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The Importance of Executive Involvement  
During Agile Adoption 
 

After hearing the benefits and success stories of Agile, many executives eagerly influence their 
organization to adopt this popular management framework – especially IT departments. Maybe you’ve 
heard of the executive who skimmed Jeff Sutherland’s book “The Art of Doing Twice the Work in Half 
the Time” and insisted the organization become Agile when he arrived at the office the next day. While 
the enthusiasm is admirable and Agile methods certainly live up to the hype, there are pitfalls to this 
spontaneous transition. To apply Agile effectively, an organization must fully understand what it means 
to be agile, provide a vision for the change and acknowledge the effort, dedication and discipline it takes 
to achieve that vision. 

Proceed with Caution 
In fact, without a thoughtful plan for adoption, attempts at Agile will be counterproductive. Take our 
zealous executive from above for example. His knee-jerk approach led the organization to spend more 
than $100,000 on unfocused training targeting perceived pain points while the underlying issues went 
unresolved. Furthermore, the training did not align with any long-term transformation plan to develop 
specific skill sets and roles throughout the adoption process, and additional money was spent on Agile 
coaches for pilot projects that were ill-suited for agile. Most damaging of all was the lack of leadership 
involvement and communication, which led to turmoil and angst amongst employees who 
misunderstood the transformation, interpreting it as a way for the company to ultimately reduce the 
workforce. After months of confusion and wasted time, the organization’s executives are finally starting 
to accept that they have a larger role to play in an Agile transformation. 

How Did We Get Here? 
Unfortunately, this is not an isolated scenario. Too often leaders think Agile training is for the 
development team or product management team – everyone in the organization except for them. The 
executive is too high-level and too busy to get into the details of this transformation, to learn about the 
process, to learn and adopt the servant leadership required to cultivate teams that will produce the 
gains promised by Agile frameworks. Unknowingly, they’ve become an impediment to Agile adoption 
process, usually making it impossible for the organization to achieve their goals for the transition, be it 
faster time to market, better quality products or more engaged employees. 

Executive reactions to a failing or stalled Agile transition generally distance the organization even further 
from its original vision and expected benefits. Company leaders often continue to do business as 
normal, behaving in complete contradiction to the Agile principles and values they’ve just paid to instill 
in their employees through training and coaching. They continue to simultaneously launch numerous 
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initiatives with urgent deadlines instead of focusing on the two or three of most importance. They do 
their best to start work but are disappointed when it takes a long time to complete. In an effort to 
reduce or eliminate mistakes, these executives require traditional lengthy reports and control 
mechanisms that slow Agile teams down.   

Common Misconceptions 
Many of these executive choices are made based on common misconceptions about the Agile principles 
and process. These are essentially antipatterns to Agile adoption, and our expert trainers and coaches 
witness them routinely in companies contacting us for help.  

Let’s break down each of these misconceptions: 

1. My team should be able to work faster from day one. It’s true that fully mature Agile teams can 
rapidly respond to business changes and complete work faster than teams under traditional 
management styles. However, executives fail to realize that during the first few months of the 
transition, teams will slow down instead of speed up as they learn a new process and way of 
thinking. The power of agile is realized gradually. Lisa Crispin, the co-author of “Agile Testing: A 
Practical Guide for Testers and Agile Teams,” states that it can take up to five years to achieve 
the full benefits of Agile. The good news is that throughout that period of practicing Agile, the 
organization is benefitting from continuous improvement, making each new day a better one.   

2. Agile adoption is about new project management tools. Leadership often views an Agile 
transformation as the distribution of new development and project management tools that 
allow teams to track work for each iteration. In fact, they believe that as long as their 
organization uses sprints, chunking up the work into two-week iterations, they’ve become agile. 
Adopting such a radically different framework will require more than translating requirements 
documents into user stories and changing the names of the usual meetings.  Agile is a mindset 
and a culture – leadership owns and defines it!   

3. Agile development is about getting more applications out as quickly as possible. Failing to 
focus on quality for the sake of speed is how organizations quickly rack up technical debt in the 
early parts of an Agile transformation. Leaders must understand this pitfall and influence their 
teams to build quality in at the beginning, not as an afterthought further down the value stream.   

4. Agile is only for the development teams or IT department. This is dangerous thinking for a 
framework that espouses business and IT people working together daily. The fastest way for 
Agile to fail is to fail to change functional areas and fields of practice that touch Product 
Development.  Things such as incentives, contracts, project funding, organizational structure 
and culture must change for Agile to be successful.  If they don’t change, development teams 
and the organization as a whole will struggle with adoption.   

5. A three-day Scrum Master class is all we need to make the Agile transition. Reflect on any 
major management change initiative, and you’ll know it takes more than a three-day class to 
accomplish. More likely, it takes an organization a year or more to learn the do’s and don’ts of a 
new framework or process, and leaders likely led the charge, studying the process and finding 
ways to leverage it to the organization’s best advantage. Agile mandates continuous 
improvement and continuous learning. It’s not a light switch – it takes time to develop good 
Scrum Masters that own the process and can help teams achieve their highest potential and 
strong product owners who understand how to work effectively with both teams and 
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stakeholders. Luckily, there are many Agile professionals who have been on this 
transformational journey with organizations such as yours and can provide a roadmap of 
learning, self-study and coaching to compliment the organization’s culture and goals. Agile 
Destinations Agile Transformation Roadmap is a great starting point for your transformation 
roadmap. It is customizable to your organization and is continuously being updated based on 
current trends in the Agile community.    

A Better Approach 
To avoid the pain and frustration that comes from a hasty adoption attempt, executives must 
consciously choose to champion Agile from the beginning.  

