hastings, 2009). The most important part is facilitating early employee-

level independence and self-organization (Nerur & Balijepally, 2007). Top 

management should provide common direction through bottom-up facilita-

tion and remove any change impediments (Rigby et al., 2018). 

Teams should be given sufficient resources to engage in the changes and 

act autonomously, as recognized by Dikert et al. (2016) and further rein-

forced by the findings of this study. Resource allocation in the form of time 

to learn basic practices, agile coaches, and development time to engage in 

active practice are necessary for the changes to occur. With a gradual transi-

tion and enough time, team members can internalize agile values better than 

with an all-at-once change (Rigby et al., 2018). The findings highlight the ag-

ile coaches’ role is detrimental in day-to-day activities as facilitators of inde-

pendent work and self-actualization, which is important even in developed 

agile teams, as recognized by Bäcklander (2019). Moreover, freeing up devel-

opmental resources is necessary for an organizational transformation 

(March, 1991) and for the changes to be sustainable in the long run (Dikert 

et al., 2016). Management must ensure access to sufficient material and fi-

nancial resources that allow for bottom-up initiatives and changes to take 

place (Conger & Kanungo, 1988; Spreitzer & Doneson, 2005) while providing 

coaching, mental, and psychological support with task complexity that 

matches employee skills appropriately (Malik et al., 2021; Spreitzer & Done-

son, 2005; Thomas & Velthouse, 1990). 

The findings of this work indicate the importance of creating systematic 

tools for vertical and horizontal information exchange. Most importantly, fa-

cilitating bottom-up communications becomes essential as it enables 
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knowledge sharing (Cohn, 2010), customer-centricity, as most customers' in-

sights emerge from the field (Vargo & Lusch, 2004), and provides stronger 

motivation and commitment towards changes taking place (Ford et al., 

2008). Facilitating vertical communications, for instance, through commu-

nities of practice (Kniberg & Skarin, 2012) becomes crucial for effective or-

ganizational learning and information exchange (Kane & Alavi, 2007; Pent-

land, 2012). For communication to be as open as possible, managers must 

facilitate psychological safety at both the team and organizational levels. 

Managers can facilitate psychological safety by setting an example of fallibil-

ity and openness, promoting an organization-wide culture of psychological 

safety, and adopting commitment based HR-practices that recognize team-

level achievements and long-term commitment at the organizational level 

(Collins & Smith, 2006; Edmondson, 2002; Schein & Schein, 2016). 

Creating common guidelines and shared identity in a large-scale organi-

zational change where the organization is split into smaller individual work-

ing teams is necessary. Atomization of work practices makes cross-team col-

laboration and cooperation unfeasible in the long run if the teams do not 

share a common language, practices, and agile identity (Conklin, 2006; Dik-

ert et al., 2016; Paasivaara et al., 2018). In large-scale organizations with var-

ying needs and tasks, it is better to create flexible guidelines where different 

activities are prioritized and controlled on a spectrum between stricter align-

ment in core activities and free choice in peripheral activities. This ensures 

organizational-level (strategic) alignment without restricting or controlling 

team-level freedom or agility (e.g., Futurice, 2019; Hastings, 2009). Synchro-

nization of activities in mutually timed iterations is required to ensure flexi-

ble overlap of work activities and reduction of waste, so teams do not have to 

wait for other teams’ iterations, and that collaboration remains feasible. 

In brief, based on the study’s findings, large-scale agile transformations 

should be done through focused stepwise delivery starting from the lower-

level tacit assumptions and gradually moving toward practices to retain focus 

and avoid unnecessary context-switching (Weinberg, 1992). In large-scale hi-

erarchical organizations, this implies focusing on changing the assumptions 

of control and optimization (Cameron & Quinn, 2006; Mintzberg et al., 1998) 

toward empowering bottom-up leadership and communications (Barman et 

al., 2021; Holtzhausen & de Klerk, 2018) and organizational ambidexterity 

(March, 1991; O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013) through autonomous resource al-

location (Dikert et al., 2016) and continuous team-level coaching and psy-

chological support (Bäcklander, 2019; Edmondson & Lei, 2014; Malik et al., 

2021). Prioritizing agile values that are most important for the organization 

should take priority. For instance, in customer-facing organizations practic-

ing customer-centricity through value co-creation and customer experience 

management should take priority. Processes and practices should be seen as 

instruments of change toward tacit beliefs and values, not as an intrinsic part 

of the change or agile itself.  
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5.3 Limitations 
 

Constructivist qualitative research does not aim for generalizability. As the 

case organization studied in this thesis presents a highly unique organiza-

tional structure embedded in a specific macroculture that is embedded in a 

different history in work, organization design, and worker’s rights (de Sitter, 

1997; den Hertog, 1977; Hofstede, 2001) the findings are likely not general-

izable. However, the findings proposed here are highly grounded in data 

providing a thick description from the different participants that aim to de-

liver transferability of the findings in various settings. 

