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Abstract

This is a book for anyone intrigued by the complexities of digital leader-
ship that require a capability to constantly balance the routines of everyday  
business with the ability to innovate. Finding the appropriate mix  
between the dichotomy stability and flexibility has been a delicate task 
that few, if any, corporations have properly managed to overcome. Why 
is that? This conundrum becomes acute as businesses embark on digital 
transformations, an often painful venture highlighting the deficiencies of 
traditional management styles but also agile methodologies. They deliver 
results that are far below initial expectations, provide half-baked digital 
solutions where potential commercial gains are poorly captured and lev-
eraged, and, far too often, are not even identified. Mismatches between 
technologies, the man–machine (dis)connect, or organizational dysfunc-
tionality are typically identified as root causes, but beneath them lurks a 
more scathing problem: an inadequate leadership. 

And it is generally not because of a lack of technological expertise or 
poor people management that these skills are often sufficiently resourced. 
The leadership problem is, instead, of a more imperative nature, this as 
the digital transformation comes to challenge the business to its core: 
How do we provide customer value, and how do we organize ourselves in 
the most (cost-)efficient way?

In essence, it takes aim at a corporation’s raison d’être and, as such, 
goes far beyond technical solutions, corporate structure, or indeed even 
an in-depth understanding of products and markets, this as the digital 
transformation explicitly (and implicitly) transcends all of these perspec-
tives in its aspiration toward value maximization. By acknowledging these 
cojoined complexities, elements of what it is that the digital leadership 
requires can be formulated, namely, a holistic approach capable of incor-
porating them, facilitated by a cognitive capacity that can craft commer-
cially viable products and services.

But in the age of the specialists that are drilling down in ever more 
granular minutiae, do there even exist generalists equipped with this ho-
listic mindset, and, if so, what do they look like?



To start with, there are role models that provide inspiration and are 
worth looking at, but these bring us back a few hundred years in time. 
Enter the Renaissance Man.

Keywords

agile; change management; collective intelligence; creativity; digital 
leadership; digital transformations; innovation; project management; 
renaissance man
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Introduction

Technology alone is not enough. It’s technology married with the 
liberal arts, married with the humanities, that yields us the results 
that make our hearts sing.

—Steve Jobs, iconic digital leader (1955 to 2011)

The world is in the midst of a digital transformation that is transcending 
all industries. It is highlighted by two emerging trends that businesses are 
forced to adhere to:

• All firms are now technology firms, whether they acknowledge it or 
not. This is because upgrades and advances in business models rest 
on digital solutions, mainly software applications, either developed 
in-house or third-party tools, customized for bespoke value-added 
products and services.

• There is a reduced reliance on quantity of employees in favor of 
finding, grooming, and retaining quality employees. These typically 
come with a high level of technological competence, in addition to 
specific domain expertise. Deploying large numbers of employees 
to deal with a business challenge is no longer a viable solution, but 
rather seeking out the extraordinary man–machine connect. This 
is an effect of machines now starting to outmatch large segments 
of the work force. To fully benefit from these developments, a 
drastically altered organizational arrangement with a different type 
of leadership is required.

As a consequence of this changing landscape, most firms are now finding 
themselves in the proverbial Darwinian survival mode. It is a situation 
triggered by many factors incidentally acting in concert: fickle customer 
demands, increased automation at all levels of the organization to push 
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down costs, and growing complexity from operating in fragmented 
markets defined by differing regulations and heightened political risks. 
It looks quite like a race to the bottom, with the winner only tempo-
rarily taking it all, or at least most of it. But with the low barriers to 
technical innovation, this dominance is often of a fluid character, and 
so this race is set to recur over and over again. The assumed longevity 
of premium branding and customer loyalty is quickly becoming obso-
lete. In this highly dynamic setting, where change in its many aspects 
overwhelms all commercial activities, and that too at an accelerating 
rate, what tools do we have at our disposal to handle and tame it to our 
advantage? Well, agile is currently the buzzword that businesses across 
industries and geographies hang on to. That agile saw its genesis in the 
software industry was not by chance. The long development cycles, as 
prescribed by traditional project management methods, led to deliv-
erables that were often already technically antiquated and way off the 
mark in terms of functionality at the time of sign-off and deployment. 
Something more flexible was needed in order to be able to incorporate 
the ongoing demands for change from customers and increased techni-
cal complexity and innovation, features reflecting an industry that was 
in a constant state of flux. To solve this conundrum, the agile philoso-
phy took aim at two key principles:

• Keep bureaucracy at a minimum by, as far as possible, eliminating 
formal process and protocol, and

• Break down hierarchies and flatten the organization with a focus 
on concentrated cross-functional teamwork, which can include the 
end users, empowered with executive decision-making power.

