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xi

FOREWORDS

Foreword by Johanna Rothman

We hear a lot about agile leadership these days. The good news is 
that everyone realizes they need some agility in their organizations. 
The bad news is that too few people understand how to change their 
behaviors to become agile leaders. 

What does agile leadership really mean?
In Agile Leadership, Zuzana Šochová explains—clearly and 

with examples—how each of us might think about agile leadership. 
She helps us navigate agile leadership by explaining the various 
organizational structures, how agile leadership might work, and the 
overall agile leadership journey. 

As you read, she encourages you to take notes and experiment. 
Do so. You might learn about yourself—an excellent idea for any 
leader. You might select some experiments to try for yourself, your 
team, and your organization. 

You will learn to look for feedback at every opportunity, to con-
sider how transparent you can be, and how to try new things. 

I particularly like that every chapter offers suggestions for 
books to read. And there’s an extensive bibliography at the back. 
When I read books like this, I sometimes want to investigate a topic 
more fully. This book encourages us to do so.
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Are you ready to be an agile leader? You can lead from any-
where in the organization. And if you want your organization to 
become an agile organization, you must lead. When leaders change 
themselves, the rest of the organization will follow.

I hope you enjoy this book. I did. 
—Johanna Rothman,  

author of Modern Management Made Easy and other books

Foreword by Evan Leybourn

Never before in the history of humanity has there been such a 
demand for business leaders to be truly agile. Leaders who create 
alignment in the people around them when all is changing. Lead-
ers who face volatility and ambiguity with confidence in their 
own—and their team’s—ability to adapt. And leaders who see, and 
embrace, the complexity in the systems around them. Throughout 
history, there have always been visionary and agile leaders—the 
great architects, generals, and explorers who have seen opportunity 
in adversity and found innovation to be the key to achieving their 
goals.

At the turn of the century, something changed. The drive for 
predictability, efficiency, and scale drove a new kind of leadership. 
Systems such as scientific management emerged to help leaders 
plan, repeat, and grow. And for a while it seemed like we were bring-
ing order to our chaotic world, but we only hid the chaos under a 
layer of process and bureaucracy.

You can hide for only so long. In the hundred years between 
1900 to 2000, the world population grew by 275 percent from 1.6 
to more than 6 billion, while global total gross domestic product 
(GDP; also known as gross world product [GWP]) increased by 
more than 3,600 percent (from $1.1 trillion to $41 trillion in 1900 
US dollars). Complexity grew. Today, we find ourselves needing 
leaders who are more visionary than scientific, who see the systems 
for what they are and not what we want them to be.
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Given the scale of growth, leadership is no longer for the 
exclusive few who, by luck or circumstance, find themselves in a 
position to inspire and lead. Today, there are hundreds of thousands 
of companies in need of such leadership. 

And so, the leader of today must be developed and grown, not 
found. Which brings us, very neatly, to agile leadership.

—Evan Leybourn,  
founder of the Business Agility Institute
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PREFACE

In the last two decades, a powerful movement has revolutionized 
the world of work.

Agility is the idea that we can put people before processes, 
focus on creating value, work in self-organizing teams, and coop-
erate directly with our customers to iteratively build increasingly 
useful and valuable products. Various organizations have grown to 
support this movement, including the Scrum Alliance, which offers 
training on the agile mindset and best practices. The movement has 
grown so popular so quickly that agile is now recognized as a key 
requirement for managing the modern workplace 

I was fortunate to get into agile and Scrum in the early days. 
After completing my studies in computer science, I earned increas-
ingly responsible roles. Becoming a manager of others opened my 
eyes to the reality of the modern work world and how agile could 
change everything, given proper leadership.

I became a sort of evangelist, introducing agile practices to 
companies, and a Scrum trainer, organizing and speaking at con-
ferences, eventually being elected to the Scrum Alliance Board of 
Directors.