Due to time limitations imposed on a master’s thesis, longitudinal studies 

on this topic have been omitted. The study follows an early iteration of agile 

transformation efforts. It describes the early phases of cultural change, lim-

iting what Iivari and Iivari (2011) described as a cultural diffusion of agile 

culture over time. While the effects of some of the changes can be seen at the 

early onset, the firmly held values and tacit beliefs take significantly more 

time to change, assuming they can be changed (Schein & Schein, 2016). For 

instance, many informants would describe the situation as “maturing,” indi-

cating long-term cultural change could be more effective. This meant I could 

not assess the full longitudinal effectiveness of the changes in the agile trans-

formation. For instance, how the new roles, practices, and agile culture dif-

fusion over time would manifest in a large-scale organization and if the cul-

ture of hierarchy could be fully dismantled over time. 

The size of SOK as an organization and the highly-nested subcultures 

would create a significantly intertwining web of cultures. Traditional studies 

of culture are often performed as ethnographic studies with sustained long-

term observations that can be complemented with different research meth-

ods (Charmaz, 2006). As Geertz (1973) explains, the goal of the ethnographer 

is to untangle these superimposed structures and layers of culture into a co-

herent narrative. To retain the quality of the findings, this study focused 

strictly on the HR organization and the cross-functional agile teams partak-

ing in the agile transformation. To untangle this complex intertwined web of 

cultures would require interviewing several people from each team and long-

term exposure to the different parts of the organization, which was outside 

this thesis's scope. 

 

5.4 Future research 
 

Several new areas for future research were discovered during the writing of 

this thesis. SOK utilized both iterative strategic management and agile mod-

els. Other agile organizations, such as Google and Intel, use OKR models (Do-

err, 2018; Niev & Lamorte, 2016), but little research exists on integrating it-

erative strategic management frameworks with agile. Strategy plays an 
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integral role in the top management team’s ability to create guidelines for 

behavior (Moran, 2016; Nerur & Balijepally, 2007) and organizational cul-

ture (Schein & Schein, 2016). Better understanding the role of iterative strat-

egy in forming agile culture could prove a valuable next step in agile develop-

ment.  

As very few studies have been conducted on agile practices in non-soft-

ware intensive organizations, this thesis is only the beginning of what should 

be extended into a wider range of literature. Recent authors have shown in-

terest in HR (Cappelli & Tavis, 2018; McMackin & Heffman, 2021) and fi-

nance (Barton et al., 2018), but more areas need to be covered for transfera-

ble findings. Studies across different contexts and industries would also allow 

for a more extensive study of the differences between agile culture and prac-

tices in different industrial subcultures. Dikert et al. (2016) recognized that 

the refusal to adopt agile practices by other functions is the single most com-

mon point of failure for agile transformations. Therefore, understanding the 

cultural differences between different organizational functions and the inter-

actions between subcultures within organizations would provide valuable in-

formation for theory and practice. 

As national cultures were consciously omitted from this study, the impact 

of national culture on agile culture and practices offers a promising research 

area. Most of the existing agile research is developed around western litera-

ture, and the study here is no exception. Western countries score high on in-

dividualism and low on power distance and uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede, 

2001). However, many eastern cultures conflict with these values signifi-

cantly. Traditionally, eastern cultures tend to score higher on uncertainty 

avoidance and collectivism, often having a strong culture of saving face that 

does not allow for similar openness (Hofstede, 2001; Schein & Schein, 2016), 

which could impede agile adoption. Many large organizations operate inter-

nationally. Thus, studying differences between agile cultures and culture 

adoptions for internationally operating organizations would provide valuable 

information for theory and practice. The study on global software engineer-

ing has done preliminary research on agile practices globally, but the overall 

effects of culture have not been fully considered. Especially little research ex-

ists on the interactions between non-western cultures and agile culture. 
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6 Summary 
 

This thesis has been a qualitative study of how organizational culture affects 

the adoption of large-scale agile practices in non-software intensive organi-

zations. The study was done at SOK, a cooperative subsidiary of S Group, 

which oversees the operative functions and strategic management of the S 

Group, Finland’s largest retailer employing over 40,000 employees. The pri-

mary focus of the study has been the SOK’s HR unit and cross-functional ag-

ile teams partaking in the agile transformation. The agile transformation in 

the organization at the beginning of the year in January 2022, simultane-

ously with the start of this study. 