Although straightforward, agile practices keep everyone on their toes. 
Daily sprints ensure that no slackers need apply and that everyone is held 
accountable for their productivity. Thus, they are highly demanding yet 
well endowed if properly performed. Numerous testimonies agree on how 
products have come to much more closely reflect the customers’ actual 
needs and are delivered in a notably faster and more labor-efficient man-
ner. Agile, in its many variations, is therefore now an acclaimed project 
management standard. But like previous popular project- and strategic 
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management concepts that eventually faded into oblivion, is the same fate 
also awaiting the agile framework?

The author argues that it appears to be different this time. The 
popularity of agile has given it a longevity that has by far extended 
that of some of its predecessors, such as Six Sigma, Just in Time, and 
Balanced Scorecards. Agile, or rather the agile mindset, is here to stay 
simply because the conditions that brought it forth in the first place, 
including fast-paced change, have now become the milieu for almost all 
industries. It is something they will have to adjust to for the foreseeable 
future, and agile is by far the best tool we have at our disposal to handle 
it. But agile has limitations, and there are still missing components. 
The cross-functional teams, with their wide variety of perspectives, are 
requiring a new type of leadership, namely, a generalist leader, an indi-
vidual well versed in all relevant knowledge domains, not only technol-
ogy. It is someone able to comprehend a digital transformation in all 
its facets and to ensure that potential commercial exploits can be fully 
capitalized on. Indeed, a very different managerial proposition than the 
currently preferred specialist manager, who is still being touted in busi-
ness education. In essence, it is a leadership style with roots reaching 
back to medieval times, and we are seeing the return of the illustrious 
Renaissance Man.

Agile, given its flexible attributes, is extending beyond project man-
agement to include business development, and, more recently, an agile 
organizational template is seeking to find its form. But will it work? The 
publicized success stories of triumphant and superior agile organizations 
have appeared suspiciously few and far between. It certainly does not tally 
with agile consultants’ tall claims of its perceived advantages. Somehow, 
it appears difficult to fully endorse agile, and a certain amount of bu-
reaucracy and procrastination in decision-making and execution appears 
inevitable for big corporations. It is possibly the result of an inherent con-
dition in all forms of human collectives that we keep falling back on de-
spite efforts to circumvent these traits. Aspiring to do considerably more 
with less is an amicable proposition, but by its very nature, it implicitly 
seeks to eliminate a lot of corporate bureaucracy that is occupied by the 
middle management cadre. This poses a grave threat to the career man 
who is considered the backbone of many corporations. It has become a 



battle between governing philosophies that is now being fought in many 
corporate boardrooms, and the short-term outcome is far from certain. 
One thing appears clear, however: Agile is here to stay, but in what forms 
and at what organizational layers are questions that remain unanswered. 
So if agile is unable to go all the way, are there alternatives and should they 
be considered? Perhaps the concept of collective intelligence can augment 
initiatives to embrace both innovation and the digital transformation of 
a corporation.

The vast scale and enormous magnitude of this digital transforma-
tion paradigm shift that is now unraveling is not only changing work 
and management structures in the commercial world but will also affect 
society as a whole. Can the acclaimed benefits that have been reaped at 
the corporate and industry levels also materialize at the societal level? Are 
we standing on the threshold of a beautiful new world enabled by digital 
technologies, or are there unforeseen consequences that mean that we 
have inadvertently been nurturing a Frankenstein’s monster about to be 
unleashed?