How did a young woman with colorful hair from a little-known 
country in the center of Europe achieve this? Certainly not by luck 
or wishful thinking. It’s been hard and often uncomfortable work, 
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constantly questioning conventional wisdom, stretching and chal-
lenging myself and others.

I’ve already written blogs, articles, and books about agile, 
including The Great ScrumMaster: #ScrumMasterWay, where I 
present my ideas and experiences with servant leadership and how 
to guide teams on their journey to agility.

In all this time, I’ve increasingly been called an “agile leader.” 
And yet, I’ve repeatedly had to ask myself: What does being a leader 
in agile really mean? Is it an oxymoron, when we are supposed to be 
self-organizing, to even seek leadership? Who is an agile leader, and 
what does an agile leader do?

Answering these questions eventually led to the creation of the 
Certified Agile Leadership program at the Scrum Alliance.

Over the years, I’ve collected so much information about lead-
ership, most of it common sense, some of it contradictory or coun-
terintuitive, that it became obvious I had to write it all down and put 
it into some sort of order. The result is this book.

This book is not a collection of recipes that, if followed, can 
transform anyone, step by step, into an agile leader ready to change 
the world. Rather, you may consider this to be more like a tasting 
menu or buffet where you can sample the various concepts and prin-
ciples of agile leadership, so you can build your own set of tools and 
skills that works for you. There is no one-size-fits-all approach. Your 
leadership style must suit your unique personality, circumstances, 
and constraints. This book aims to help you find the ideas that will 
guide you in your own personal journey.

So, feel free to skip around, browse this book, and take what 
works for you. Maybe when you’re feeling stumped, or in a rut, 
needing a bit of inspiration, this book can help. I’ve included exer-
cises, assessments, examples, and real-world stories of agile transfor-
mation. Take what works for you, and feel free to skip over what 
doesn’t.
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In the end, leadership is about providing a shared vision and 
changing organizations and cultures to achieve this vision. You will 
find a wealth of ideas, techniques, and hopefully inspiration so that 
you know you are not alone in your agile leadership journey.

W H O  S H O U L D  R E A D  T H I S  B O O K

This book is intended for anyone who has the courage to challenge 
the status quo of traditional organizational design and become 
an agile leader. 

It’s for managers, directors, executives, entrepreneurs, and any-
one who is willing to take over the responsibility and ownership and 
become a leader. It’s for anyone who has a passion to change things 
and anyone who cares about improving the agility at the organiza-
tional level. Leadership is a state of the mind; you don’t need to 
have any positional power to become an agile leader. 

This book guides you through your very first steps on the agile 
leadership journey, bringing the tasting menu of the relevant agile 
leadership concepts to help you decide where you would like to 
grow as a leader and how you can help your organization to achieve 
a higher level of the business agility. 

Each chapter contains several assessments, exercises, and 
practical examples that will help you to connect the theory with 
your day-to-day life and reflect on your personal leadership style and 
organizational agility. If you don’t like to write directly in the book, 
you can always use Post-it Notes for the exercises and assessments.

The book doesn’t explain what agile, Scrum, and Kanban are 
or how to scale agile. It’s not about frameworks, practices, or tools. 
It’s also not for people who are confident that their way of working 
doesn’t need any significant change. 

The book summarizes my experience from leadership  
positions—entrepreneur, managing director, director of engineer-
ing, HR director, director of the board, and from one additional 
role that people often miss when speaking about leadership: a 
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ScrumMaster, which is a great example of servant leadership. It also 
builds on top of my coaching experience helping organizations on 
their agile journey and coaching executives on their agile leadership 
journey. Last but not least, it builds on top of my experience from 
running the Certified Agile Leadership program (Scrum Alliance), 
which is an almost year-long program where I work with a variety of 
leaders across the world and across different industries on their agile 
leadership transformation.

