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      Agile Needs Leadership 
 

Leadership is important and it 
has lost nothing of its relevance   in times 
of agile or digital transformation. On the 
contrary, it continues to play an ever more 
decisive role for the success of a 
company, and in its absence, companies 
are less likely to succeed. However, and 
contrary to its presumed pre-eminence, 
we also encounter numerous recent 
examples of “leaderless organizations”.  

For instance, Orpheus Chamber 
Orchestra in New York City has been 
operating without a conductor since 1972. 
They are frequently invited to play at top 
venues like Carnegie Hall and Lincoln 
Center, and have won multiple Grammy 
awards. Everything, from the overall 
musical performance to the interpretation 
of individual pieces is consensually 
decided. This process of building 
consensus emerges anew for every 
upcoming performance (Satell, 2012). In 
March 2007, Orpheus became one of the 
first winners of the Worldwide Award for 
the most democratic workplaces 
sponsored by WorldBlu, Inc., a 
Washington, D.C.-based organization 
specializing in organizational democracy.    

 

Another example is Valve, an 
American video gaming company with 
around 400 employees and no bosses. It 
uses a system that is called anarcho-
syndicalism. Valve, manifests this after an 
endogenous process in which a self-
organized committee hires a new 
employee that can freely move around 
any of the company’s myriad of projects. 
Welcome to Flatland!  

At Valve, people don’t join 
projects because they’re told to. Instead, 
everybody decides what to work; 
employees vote on projects; strong 
projects are ones in which people can see 
demonstrated value; they staff up 
easily. Different from companies like 
Google, where people were previously 
allowed to allocate 10% or 20% of their 
working time to what they really wanted 
to do, Valve differs in that it insists on 
100% of projects of employee’s own 
choosing, trusting that order emerges. But 
Valve also constantly tests its own 
decisions Whenever there is a move into 
unknown territory, it becomes vitally 
important to question assumptions, 
unproven theories, or folk wisdom 
(Valve, 2012; Varoufakis, 2012). 

Leaders and Managers are Different 
  

There is some obvious appeal in the 
description of these companies but it also e 
vokes questions of what leaders, or 
managers, actually do and whether their 
tasks have so dramatically changed that 

their very existence should be questioned. 
Obviously, we should remember the 
difference between managers and leaders 
that Abraham Zaleznik suggested back in 
1977 (cited in Zalesnik, 2004): 
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The difference between managers and leaders lies in the conceptions they hold, deep 
in their psyches, of chaos and order. Managers embrace process, seek stability and 
control, and instinctively try to resolve problems quickly—sometimes before they fully 
understand a problem’s significance. Leaders, in contrast, tolerate chaos and lack of 
structure and are willing to delay closure in order to understand the issues more fully. 

 
 

Companies in today’s turbulent 
worlds do require leaders, more than 
managers, and certainly more than ever 
before. But these leaders need to fulfill very 
different tasks than leaders had to fulfill 
several years ago; they have to master a type 
of leadership that has recently gained 
traction under the label of ‘agile’.  

 At its core, agile leadership is the 
ability to provide guidance when required; 
to engage in reflective action; to step back 
from one’s current focus, gain a broader, 

deeper perspective, then re-focus and take 
action that is informed by this new 
perspective As leaders become more agile, 
their capacity for stepping back deepens and 
broadens, and the frequency with which they 
move though cycles of reflection and action 
increases (Joiner, 2018). Thereby, agile 
leadership significantly enhances 
effectiveness in complex, rapidly changing 
environments. It does not require permanent 
transformation, though - something that is 
often misunderstood  

 
The Agility Transformer® Model 

 

The Agility Transformer Model® introduces a broader view of agile leadership. It 
analytically distinguishes between the individual and organization level of agility and 
between ‘being’ (perception) and ‘doing’ agile (dynamics). Leadership is anchored in 
the ‘individual doing’ quadrant. The three levels, or orbits are distinguished according to 
their environmental complexity (inspired by Uhl-Bien, Russ, & McKelvey, 2007

 

• The resilient orbit matches an environment with often stable and reliable processes 
or high safety requirements.  

• The versatile orbit fits to a complicated environment, where agility is mainly 
characterized as adaptability based on experts’ knowledge within and beyond 
organizational boundaries and the capacity to choose between higher or lower 
degrees of adaptation.  