This book consists of five chapters:

Chapter 1: The Accelerating  
Pace of Change

The economic circumstances have, over the last century, progressed 
dramatically—from Henry Ford’s assembly line principles with stan-
dardized products offered to potential customers, who simply had to 
accept what was on display, to the current highly individualized expres-
sions of consumerism. This trend is now advancing further through the 
digital economy. Global brands have come to realize that purchasing 
preferences are capricious and that relying on consumer loyalty, based on 
a previous glorious past, is at their own peril. The pace of technological 
innovations interchangeably interacts with market demands, feeding off 
each other in symbiosis. Any corporation unwilling to adopt and em-
brace this reality will soon find itself sharing the destiny of the dinosaurs, 
a fate that no slick marketing campaign can rescue it from. However, the 
forces of change from customers as well as a combination of economic, 
political, regulatory, technical and even cultural trends has created a 
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mosaic of complexities that are now eclipsing all industries. It obligates 
them, both explicitly and implicitly, to an Agilian approach that only 
perhaps will enable them to remain competitive. It is beginning to dawn 
on most executives that the sense of being in control is nowadays merely 
a hazy illusion.

Chapter 2: Agile and then Some More Agile

That the agile framework was first adopted in the software industry was 
evolutionary, because frequent change requests had become a way of 
life for them. Eventually, they had to respond to the volatile environ-
ment. Hence, the advent of the Agile Manifesto. Although change was 
also accelerating in other industries, it was fitting that it took off in 
software development, because it was a relatively new industry where 
cultural institutions and folklore had not yet firmly formed and risked 
stagnating business practices. The positive impacts of applying agile 
methodologies on project works have been well documented, but are its 
principles also applicable at the organizational level? With markets in 
constant change in terms of new goods and services being introduced, 
and others becoming outdated at an unprecedented pace, the answer 
is assumed to be an affirmative. However, its success at the micro level 
has by and large failed to materialize at the macro level. Transforming 
a whole corporation to live and breathe by the agile ethos has proven 
difficult, and in most cases too difficult. Although there is no dearth of 
corporates claiming to be agile throughout, a closer look reveals that 
many employees, and indeed whole functions, are often only paying lip 
service. They still do things just the way they have always been doing 
them. Why has agile proven so hard to implement outside the IT func-
tion? Is it a lack of tangible deliverables and measurable metrics that 
makes it difficult to practically implement? Or is there a clash between 
the personality types thriving in bureaucracies and the philosophy that 
underpins agile? A hard-earned insight into many practitioners is that 
regardless of exquisitely drafted strategies, the success of agile rests on 
its employees’ capabilities and willingness to truly embrace and live by 
its principles. This is something that has proven easier said than done, 
because it is commonly acknowledged to be an intense and demanding 
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form of working, and clearly not suitable for everyone. Most business 
executives and psychologists do agree that it is more about mindset than 
about understanding the framework, which itself is fairly uncompli-
cated. This brings agile’s most contentious issue to the forefront: Can 
this mindset be taught or is there an innate agile personality?

Chapter 3: The Innovating Organization

There is a growing acceptance that agile will work for some part of the 
organization, but really not at all for others. A broad-brush delineation 
can be made between bureaucratic functions focused on control and en-
suring compliance with various regulations on one side. These are defined 
by stability and conformity, and a general risk-averse attitude is the pre-
ferred personal skill set sought after, something to which agile can do 
little and can actually be detrimental. On the other side, business units 
are operating in turbulent environments where embracing calculated risks 
and developing commercial ventures through innovation are decisive for 
success. Here, agile has proven to be an important tool to accommodate 
these creative aspirations and leverage the opportunities that might arise. 
The ability to innovate has come to be one of the key defining success 
factors in the digital economy, but can it be facilitated? What organiza-
tional form is most suited to optimizing the arrangement of employees’ 
creative abilities and competencies? The innovating organization strikes 
at the very core of the digital age, and corporations able to incorporate 
its features in their day-to-day operations will lead rather than follow, an 
enormous advantage in unpredictable consumer markets.