H O W  T O  R E A D  T H I S  B O O K

This book is divided into two parts. The first part, The Agile 
Leader—Unleash Your Leadership Potential, guides you through 
the steps of becoming an agile leader, and the second part, The Dif-
ferent Parts of an Agile Organization, shows practical cases of how 
different parts of agile organization works. 

Part I: The Agile Leader—Unleash Your Leadership Potential

Chapter 1, How It All Started: I share my story about the begin-
ning of my agile leadership journey, changing one organiza-
tion to a flat structure based on self-organized teams.

Chapter 2, Leadership Is a State of Mind: We cover the basic 
reasons for agile leadership, implementing agile at the orga-
nizational level, the difference between leader and manager, 
and why being an agile leader is important for the success of 
agile at the organizational level. 

Chapter 3, Organizational Evolution: We look into the organi-
zational development from a traditional Organization 1.0 to a 
knowledge Organization 2.0 to an agile Organization 3.0.

Chapter 4, The Agile Leader: We talk about different models 
and types of leaders so you can reflect on your style and pref-
erences.
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Chapter 5, The Agile Leadership Model: We describe the key 
model for agile leadership based on seeing an organization as 
a system. 

Chapter 6, Competencies: We focus on agile leader compe-
tencies. This chapter, and especially the self-evaluation at the 
end, shows you nice opportunities to grow as an agile leader.

Chapter 7, Meta-skills: We look at high-level cognitive skills 
and abilities through the Me, We, and World domains.

Chapter 8, Agile Organization: We focus on agile organiza-
tional design, structure, and culture. 

Part II: The Different Parts of an Agile Organization

Chapter 9, Business Agility: We describe how the executive 
team, the board of directors, and the CEO roles can change in 
an agile organization.

Chapter 10, Agile HR and Finance: We go deeper to the prac-
tical agile application in HR, covering the typical HR func-
tions of recruiting, evaluations and performance review, career 
paths, and salaries and describe how agile changes the budget-
ing processes.

Chapter 11, Tools and Practices: We look into the practical tips, 
tools, and practices that are common in an agile organization, 
such as large-group facilitation, systems coaching, building 
trust, enhancing transparency, and forming great teams and 
communities.

Chapter 12, Summary: We put together an overview of dif-
ferent concepts mentioned in the book and show them all 
together in context.

Let me invite you to join this degustation of a variety of con-
cepts, carefully designed by me, as chef, to inspire agile leaders. 
Taste different chapters as courses, feel the mixture of ideas as var-
ious flavors, let the assessments and exercises become the aroma 
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sensed in your nose, enjoy the real-life stories as a secret spice. Hav-
ing a great meal is a unique experience, and I hope this book brings 
you a unique experience of becoming an agile leader.

—Zuzana (Zuzi) Šochová
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2

LEADERSHIP IS  A STATE OF MIND

Many books focus on lead-
ership, but not that many 
focus on agile leadership. 
Why does that matter? 
Because leadership has 
changed significantly over 
the past few decades. What 
used to be an effective lead-
ership style in a traditional 
organization might be counterproductive in agile environments. 
The most effective leaders, who had been great working with indi-
viduals in traditional structures, might be struggling or completely 
failing to work with teams and systems. But let’s answer some ques-
tions before we deep-dive into the change.

W H A T  I S  A G I L E ?

What does agile mean in the first place? Let’s first clear up some of 
the most common misconceptions and misunderstandings. Agile is 

Agile
Leader
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a mindset, a philosophy, a different way of working. It changes the 
way you think and how you approach tasks, team mates, and work 
in general. It’s not a process, method, or framework to be imple-
mented, which makes it very flexible. It’s all about culture and 
changing the way you think about business. It’s based on transpar-
ency, team collaboration, a higher level of the autonomy, and creat-
ing impact through frequent value delivery. 