The study was performed as a qualitative constructivist grounded theory 

study over six months using observations, interviews, and secondary data. 

The interviews were primarily focused on members of a planning group at 

SOK who partook in the design and planning of the agile transformation ef-

forts before they took place and were part of the agile transformation. 

Large-scale organizations often have a significant history. They are deeply 

embedded in their existing organizational culture. The study findings align 

with the Schein and Schein (2016) explanation of organizational culture. 

Findings indicate that large-scale organizations can easily undertake changes 

that affect surface-level cultural artifacts, such as adopting new tools, lan-

guage, processes, and structures. However, the deeper-level espoused values, 

beliefs, and taken-for-granted assumptions resist change and can easily be-

come unnoticed. 

As organizations rely on their existing stock of knowledge and culture in 

the form of “the way we do things” (Gioia et al., 2013; Scott, 2013; Schein & 

Schein, 2016), the adversity and uncertainty faced by organizations during 

large-scale organizational transformation bind organizations back toward 

this learned stock of knowledge, paradoxically tightening the deeper-levels of 

pre-existing culture. This means adopting an even stronger hierarchy and ef-

ficiency to compensate for the loss of control over uncertainty and resources. 

As agile or “adhocracy” cultures represent the opposite of hierarchical cul-

tures (Cameron & Quinn, 2006), the reliance on the pre-existing stock of 

knowledge will create active resistance that is easily hidden in the implicit 

assumptions of organizational culture. 

While many of the surface-level mechanics of cultural inertia in organiza-

tional change are well understood, the reasons for behind this are not. This 

study extends agile practice and literature by creating a deeper-level under-

standing of the underlining interactions between organizational culture and 

agile transformations and their mutually reinforcing relationship. Culture is 

often highlighted as one of the most common issues in agile transformations 

(Digital.ai, 2021). This study brings value to academics and practitioners by 

linking the empirical findings to actionable practices practitioners can un-

dertake. 
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A. Semi-structured interview questionnaire base, 

Finnish 
 

1. Mitä ketterä (organisaatio) merkitsee sinulle? 

2. Jos verrataan vuoden alkuun, kuinka sanoisit, että teidän toimin-

tanne on muuttunut vuoden alusta  

a. Mitkä ovat isoimmat muutokset? 

3. Kuinka kuvailisit SOK:n (HR:n) organisaatiokulttuuria tällä het-

kellä? 

a. Onko kulttuuri muuttunut? 

4. Kuinka kuvailisit johtamiskulttuuria? 

5. Kuinka kuvailisit: 

a. Tiimien sisäistä kommunikaatioita? 

b. Tiimien välistä kommunikaatioita? 

c. Ylemmän johdon kommunikaatioita? 

6. Mitkä ovat teidän keskeiset tavoitteenne ketterässä organisaa-

tiomuutoksessa? 

7. Kuinka jatkuvaa oppimista on tuettu? 

8. Minkälaisia rituaaleja ja seremonioita teillä on käytössänne? 

9. Kuinka kuvailisit rekrytointikäytäntöjänne? 

10. Millä tavoin ketterien toimintamallien oppimista on tuettu? 

a. Onko saamasi tuki ollut mielestäsi ollut riittävää? 

11. Kuinka avoimesti koet voivasi ilmaista mielipiteesi ja antaa pa-

lautetta? 

12. Millaisia kannustimia/palkitsemismenetelmiä käytätte työntekijöi-

den toiminnan tukemiseksi? 

13. Onko vaihtuvuus vaikuttanut ketterän käyttöönottoon? 

14. Kuinka tiimitason OKR:t on saatu integroitua strategiaan?  

a. Onko käytössä alhaalta ylöspäin suuntautuvia OKR:iä 

15. Kuinka hyvin koet ymmärtäväsi SOK:n (HR:n) keskeisimmät strate-

giset tavoitteet ja vision? 

16. Kuinka työskentely tapahtuu tiimitasolla? 

17. Kuinka organisaatiorakenteita on muutettu?  

18. Kuinka asiakaskeskeisyys/suhde on muuttunut ketterien käyttöön-

oton jälkeen? 

a. Kuinka asiakkaan ääni nostetaan esiin käytännössä? 

b. Kuinka laaja asiakaskanta vaikuttaa asiakaskeskeisyyteen? 