Chapter 4: The Renaissance Man

As businesses embark on digital transformations, it often becomes appar-
ent that the traditional management styles are not performing satisfac-
torily, delivering results that are far below initial expectations, providing 
half-baked digital solutions where potential commercial gains are poorly 
captured and leveraged and far too often not even identified. Mismatches 
between technologies, the man–machine (dis-)connect, or organizational 
dysfunctionality are typically identified as root causes, but beneath them 
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lurks a more scathing problem: an inadequate leadership. This inadequacy 
rests on a lack of holistic insights backed by well-rounded skills and sets of 
knowledge that are required to understand all aspects of a digital transfor-
mation, including the stakeholders concerned—employees and custom-
ers. What is required to meet these challenges is a modern take of the 
Renaissance Man.

Chapter 5: A Beautiful New World?

The ongoing digital transformations are all-encompassing in that they are 
disrupting all industries in all geographies, and governmental agencies 
and bureaucracies are no exceptions. But what is the cumulative impact 
on society at large? Are we experiencing a bottom-up revolution? Is it a 
leap into the unknown with unfolding and little known consequences for 
education, the labor market, and the welfare system; and what about de-
mographics? And can it also extend to politics? Are we set for an unavoid-
able conflict between top-down authoritarian governing models and the 
digital transformations that, by design, seek to break down hierarchies?
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CHAPTER 1

The Accelerating 
Pace of Change

Change before you have to.
—Jack Welch,  

American business leader (1935 to 2020)

With Industrialization Came Standardization

For the industrialization phase, commencing in the later part of the 
19th century, to at all take off, mass production enabled by standard-
ization was a necessity. It was accompanied by polished marketing 
campaigns (for the time) that titillated the demand for products that 
consumers often did not know existed or that they actually had any 
genuine need for. It was an enormous success, fueling economic growth 
that provided purchasing power to both a spiraling working class and 
an emerging middle class, rising from hordes of farm hands and kitchen 
maids. It was the first time in history really that the plebeians of so-
ciety could so drastically improve their lives, materially at least. The 
man behind the managerial principles that came to form so much of 
the industrial era was the American engineer Frederick Winslow Taylor  
(1856 to 1915), the key tenets outlined in his book The Principles of 
Scientific Management from 1911. The book succinctly summed up the 
breakthrough insights that would optimize labor productivity using 
Taylor’s scientific method and came to dominate industrial think-
ing for much of the century. His method allowed for unprecedented  
effectiveness and efficiency, as it took aim at mass production and qual-
ity control organized through hierarchy and specialization. It was the 
American industrialist Henry Ford (1863 to 1947) who perfected mass 
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production by applying the assembly-line principle on car manufac-
turing. Corporations were aptly depicted as mechanical systems, with 
employees being small cogs in a big wheel. Workers, as much as the 
consumers, were easily replaceable; hence, the era of industrialism saw 
numerous clashes between labor unions and employers to establish what 
minimum worker’s rights should include. The assembly-line principles 
were adapted by most industries, albeit in various degrees, with stan-
dardization becoming the zeitgeist extending also into art and archi-
tecture. The streamlined Art Deco and Bauhaus replaced the pre-World 
War I free-wielding school of Art Nouveau. In all, there was little room 
allowed for individuality; basically it was a “one-size-fits-all” culture, 
famously highlighted in Ford’s car selling slogan “chose any color you like 
as long as it is black.” The murkier aspects of this standardization mania 
were found in politics and notably both socialism and fascism sought to 
eliminate all traits of individualism and create the political mass man. 
In a bizarre manner, it somehow complemented capitalism’s commercial 
mass man. In the end, it came with disastrous consequences for any-
one falling outside the norms of political standardization. It found its 
ultimate sinister expressions in the concentration camps of World War 
II, as well as Soviet and Chinese communism’s gulags, genocides which 
have left deep scars on the human soul that have remained till date. 
This was truly assembly-line murder factories working in overdrive, at-
tempting to eradicate all tendencies that deviated from the ideal man 
template, not only physically but also in terms of political inclinations, 
and implicitly their consumer tastes and preferences. After World War 
II, with the horrors of collectivism being fully exposed, the consumers 
in the free world started to prioritize individual choices and preferences 
ahead of standardized products. Trend-sensitive corporations quickly 
adjusted themselves by starting to offer a wide variety of goods and 
services that defined the consumerism frenzy of the 1950s and 1960s. 
Although the managerial and organizational principles of Taylorism 
largely remained, over time it would prove incompatible to match the 
demand of such erratic consumers. The early 1950s saw a new industrial 
revolution commencing with the birth of a product that would herald 
the change to come—computers.1,2
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The Advent of Agile

The software development life cycle at the early days of the computer 
industry typically followed rigid project steps that it rarely deviated from. 
These include the following:

• the collation and gathering of requirements;
• the functional design phase of the software;
• the testing and verification of functionality;
• deployment; and finally
• the maintenance of the software.