When I first heard about agile and Scrum, I didn’t like them. 
It felt like a process overkill. We were putting too much focus on 
the practices and not much on the mindset and culture, which is 
actually a very common mistake. I still remember when, as a new 
ScrumMaster, I introduced agile to the team and my only argu-
ment was that we have to use it because our customer required it. 
I could not have cared less about being agile. Just get the work done 
and move on, I thought. However, it turned out that even “techni-
cal agile”—before we understood the mindset and instead took it 
as only a set of practices, processes, and rules—helped us in areas 
where we thought we were already great. It was a big surprise for us. 

A few years later, when I had some experience in building 
agile organizations, I was a managing director of a small web stu-
dio, and we used agile not only to deliver our products and services 
and build relationships with customers but also as an overall way to 
design strategy and inspect and adapt our business model. Interest-
ingly, though the delivery process improvement was outstanding—
we shortened the time to market from a couple of months to just 
a few days—the business impact was not relevant until we fully 
embraced agility at all levels and started experimenting with the 
business model and strategic decision-making process. Agility at a 
single-team level can create a huge impact on team members’ moti-
vation and efficiency, but the business impact is usually limited. 
Agility at the organizational level has much bigger potential.
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Experiment 
&

Learn Make People
Awesome

Deliver
Value

Safety
Is

Prerequisite

Modern
Agile

In one word, agile stands for “adaptiveness.” Although agile 
started in the software development, it’s widely applicable anywhere 
you can imagine. Over the years, agile has spread from IT toward 
other parts of the business: agile HR, agile finance, agile market-
ing, business agility, and agile leadership, where the Modern Agile 
[Kerievsky19] concept created by Joshua Kerievsky is more relevant 
than the original Agile Manifesto.1

Modern Agile has four principles: make people awesome, 
experiment and learn rapidly, deliver value continuously, and 
make safety a prerequisite. Making people awesome is a start-
ing point for the mindset change. It’s all about relationships.  

1. Agile was popularized by the Manifesto for Agile Software Development: http://
agilemanifesto.org. 
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Let’s make people successful, happy, and content and make their 
lives better—this applies to everyone in the organizational ecosys-
tem, including customers, employees, and shareholders. The next 
two principles are about helping people to collaborate and to learn 
about the business and their way of working through small exper-
iments in how to deliver the right value. All three groups are sup-
porting one other and building on top of each other. The fourth 
principle is a precondition. Safety is a prerequisite for any agility. 
If you don’t have a high level of trust, agile will not work. People 
will feel far from awesome, they will be afraid to experiment and 
to come up with innovative and creative solutions, and the value 
delivered will suffer. Agile needs a “safe to fail” culture where 
people take failure as an opportunity to learn and improve, not to 
blame, judge, or punish. 

Good agile needs all four segments. Imagine your organization. How 
agile are you according to the four Modern Agile principles? On a scale 
1 to 10, where do you see your organization?

1 10

People are taken as 
resources who do  
the job.

We care about making 
people awesome.

We follow processes 
and guidelines. 

We experiment and 
learn rapidly.

We focus on task 
efficiency. 

We focus on delivering 
value continuously.

Failure is only an 
opportunity to blame.

We make safety a pre-
requisite, and we learn 
from failures.
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Why agi le?

Agile is a response to new business realities and challenges. It brings 
flexible business models and allows organizations to succeed in 
today’s constantly changing world. Most of the modern manage-
ment and organizational design traces its roots back to the early 
1900s [Kotter12], when the problems organizations were solving 
were very different. If you look at how business has changed in just 
the past twenty years and how many originally successful organi-
zations failed to keep up and consequently went out of business, 
you cannot doubt that organizational change is a requirement for 
success.

What makes your team or organization Agile? What are the 
aspects you are missing?