• Finally, the transformational orbit reflects a complex environment where cause-
effect relationships are missing; it requires values and behaviors that are 
characterized by playfulness, experimentation, and curiosity (Figure 1). 
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Figure 1: Leadership in the Agility Transformer® Model 
                 © Prof. Christiane Prange 

 

 

Administrative Leadership on the Resilient Orbit 

  In high-reliability environments, e.g. nuclear power 
plants, but also in mostly stable and production-
oriented businesses, administrative leadership can be 
an effective approach; it is based on traditional 
hierarchies and rational planning. Clear guidelines 
can facilitate results, and failures are attributed to 
flaws in implementation. This fundamental top-down 
orientation in leadership brings obvious advantages 
with regard to precision and accelerated decision-
making but also limited effectiveness when it comes 
to creativity and innovation (Lichtenstein et al., 
2006). This is why hierarchical societies benefit 
from the advantage of gargantuan speed in 
implementation, but suffer from a lack of grass-root 
initiated projects boosting new ideas. However, 
administrative leadership should not be mistaken to 
signal zero agility. On the contrary, it implies the 
responsibility to constantly search for process 
optimization  
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Relational Leadership on the Versatile Orbit 

Constant change in the environment can lead to 
increasing tensions and (technological) challenges. 
Leadership needs to cope with the resulting 
disturbances that stir up the organization. Rather 
than giving top-down orders, action can be required 
in every part and on every level of the organization 
from the workgroup to the boardroom - irrespective 
of hierarchical position or power status. Relational 
leadership builds on knowledge that is scattered 
around the organization. It fosters requisite variety 
through individuals as a reaction to environmental 
demands. With a lower degree of predictability, 
organizing a company as a network of experts 
increases the level of desired outcomes. For 
example, recent trends in co-creation (Grönroos, 
2011) partially shift leadership functions to 
customers who become center-stage in the design of 
products of their interest. 

 

 
 
Catalyzing Leadership on the Transformational Orbit 

If cause-effect relationships are disrupted and 
environments present unpredictable scenarios with 
seemingly unmanageable volatility, leadership is less 
determined by individual charisma, power, or 
relationships. Instead, leadership is embedded in a 
complex interplay of varying forces (Joiner & 
Josephs, 2007; Uhl-Bien, et al., 2007). It emerges 
through interactions that create patterns of future 
developments; it makes and gives sense; it creates the 
conditions for high degrees of self-organization of all 
participating members; it prepares a portfolio of 
options to apply if necessity arrives. Catalyzing 
leadership prepares for complex problem solving, 
flexibility, anticipatory and pro-active learning 
through a dedicated and inspiring vision to transform 
the company. Empirically, this agile leadership style 
is very rare as it often goes along with a change of 
culture that is difficult to achieve. 

 

 

	

	 	

	



 © AgileVentureLab, 2019         |6  

Mismatch between Environment and 
Leadership 
 
 
What happens if there is a mismatch between environmental complexity and 
leadership style? While the simplest scenario is a waste of energy and resources, 
the worst scenario leads to catastrophe or bankruptcy.  

Many companies today are caught in the enigma of change. They believe 
transformational change is the recipe despite contrary evidence. Examples from 
history show us that the ‘running mode’ as a synonym for constant and 
accelerated change can also be detrimental to the overall operation of a company. 
Like the Red Queen in Alice in Wonderland says You need to be running just to 
stand still, many companies jump on the hype of agile transformation without 
realizing that transformation comes at a cost.  

Actually, permanent transformation is unlikely to lead to a competitive advantage. 
However, being too slow and immovable can also incur major troubles (Figure 2). 
The challenge for agile transformation, and agile leadership in particular, is to 
find a delicate balance between stability and change. 
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					 Figure 2: Danger of  Over- and Under-Transformation 
 © Prof. Christiane Prange 

   

Perhaps the most important insight to remember is that requirements for agile 
leadership are context sensitive: Constantly diagnosing and reflecting on the 
level of environmental complexity, reducing or increasing the necessary degree 
of transformation, and moving between different levels of leadership will remain 
the biggest challenge. 
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About the AgileVentureLab 
 
The AgileVentureLab is a global think tank that helps companies 
survive in unpredictable and ambiguous environments. A special 
focus is on learning and mutual knowledge exchange between 
China and Europe. 
The Agility Transformer Model® is a systematic approach to 
diagnose agility across 8 dimensions and 3 orbits, based on the 
respective environment, the culture the company operates in, and 
the target outcome.  
The diagnostics has been used with numerous companies, 
nationally and internationally.  
More information can be found at www.agility-transformer.com 
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