19. Onko etätyöskentely vaikuttanut muutoksen läpivientiin? 

20. Millä tavoin organisaation läpinäkyvyyttä on pyritty kehittämään? 

21. Millaisia mahdollisuuksia vaikuttaa päivittäisiin työtehtäviin ja roo-

leihin? 

22. Kuinka lähestytte uusia ongelmia tiimitasolla? 
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23. Onko ketterän suhteen tehty yhteistyötä muiden liiketoimintayksi-

köiden kanssa? 

24. Onko ongelmia, joihin johdon on täytynyt puuttua?  

a. Oletko havainnut ongelmia, joihin ei mielestäsi puututa? 

25. Onko jotain muuta, jota minun olisi pitänyt kysyä? 

26. Onko jotain, jota olisit halunnut kysyä minulta? 
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B. Semi-structured interview questionnaire base, 

English (translated) 
 

1. What does an agile (organization) mean to you? 

2. Suppose we compare the situation to the start of the year. How would 

you describe your operations have changed? 

a. What have been the most significant changes? 

3. How would you describe SOK’s (HR’s) organizational culture at this 

point? 

a. Has the culture changed? 

4. How would you describe the management culture? 

5. How would you describe: 

a. Communication within teams? 

b. Communication across teams? 

c. Top management’s communications? 

6. What do you think are the central goals in the agile transformation? 

7. How is continuous learning supported? 

8. What kind of rituals and ceremonies are you using? 

9. How would you describe your recruitment practices? 

10. How have agile learning models been supported? 

a. Do you think the support you have received has been sufficient? 

11. How openly can you give feedback (regarding the agile transfor-

mation) up and down the organizational hierarchy? 

12. What kind of motivators/rewards do you use to support employee be-

haviors? 

13. Has organizational turnover affected the adoption of Agile? 

14. How have you integrated team-level OKRs into the strategy? 

a. Do you have bottom-up OKRs? 

15. How well do you understand SOK’s (HR’s) strategic goals and vision? 

16. How is work performed at the team level? 

17. How have the organizational structures been changed? 

18. How has customer-centricity/customer relations changed after adopt-

ing agile? 

a. How is the customer's voice elevated? 

b. How has the high number of customer groups affected cus-

tomer-centricity? 

19. Has remote work affected the organizational transformation? 

20. How have you been developing organizational transparency? 

21. Do you have opportunities to affect daily tasks? 

22. How do you approach new problems at the team level? 

23. Have you been collaborating with other business units about the 

change? 
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24. Have there been problems in which the (top) management has had to 

interfere? 

a. Are there problems that the (top) management ignores? 

25.  Is there something else that I should have asked you? 

26.  Is there something you would have wanted to ask me? 
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C. Coding scheme 
 

 

 

Level of 

Analysis 

 

 

Description 

 

Example Example Quote 

Category An abstraction of several 

codes with overarching 

significance in terms of 

common patterns or 

themes. 

Managing social 

complexity 
 

“What I am interested in my own role is that when we 

look at these long processes that go beyond cross-

functional teams and business areas and how we de-

velop those. At the group level, we require that these 

cross-functional teams do different things in synch. 

How can we find those types of structures here that 

support these longer development processes so that 

they all happen at the right time when we deploy 

them? So that one team would not have to wait for 

one thing after the other team so that it is in their 

OKR so that we can move forward in that greater 

whole. 

Here I think we have challenges and things that we 

need to challenge, and I think on some level, we 

have noticed this while we have been piloting this 

[cross-unit collaboration] is that we have very varying 

practices. One team has two-month OKRs, another 

three [months], and some might even have four 

months. Even if they were the same length, there are 

situations where some started [the iteration cycle] in 

January and others in February. In some way, we 

should be able to connect it [management infrastruc-

ture] to these OKR cycles, and then we would need 

to combine these [OKR] planning cycles in-house so 

that we could do cross-team projects.” (Informant 12) 

Focused 

Code 

Single or several initial 

codes data that best rep-

resent larger portions of 

the data. 

Structural si-

loing 
“The money is sort of siloed, and when these long 

processes go beyond these siloes financing those 

projects. And well, this financing model that we have, 

when these processes do not support each other, 

there is a bit of an inclination that it becomes part of 

SOK’s internal politics… Our financing and resource 

management does not support these long cross-unit 

processes that go beyond business units, which 

harms agile development.” (Informant 12) 

Initial 

Code 

Piece of raw data given a 

simplified label that best 

represents that data. Indi-

vidual line, sentence, or 

paragraph of raw data. 

Siloing commu-

nications 
“The siloing has caused that we know far too little 

about what each team is doing.” (Informant 6) 