Your
   notes ...
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Individual Era

Industry Era Com
plex

ity
Globalization Era

Internet Era

Let’s take a step back and look at how the world has changed over 
the past centuries. Hundreds of years ago, in the individual era, the 
world was quite stable and simple. Every family had its own field. Most 
towns had only one restaurant, one shop, one hotel. People were less 
dependent on each other. The businesses were local, people worked 
as individuals. And then the world changed: the Industrial Revolution 
made impossible things possible, faster, and more complicated. People 
didn’t like the change at first, but it didn’t matter—the world was not 
asking their opinions, and the change happened anyway. Sabotaging 
machines in the factories didn’t prevent it; trying to preserve the old 
world by using horses instead of cars didn’t stop it either. The old way of 
doing business became too slow and was not competitive. The pressure 
was unstoppable, and companies either kept up to speed and survived 
or disappeared forever. 

The Industrial Age gave birth to management as we know it 
now. Taylorism was born. All the management practices oriented 
toward task optimization, planning, and control have their roots in 
this period. But the world was not static and continued changing 
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even faster. The new era ushered in by globalization and followed 
by the Internet completely changed not only the business world 
but our lives. It doesn’t matter anymore where your company office 
is. You don’t even need one. Instant communication and accessi-
bility have redesigned everything. Companies such as Google and 
Facebook created the new virtual business, which companies such 
as Uber and Airbnb took to the next level. None of that would be 
possible without the Internet. Similar to the public resistance seen 
at the beginning of the industrial era, we may not like this change, 
we may try to fight with it and block Uber and Airbnb from running 
their services, but the trend is not stoppable. These exact compa-
nies may disappear, but the world is not going back. Day after day 
it becomes faster and increasingly complex. We not only can’t stop 
the upcoming new eras, but we can’t predict them either. We don’t 
know what’s next. 

I still remember when my friend asked me during my com-
puter science studies (in the mid-1990s) if I wanted an email address. 
Why would I need an email? I asked him. You have to have it, he 
said. And now, can you imagine a life without it? It has become an 
integral part of our lives. It’s the same with globalization. When our 
teachers at the MBA program were talking about globalization as 
a critically important trend, I didn’t believe them. It would affect 
a few companies, yes. But would it be a major game changer? Not 
really. And now, we might not like it, but it is our current reality. 
The real power of globalization is when you combine it with the 
speed of information over the Internet. It allows anyone, no matter 
where they are located, even hidden in a small village somewhere 
in the mountains, to connect and completely change your business, 
with just one click. It’s as simple as that, as fast as you can imagine. 
There is no extra cost for traveling and opening an office. The world 
is global, it’s even more global than we think, and no borders or reg-
ulations can stop it.

Day by day, the world is changing faster and faster and becomes 
more and more complex.
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When I ask participants at my leadership classes what’s next, 
they often say “artificial intelligence,” “machine learning,” and a 
return to “individualism.” But here is the point: when we talk about 
it, it’s already here, and while we might not see it yet, it’s already 
happening. The truth is, we don’t know what’s next. But whatever it 
is, it’s going to redesign the game—it will make the impossible possi-
ble and will redraw the map of the business world and our lives. No 
one knows what that is yet. But so far, the trend has always been the 
same: significantly faster changes and more complexity. The trans-
formation is so fast that products you used five years ago are old now, 
the lives we lived ten years ago were very different, and everything is 
changing, which makes planning almost impossible. 

It’s time to change. Stop creating plans. Inspect and adapt.

All we can do is accept that we don’t know what’s next. And 
this time, the change won’t be for the next generation—it will hap-
pen within the next year or two. In this rapidly evolving world, we 
need to change the way we work, right now, when there is still time 
to do it, and we need to inspect and adapt because the traditional 
plans are changing so fast that it makes no sense to create them. 

The world is so different now, and yet we are still trying to use 
the same way of working as was practiced in the early 1900s. Inter-
esting, right? 