Every step of the project life cycle had to be completed and approved 
before the ensuing phase could commence. If it was discovered that 
some changes were needed, the entire project had to revert to the 
initial step, and the cycle had to be redone and reapproved. It goes 
without saying that this project methodology was exceptionally cum-
bersome, inflexible, and end heavy in terms of deliverables. Users 
would typically have to wait for years to see the final product. It came 
to be labeled the waterfall methodology, reflecting the strict step-by-
step approach. It had its origin in engineering and was adequate for its 
time, as technological innovations and upgrades that triggered change 
requests were relatively rare. But, from the late 1970s onward, soft-
ware applications were starting to become more complicated. The first 
personal computers had become available and introduced to house-
holds and workplaces. Developers started to realize the limitations of 
the waterfall project methodology, and its iterative steps slowed down 
the software development considerably. More and more change re-
quests were appearing throughout the project cycle, which were driven 
by the rapid advancement of technological innovations and demand 
for new functionality from the end-users. By the early 1990s, software 
development teams started to feel overwhelmed, having trouble keep-
ing up with all the changes coming through. It came to be known as 
the application delivery lag. Experts in the industry estimated that 
the average time between a validated business need and the requested 
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application being tested and launched for deployment was about three 
years. Within that time frame, functionality, systems, and even entire 
industries were likely to have undergone changes, sometimes dramati-
cally so. A lot of software were in fact already antiquated by the time 
of being introduced to their intended users. The verdict was out; the 
waterfall project methodology could not adequately adapt to the in-
creased pace and the complexity of the change requests. It simply was 
not designed to deliver applications fast enough or respond effectively 
to the required changes that arose throughout the projects. But the 
waterfall methodology was deeply rooted in many practitioners’ men-
tality, living by the devise; that the more time you spent planning, 
the less time you spend writing code, and the better that code would 
be. It was a hallmark of the reigning engineering ethos, deliberately 
process- and documentation heavy, where the emphasis was put on 
meticulous planning, which made a lot of sense for the construction 
business. But the challenges that software engineers and programmers 
now were facing had started to deviate considerably from the require-
ments of building roads and houses. Software projects no longer had 
its previous stability in terms of requirements and they had to be con-
cluded a lot quicker than the previous years-long durations. To this 
came the insight that the requirements of what the software appli-
cations were supposed to be doing were never that exact versus the 
requirements of constructing a bridge or similar. There was always a 
bit of guesswork involved, and that by default meant that as the proj-
ect proceeded some change requirements were inevitable. Typically, 
end-users could approximate the workflows, but it was never a precise 
model of the real world. The programmers were at times forced to 
second guess what to automate and how the applications really should 
work, and of course there were bound to be discrepancies.3,4 Hence, 
the programmer community began exploring new ways to approach 
software development. In the 1990s, a group of thought leaders de-
veloped a project management methodology that was more adapted to 
quickly react and respond to both change requests and technological 
upgrades. Various variations dawned, and in the early 2000s, the con-
cept of agile software development was borne to describe the flexible 
nature of the development cycle. The pressures coming from a steady 
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stream of technological innovations and the increased pace of change 
requests were now seen not only in the software business but also in 
many other industries, such as automotive and aerospace manufactur-
ing. They started to consider this alternative approach, as, for instance, 
the design time of a new car was cut almost in half in the 1990s, com-
pared to the previous duration of six years; a quicker way of getting 
things done was necessary. In 2001, at a meeting in the resort town 
of Snowbird, Utah, some leading software practitioners published the 
Manifesto for Agile Software Development.5 The gist of the agile meth-
odology is to enable project teams to quickly build working software 
and get it into the hands of end-users. Rapid feedback and a willing-
ness to change have turned out to be key success factors. Little is set 
in stone at the beginning of the project, so if the project team is not 
entirely sure of the user needs, they first deliver an approximation and 
then collect feedback, making adjustments accordingly. The pioneers 
of agile gave some guiding tenets:

• Individuals and interactions precede processes and tools;
• Focus on building software over comprehensive documentation;
• Prioritize customer collaboration over contract negotiation, and;
• Quickly respond to change over following a plan.6

Most agile methods break the product development work into small 
increments that minimize the preplanning phase of the project. The 
work of the agile teams is assessed in regular meetings called daily 
sprints. These are accumulated into relatively short time frames, or 
timeboxes, that typically last from one to four weeks. They involve a 
cross-functional team covering all key functions: planning, analysis, 
design, coding, unit testing, and acceptance testing. At the end of each 
of these sprint periods, a minimum viable product (MVP) is presented 
to the stakeholders. This approach effectively reduces the overall proj-
ect risk and allows the product development team to respond quickly 
to any required changes. A sprint might not add enough functional-
ity to merit a formal release, but the objective is to have the afore-
mentioned MVP available with hopefully few, if any, bugs. Typically, 
multiple sprints are required to release a software application, or new 
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features. To ensure that the emphasis is on getting things done, the 
delivery of functioning software is the primary performance metric. 
It has proved to work particularly well for complex software as well as 
product development projects that hold dynamic and nondeterminis-
tic characteristics.7,8

So, what are then the main differences between the agile project method-
ology and the waterfall project methodology? Basically, the agile approach 
breaks down the project by creating several smaller deliverables that 
come to form the envisaged product, and which are likely to differ, 
sometimes considerably so, than what was initially expected. In the wa-
terfall model, the deliverables are exactly planned at the onset of the 
project with the expectation of few deviations. The testing of the soft-
ware is a separate step that follows the development step, whereas in 
agile, the coding and testing are completed in the same sprint. There-
fore, the project setup has to adjust to the product rather than vice 
versa.9 Summarizing all these insights, The Agile Manifesto included  
12 principles:

1. Deliver customer satisfaction by delivering valuable software continuously.
2. Always accept change of requirements no matter how early or late 

in the project.
3. Deliver software that works within a shorter timescale.
4. Both developers and business professionals must work closely  

together daily throughout the duration of the project.
5. Information is best transferred between parties in face-to-face conversations.
6. Motivate people to build a project by creating an environment of 

appreciation, trust, and empowerment.
7. Working software is the key measure of progress.
8. The agile process promotes sustainable development.
9. Continuous attention to excellence and quality in technical develop-

ment and design boosts the agility.
10. Simplicity is a vital part of effective agile management.
11. Self-organized teams produce the best architecture, requirements, 

and design.
12. Teams should reflect through inspection and adaptation to be more 

effective.10
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However, since the launch of agile, certain criticisms have emerged:

• Despite its intentions, it has often proven to be more developer- 
centric rather than user-centric.

• The transition from waterfall methods to agile is challenging, as 
employees can fail to adapt to the new mindset required.

• It focuses more on the (functional) requirements and code devel-
opment rather than on product design, which sometimes needs a 
holistic approach. It happens typically when developing large-scale 
complex products, such as airplanes and spacecraft.

• Agile methodologies are sometimes incompatible in large orga-
nizations, as they are being prevented from true deployment due 
to heavy bureaucracy and vested interests that seek to uphold the 
status quo not approving of the method’s flexible arrangements.11

Agile methodologies will generally fail to work, not due to faulty imple-
mentation of the framework itself, which by any standard is rather sim-
plistic, but through a lack of stakeholder commitment. The corporations’ 
collective mindset, including key decision-makers, both formal and infor-
mal, may only pay lip service when endorsing the agile philosophy. This 
as they come to the realization that they are not capable or willing to live 
by it. A lack of support from executives means that agile methodologies 
are often implemented bottom-up by true enthusiasts and then confined 
only to development teams, possibly extending elsewhere in the IT de-
partment but rarely beyond that. Herein lies an accountability problem 
in large organizations, as if only small teams or functions adhere to it, its 
work practices will often come in conflict with other managerial and or-
ganizational models. Given the high intensity and focus that agile sprints 
demand, team members can then not spend the required time to meet 
their objectives, by being engaged in various aspects of the corporate bu-
reaucracy. Key insights to a successful agile implementation highlight the 
need for capable individuals across different disciplines that can quickly 
act on change requests, and this in a nonhierarchical management style. 
While tools and processes are important, more important still is to have 
the right mindset to handle all these changes that can be expected and 
also proactively generated. Whether there is an agile mindset, perhaps 
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innate, is a critical question that will be discussed in a later chapter.12 In 
practice though and particularly in larger corporations, hybrid models 
combining elements of agile and waterfall are often deployed, making 
projects more document- and preplanning-heavy than what the pure agile 
methodology prescribes.13