 
1. Learn what Agile really means and how it works. Agile is not anarchy where individuals 

can do whatever they want, it is an adaptive framework with a variety of sub-
frameworks or flavors that focus on different benefits. The predominate flavors of agile 
include: 

• Scrum – Focuses on creative and adaptive teamwork to solve complex problems 
• Lean development and Kanban – Focus on the continual elimination of waste, 

reducing lead times and the amount of work in process, and 
• XP – Focuses on very short iterative development and technical practices to bake 

quality into the process.  
Understanding the advantages and disadvantages of each framework while also living 
up to the Agile values and principles will provide the information they need to steer 
their teams toward a common direction while allowing them the freedom needed to 
innovate and collaborate their way to better, faster and less expensive products. 

2. Understand when Agile is and is not effective. Agile is not a panacea. In fact, when first 
starting off with Agile, it’s likely teams and executives will become discouraged at the 
number of challenges and issues that arise. The reality is, those challenges and issues 
were there before the organization started to transition, hiding in long cycle times, long 
queues and lead times. Agile utilizes short iterations (1 -4 weeks) to produce potentially 
shippable increments of product, offering a level of transparency never experienced 
before. As the picture below implies, as we experience shorter and shorter cycle times, 
impediments and challenges are exposed and allowing the organization to address them 
appropriately.  
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Additionally, understand that Agile is not just for software anymore. Agile processes 
have been used successfully in several areas outside of IT, including human resources, 
research and development, training and marketing.  For an organization to become truly 
agile and enjoy the frameworks many touted benefits, everyone involved – from the 
sales force to the legal team – should start thinking in agile terms.  

3. Use Agile practices to guide change and organizational transformation. Often, 
executives want to create a waterfall plan to manage the Agile transformation of their 
organization. This models the incorrect behavior from leaders and change agents, who 
should be using Agile to grow Agile. Create a backlog of prioritized ideas and 
experiments with the help of an Agile coach and, as an organization, only work on a few 
at a time, stopping to review and reflect on progress, making small corrections and 
adjustments to the plan. 

4. Lead by example by practicing agile at the top. Major high-level tasks, such as strategy 
development and innovation, lend themselves to the agile framework. When the 
organization’s executives form their own Agile team dedicated to learning and executing 
work in an agile fashion, they learn to speak the same language as their teams and will 
likely experience some of the same challenges. Watching executives, roll up their 
sleeves and work by the same principles is truly motivating and can quickly galvanize 
transformation efforts. Most importantly, while learning and leading by example, 
executives learn to quickly recognize and stop anti-agile behaviors before they impede 
their teams.   
 
As a bonus, executive teams will start enjoying Agile benefits. One survey showed that 
after forming their Agile Executive team, executives were able to reallocate up to 25 
percent or more of their time from managing functional silos to more collaborative 
efforts such as managing enterprise wide portfolio backlogs, creating new agile teams 
elsewhere in the organization, and systematically eliminating barriers to agile team 
success.  
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Take Systemic, a 500-person strong software company, for example. The executive team 
realized they were doing business the same old way while teams were doing things 
differently. They realized they had become a major impediment for teams improving, 
because they were relying on written reports to make dated decisions. To solve this, the 
executives formed a nine-person agile team and eliminated more than half of the 
recurring reports by using a physical board to track its actions and improvement 
experiments.   

  
5. Lead by listening. General George S. Patton Jr. famously advised leaders never to tell 

people how to do things: “Tell them what to do, and they will surprise you with their 
ingenuity.” In lieu of orders and demands, ask open ended questions to solicit ideas and 
options.  Do this and you help your organization evolve from functional silos to cross 
functional teams that look to solve problems and innovate new things. 
 

6. Manage change. An Agile transformation is a major change initiative. Failing to treat it 
as such is extremely unwise. Leaders must be present and engaged throughout the 
transformation. John Kotter the author of “Leading Change” provides eight tips for 
change management success and eight mistakes that can lead to failure: 
 

                    AVOID THIS                                                              DO THIS 

• Allowing too much complacency 
• Failure to create a sufficiently 

powerful  
guiding coalition  

• Underestimating the power of 
vision 

• Under-communicating the 
power of vision  
by 10-100X 

• Permitting obstacles to block 
the new vision 

• Failure to create short term wins 
• Declaring victory too soon 
• Neglecting to anchor changes 

firmly in the corporate culture 

• Establish a sense of urgency 
• Create a powerful guiding 

coalition 
• Develop the vision and strategy 
• Communication the vision 
• Empower employees for broad-

based action 
• Generate short term wins 
• Consolidate gains and produce 

more wins 
• Anchor new approaches in the 

culture 
 

 

The Bottom Line 
Agile transformation requires leadership, discipline and new way of thinking. The basic theory 
can be learned through a book or self-learning, but the possibilities and the realization of those 
possibilities are generated through the exploration of ideas during discussions with peers and 
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change agents in a facilitated course or workgroup. Don’t become the impediment that slows 
your teams down. Learn Agile, be Agile, lead Agile!  
 
Contact Agile Destinations to learn more about how we can help you lead your organization 
through its Agile Transformation.   
 

Next Steps 
  

Rob@Agile-Destinations.com 
 

850-630-7307 
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About Agile Destinations 
Founded in 2014 on the core belief that leaders 
and organizations strive to continuously 
improve their processes, wow their customers, 
and streamline production and operations in an 
ever increasingly demanding world.  Agile 
Destinations specializes in designing custom 
training, coaching, and consulting engagements 
to help leaders and their organizations adopt a 
culture of continuous improvement and 
implement a pragmatic Agile approach that 
achieves synergistic effects throughout the 
entire organization. 
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