Currently, we speak about 
living in the VUCA  world [Ben-
nett14]—the world with high 
volatility, uncertainty, complex-
ity, and ambiguity. The world 
that is unpredictable. Now is the 
time for a change. Agility offers 
the answer to the current com-
plex problems and allows us to 

VUCA   World
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be more adaptive and responsive to change. Inspection and adap-
tation rather than creating fixed plans seem to be a better fit for our 
dynamic world. 

Companies change not because there is a new method or 
framework. They change because they have to. Agile is not your 
goal—it’s a necessity to survive and to succeed in today’s complex 
and constantly changing world. 

I do an exercise with executives and senior managers who are 
interested in implementing agile in their organization. I ask them 
how complex, unpredictable, and fast-changing their business is. 
Their answers always vary widely, but there are hardly any organiza-
tions where the majority of the group would classify the business as 
predictable. They have different reasons behind the unpredictabil-
ity: business model disrupters, customers expecting flexibility that 
is hard to achieve with classical structures, or significant changes in 
regulations. And most of them are saying, “If we don’t start changing 
now, we might not make it at all.”

Example of the VUCA exercise
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Do this exercise in your organization:

How complex is your business? On a scale of 1 to 10,2 where do you see 
your organization?

1 10

Simple, Predictable VUCA World

If the overall results in your organization are

• 1 to 4, there is no need for agility in your business. 
• 5 or 6, you should start experimenting with agility; the situation is not 

yet urgent but might soon be.
• 7 or more, it’s high time to change the way you work and become agile 

now, or you might never make it.

Think about your business. What makes your business model sus-
tainable? What do you need to change so you can address the 
VUCA challenges? 

Your
   notes ...

2. In most of the assessments in this book, we use the scale of 1 to 10. There is no hard 
measure for the numbers—the numbers are based on your feelings and are subjec-
tive, relative to your expectations and circumstances. The scale is often used with 
coaching questions because, by considering your response along a continuum, you 
gain new insights (i.e., if your answer is 5, what would 6 look like?).
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In our company, when we changed our way of working and started our 
agile journey, most of our competitors were operating on year plans 
and fixed budget and scope, and it usually took them a few months to 
build an up-to-speed team for the customer. We were very well aware 
of the growing influence of the VUCA challenges, which created a huge 
pressure for the entire information and communication technology (ICT) 
business, so we turned the whole business model around. We offered high 
flexibility as the key differentiator, allowing our customers to add a new 
team in less than a week, and we allowed flexibility on a Sprint3 basis 
in our contracts. In a simple way, with every Sprint, the customers had a 
chance to experience what we had finished at the Sprint Review,4 they 
gave us feedback, and based on the overall value delivered, they could 
choose to continue investing in the next Sprint or not. Teams were learn-
ing new skills much faster as a result of intensive collaboration, and we 
got an up-to-speed team in less than three Sprints. 

I remember one meeting with a new client where we were discuss-
ing how we were going to work together. We asked the client if the com-
pany had ever outsourced anything. “Yes,” the manager said. “So how 
did it go?” I asked. Long story short, it turned out they were just finaliz-
ing one project with a vendor, and literally nothing had gone well. The 
product was late, it didn’t work as they expected, there were many mis-
understandings and miscommunications that resulted in a number of bugs 
being claimed as change requests and therefore cost extra . . . the list 
went on. We listened carefully to the client’s story, and when she finished, 
all I needed to say was, “Sorry to hear that. It must have been very stress-
ful for you. But that’s the reason why we work differently.” You could see 
the surprise in her eyes. “What do you mean by that? Tell us more about 
it,” she said. We got her interest, and linking our way of working to the 
pains her company had just experienced only increased her curiosity and 
willingness to give our way a try. But she was still quite hesitant to say yes. 
“It all sounds very interesting, but can you give us a reference, some com-
pany of our size that has worked this way with you?” she asked. We gave 
her the reference and also offered to start with a low-risk trial project for 
them to experience how it would be to work this way.