Scrum

Originating from the overarching agile framework are several subsets, out 
of which one of the most popular is scrum. The term is borrowed from the 
sport of rugby, where players with different roles come together in team col-
laboration to restart a halted game seeking to gain control over the ball. The 
scrum methodology is backed by a quite extensive body of research that has 
shown that the ‘best’ results occur when small project teams are allowed to 
self-organize and operate against objectives to which they have the freedom 
to decide way forward, this rather than being given specific assignments and 
micro-managed. Scrum techniques have been calibrated for small teams, 
typically no more than nine project members. The edifice of scrum rests on 
three pillars, namely transparency, inspection, and adaptation, which allows 
it to respond to feedback timely. These three pillars require trust and open-
ness in the team, which the following five values of scrum seek to promote:

1. Commitment: Team members individually commit to achieving their 
team goals, each and every sprint.

2. Courage: Team members know they have the courage to work through 
conflict and challenges together so that they can do the right thing.

3. Focus: Team members focus exclusively on their team goals and the 
sprint backlog; there should be no work done other than through 
their backlog.

4. Openness: Team members and their stakeholders agree to be trans-
parent about their work and any challenges they face.

5. Respect: Team members respect each other to be technically capable 
and to work with good intent.14

The project work is broken down into sprints, no longer than one month 
in duration, and its progress is tracked in daily stand-up meetings, called 
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daily scrums (typically around 15 minutes). During the daily scrum, each 
team member is expected to be prepared to respond to three questions:

• What did I complete yesterday that contributed to the team meet-
ing our sprint goal?

• What do I plan to complete today to contribute to the team meet-
ing our sprint goal?

• Do I see any impediment that could prevent me or the team from 
meeting our sprint goal?

Through these ongoing scrums, the project team should be able to iden-
tify early on if and when their work starts to deviate and needs to be 
steered back on path to keep the progression going.15,16 One of the key 
scrum tools is the product backlog, which is a model of the work to be 
done and includes an ordered list of the product requirements. User sto-
ries are deployed, which being only a couple of sentences long aim to 
capture a description of a software feature from the end-user perspective. 
This is done by highlighting the type of user, what they want and why, 
seeking to create a simplified description of a requirement.17 There are 
three key roles in a scrum project that differ from the traditional project 
management setup: product owner, scrum master, and team members. 
The product owner oversees all the business requirements to ensure the 
right product functionalities are being built and executed correctly. The 
product owner is required to be able to prioritize and negotiate change re-
quests, maintain good working relations with the project team and stake-
holders, and ultimately have both the authority and integrity to make 
decisions about the project. The role is critical as it represents the busi-
ness, typically also the customers, and the functionality they seek, some-
thing that requires intense interaction with the development team. But in 
real life, it often happens that the product owners cannot dedicate enough 
time, as they often are far too busy focusing on their business activities, 
whether that be sales, business development, or serving clients. Similarly, 
the team members can be drawn into other engagements, such as having 
to involve in unplanned RAD (rapid application development) activities 
or software support and maintenance. This lack of allocating sufficient 
time is one of the main sources of failure in scrum projects.
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The scrum master’s role is more of a coach rather than project man-
ager, helping the project team work effectively together in accordance 
with the scrum principles. It is very much a hands-on role where the 
scrum master helps the team by removing anything that can impair per-
formance, facilitates meetings, keeps tab on progress, and is in charge 
of handling general problem-solving but typically does not have people 
management responsibilities. In short, the scrum master is expected to 
be an expert on the scrum framework and the various tools deployed. 
The scrum master ultimately acts as a buffer between the team and any 
distracting influences. It is a role that can coexist side by side with the 
project manager who is in charge of project scope, cost, personnel, risk 
management, and other typical project manager responsibilities.