3. Sprint is a fixed timebox iteration during which the increment of the product is 
created. It’s part of the Scrum framework. https://www.scrumguides.org 

4. Sprint Review is an event in Scrum that allows teams to get feedback from the 
customers on the value delivered during the Sprint. 
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It took a while to convince our clients that our way of working was 
better than what they were used to, but in the long term, we were suc-
cessful. Interestingly, our flexibility and our radically different approach 
were tempting enough, so our clients always gave it a try. And once they 
experienced it, the partnership we built, the transparency we provided, 
and the working product increments we delivered in every short iteration 
built high levels of trust in our cooperation. Step by step, we grew our 
teams at the expense of the competitors, who were pushed to the margins.

What Is  Agi le Leadership About?

As the world becomes steadily more dynamic and complex, orga-
nizations have to change to stay competitive. They must become 
more flexible, team-oriented, and self-organized. And as a conse-
quence, leaders need to adopt another approach to motivate people 
and lead the organizations to keep up the speed. We speak about 
knowledge management, creativity, the need for innovations—and 
in the past few years about agile leadership—which help leaders to 
understand the nature of the change that is happening in business 
right now and prepare them to react effectively to the challenges 
modern organizations have brought on in all their complexity. The 
less predictable the business is, the more organizations are failing 
with traditional leadership approaches, which optimize for repeti-
tive tasks and consistency. 

Agile leadership is the leadership of tomorrow.

Agile leadership is not about how to implement agile, Scrum, 
Kanban, eXtreme Programming, or lean principles. You have peo-
ple in your organization who can do that. Being an agile leader is a 
state of mind. We build a world where 1 + 1 = more_than_two, a 
world that is not divided between winners and losers but where both 
can win and creativity can make a difference in the equation. 
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What Is  the Dif ference between Leader and Manager?

First, all managers are leaders; however, leaders don’t necessarily 
need to be managers. Being a leader is not a position. No one can 
be promoted to be a leader. It’s only your own choice if you decide 
to become one. 

Everyone can become a leader, it’s only your own decision.

In an agile organization, where hierarchy becomes less import-
ant, we put more focus on leadership than on management. There 
is no positional authority given to a leader. Leaders gain their influ-
ence from their actions and behaviors and from their service to the 
people around them, and their power grows through the respect of 
others. Traditional managers, on the other hand, are often associ-
ated with decision making and certain positional power that must 
be given to them. Having said that, leadership is a state of mind. 
Everyone can be a leader. Some of us just might be kind of sleeping, 
afraid to take over the responsibility and start an initiative. However, 
there is nothing other than yourself preventing you from becoming 
a leader. 

Leadership is a state of mind, not a position.

You are the leader, so don’t wait for anyone else. Agile is not 
about practices, rules, or processes. Agile is about a different way of 
thinking, a different way of approaching things, a different mindset. 
And it’s all in your hands. You are the leader, and the only obstacle 
between the leadership state of mind and the traditional hierarchi-
cal mindset are your own mindset and your own habits.

On my agile journey, the most difficult task was to be consistent with the 
change I intended to create and to be a role model of an agile leader. 
When I took over the department of 120 people and human resources, 
I had a vision to build a flexible and fast-learning environment based on 
the network of the self-organized teams without management. The most 
important job I had in front of me was to grow leaders who would lever-
age the power of influence over positional power. Easier to say than do. 
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I already had my experience with it as a Scrum Master and agile 
coach, but doing the same at the director level is different. You are fight-
ing not only against your own habits but against the tempting positional 
power you have, which, if you use it, can temporarily make everything 
much more efficient and faster. If I could have just told the team what to 
do on day-to-day tasks, I wouldn’t have had to spend hours helping peo-
ple around me to understand the situation and make their own decisions. 
It was super time consuming. I spent all my time at work talking to peo-
ple and helping them to collaborate and take over the initiatives. I spent 
evenings at home catching up with my work. Telling them exactly what 
to do was so very tempting. But shortcuts never work well. If I had given 
up then, they never would have made it. And I would have been stuck as 
the central decisionmaker and advisor forever—they would never have 
gotten a chance to come up with innovative and creative solutions, and 
we would still have been just another ordinary company unable to make a 
difference for our clients. 

Persistence was key. In a few months, it paid off, and I was able to 
step back and enjoy the power of self-organization. The department was 
running by itself toward the mission of added-value solutions.

Why Is  I t  Impor tant  to Be an Agi le Leader?

Agile leaders are key to any agile organization. The more agile lead-
ership exists in the organization, the more likely the overall mindset 
changes and the agile transformation will be successful. Having a 
critical mass of agile leadership is crucial for any agile environment; 
without it, we are only creating another process and adding termi-
nology, and all we get is “fake agile,” not business results.

Leaders need to change first. The organization will follow.

Being an agile leader is more important than ever. Nearly 
every corporation is willing to experiment with at least one agile 
project. As organizational agility grows, the gap between traditional 
management and the agile way of working is getting bigger and cre-
ates frustration on both sides. The teams are frustrated because man-
agement is not supporting them and the organization is not helping 
them on their agile journey. Management is frustrated because it 

9780136660422_web.indb   22 24/10/20   11:08 am



WHAT IS AGILE? •  •  •  23

doesn’t know how to produce agile leaders and grow the collabo-
rative team-oriented environment. “When we speak with leaders 
about this kind of system, most agree intellectually that power, deci-
sion making, and resource allocation should be distributed. But 
making that happen is another matter. Their great fear is that the 
organization will fall into chaos” [Kerievsky19]. Though that is a 
common concern, I would argue that agile brings harmony. The 
well-functioning teams deliver value to the customers regularly, 
effortlessly, and with joy, which in turn provides motivation and 
energy within the organization to create innovative solutions and 
address the day-to-day business challenges. 

Agile leadership helps you to face the challenges of the VUCA 
world.

It’s not an easy or a short process—agile is a journey. However, 
even after just a few iterations, you will see the results. Given the 
dynamics and complexity of the world today, there is no other way. 

Ag
ile    Leader

Agile leadership helps you to face the challenges of the VUCA 
world. “Nobody has really recommended command-and-control 
leadership for a long time. But no fully formed alternative has 
emerged, either. That’s partly because high-level executives are 
ambivalent about changing their own behavior” [Ancona19]. 

This book is a great opportunity for change. It brings all the useful 
agile leadership concepts on a plateau for leaders to sample and decide 
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how they can get closer to becoming agile leaders. Start growing agile 
leaders today, and the organizational agility will grow along.

Books to Read

• The Age of  Agile: How Smart Companies Are Transforming 
the Way Work Gets Done, Stephen Denning (New York: 
AMACOM, 2018).

• Managing for Happiness: Games, Tools, and Practices to 
Motivate Any Team, Jurgen Appelo (New York: Wiley, 
2016).

• Scrum: The Art of  Doing Twice the Work in Half  the Time, 
Jeff Sutherland and J. J. Sutherland (London: Random 
House, 2014).

• Scrum: A Practical Guide to the Most Popular Agile 
Process, Kenneth S. Rubin (Upper Saddle River, NJ: 
Addison-Wesley, 2017).

In a Nutshell

 ◽ Agile is a response to new business realities and chal-
lenges of a VUCA world.

 ◽ Agile brings flexible business models and allows organi-
zations to succeed in today’s constantly changing world.

 ◽ Being agile is focusing on making people awesome, learn-
ing through experiments, delivering value, and making 
safety a prerequisite. 

 ◽ Leadership is a state of mind, not a position.
 ◽ Leaders need to change first. The organization will follow.
 ◽ Agile organizations need a different style of leadership. 
Agile leaders need to focus on building flexible systems 
and growing other leaders. 

 ◽ Agile leaders don’t need to use power but to leverage the 
power of influence.
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