One of the most important roles beyond the educational aspect, and 
one of the well-documented key success factors of the scrum methodology, 
is the promotion of self-organization and cross-functionality within the 
project team. The team members themselves are expected to be empowered 
to lead this effort, with the scrum master’s role solely being of an advisory 
nature. It is also one of the most sensitive points, as it challenges, and some-
times confronts, existing career hierarchies. So, finding a workable synergy 
between product owner, scrum master, and team members is a decisive fac-
tor that comes to determine much of a scrum project’s success.18,19

Some of the limitations of the scrum methodology have been found 
to be as follows:

• Problems can arise when the team cannot physically sit together 
and/or are only involved part-time, having to simultaneously 
manage competing tasks. Scrum advocates close an ongoing inter-
action, as that enables the perceived “sum is more than the com-
ponents” effect.

• If team members lack well-rounded skills and are merely highly 
specialized in single-domain expertise areas, the cross-functional 
self-organizing effect might not arise as disparate jargons and nar-
ratives hinder connectivity.

• Products with many external dependencies. The scrum methodol-
ogy rests on dividing product developments into short sprints, out 
of which some might come with plenty of external dependencies, 
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such as user acceptance testing or coordination with other teams. 
These can lead to delays and the failure of individual sprints, put-
ting the whole project at risk.

• Products that are mature, or legacy, needing an upgrade, or have 
required regulated quality controls are less suitable, as in scrum, 
product increments should be fully developed and tested in a 
single sprint. Products that need large amounts of safety testing 
or similar, such as medical devices, components for airplanes, or 
nuclear power plants, for each release are therefore better suited for 
the waterfall methodology.20

AN OVERVIEW OF THE SCRUM FRAMEWORK
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Figure 1.1 A graphical depiction of the scrum framework with its 
workflow and key tools

How Change Became the Only Constant

The old platitude that change is the only constant has now become a 
worrisome fact that most businesses have to adjust to. Resting on old 
laurels and expecting customer loyalty have come to prove to be a pro-
verbial death trap. Companies such as Blockbuster and Kodak are stark 
reminders of the fate that awaits corporates that are dominated by inertia 
and ignorance. It is becoming evident to most executives that they must 
learn to live with this uncertainty and find a framework that allows their 
businesses to embrace and thrive on it, or at least not be succumbed by it.
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But How Did We Get to This Point?

We have come a long way since the industrial era and standardization of 
products offered with a “take it or leave it” approach. Consumerism in 
the digital economy is instead focused on individualization of goods and 
services to an extent never seen before, all underpinned by an accelerat-
ing pace of technical innovation. This is putting corporations under an 
enormous pressure to at all times make sure that their offerings are allur-
ing and competitively priced. Marketing campaigns can now only do so 
much to rescue a dying brand whose products have become outdated, 
being a thing of the past with potentially only nostalgic value. And it is 
quickly moving beyond just manufacturing; the high-end service sector 
that up till recently had been little impacted by automation and digitali-
zation efforts is now being hit with full force. What all this is adding up 
to are that corporations and employees alike will have to learn how to live 
in volatile markets. They must, in the true sense of the word, become agile 
to survive so that they quickly can respond and adapt to an evolving busi-
ness environment. It means, to always be ready to deliver greater value in  
every area of the organization and hopefully reap the commercial ben-
efits rather than face extinction. If customers cannot get the products and 
services they expect, they will simply go somewhere else; it is only a click 
away. Customers rightfully demand and expect that businesses will be 
able to rapidly change in order to meet their needs. Being big is no longer 
beautiful in many industries, in fact smaller players and start-ups often 
benefit from not having built up costly bureaucracies. This as scaling up 
not so much any longer depends on expanding manpower, as digitaliza-
tion efforts by-and-large can easily produce more volume.

The agile methodology has proven from the project management per-
spective to provide a capable framework to deal with change. Might it 
also be applicable at the organizational level?
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