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Abstract 


This thesis examines challenges the adoption of agility in public sector organizations creates, as well 
 as how these can be overcome. In academia, agility has predominantly been studied in the context of 
 the  private  sector.  The  public  sector,  which  is,  however,  subject  to  comparable  pressures  of  an 
 external environment characterized by volatility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity (VUCA) 
 has been greatly neglected with regards to this organizational paradigm. Studies within the sparse 
 research field emphasize the barriers an agilization (i.e. the change towards agility) bears and question 
 its feasibility. Therefore, the dual purpose of this thesis is to advance literature on agility in the public 
 sector and to challenge the notion that public sector organizations cannot become agile. Focusing on 
 the German public sector as an empirical setting, I conduct in-depth interviews with practitioners and 
 consultants. Based on a grounded theory approach, I confirm the relevance of agility for public sector 
 organizations and identify challenges – stemming from both the public sector’s system architecture 
 and employees’ socialization – which impede agilization efforts. To address these challenges, I derive 
 respective measures and develop a constructive approach on how the proposed changes should be 
 implemented and how public sector organizations can become more agile. 


Keywords:   Agility, Public Sector Organization, Public Sector Change, Constructive Approach 
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1. Introduction 


In this chapter, I present the contextual background of this thesis. Thereafter, I explain its underlying 
 research purpose and introduce the research questions that I will address. Last, I provide an overview 
 of how this thesis is structured. 



1.1 Contextual Background 


The increasingly digitalized and globalized environment of the 21st century is commonly described 
 as VUCA – that is, volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (Bennett & Lemoine, 2014; Horney, 
 Pasmore, & O’Shea, 2010). To compete and survive in a VUCA environment, agility is a strategic 
 solution, numerous organizations have adopted or are striving towards. While no coherent definition 
 of  agility  exists  and  the  concept  continues  to  evolve,  it  can  be  broadly  described  as  an  ability  to 
 quickly react to changes and to proactively encounter uncertainties by closely collaborating internally 
 as  well  as  with  customers  and  third-party  actors  (van  Oosterhout,  Waarts,  van  Heck,  &  van 
 Hillegersberg, 2006). 


Fundamental elements of agility can be traced back to organizational system theories from the 1950s 
 (Parsons, 1979). The concept gained, however, momentum 40 years later, when the manufacturing 
 domain embraced agility as a mean to enhance companies’ competitiveness (Nagel & Dove, 1991). 


In  the  early  2000s,  agile  methods  were  then  established  and  spread  in  the  software  development 
 industry  (Beck  et  al.,  2001).  Later,  agile  principles  obtained  increasing  attention  from  other 
 disciplines, resulting first, in the transfer of agile project management methods to the business world 
 and shortly after, in the elevation of agility from a team to an organizational level (Gloger, 2017; 


Moran, 2015). Over the past years, agility has, thereby, become a buzzword many corporations aim 
to  be  associated  with,  a  lucrative  business  model  for  consulting  firms  supporting  agile 
transformations, and a popular research topic (Figure 1). 



(10)Figure 1. Worldwide Searches for ‘Agile’ on Google.com 2004-2020 


Note. 100 indicates point of maximum interest, all other values are calculated in relation to the maximum (Google 
 Trends, 2020). 


Nevertheless, little focus is put on agility in the realm of public sector organizations and in academia 
 the topic remains an underdeveloped field of research. Since the public sector is exposed to similar 
 external  developments  and  pressures  as  the  private  sector,  it  may  be  assumed  that  agility  is  also 
 relevant for public sector organizations. And indeed, the majority of studies that do exist within this 
 research area confirm that public sector organizations are ill-equipped to deal with the frequent and 
 unpredictable  changes  of  the  21st  century  (Dahmardeh  &  Pourshahabi,  2011;  Liang,  Kuusisto,  & 


Kuusisto, 2018). Therefore, they are in need of enhancing their adaptability and flexibility. 


Studies predominantly focus on the agile execution of information and communication technology 
 (ICT) projects in the public sector (Nuottila, Aaltonen, & Kujala, 2016; Ribeiro & Domingues, 2018; 


Soe & Drechsler, 2018), and find that such projects can be a first place to implement agile methods, 
 as well as to trigger an organizational transformation towards agility (Mergel, 2016; Organization for 
 Economic  Co-operation  and  Development  (OECD),  2015).  While  transformation  models  of 
 organizational agility for the public sector have been proposed (Liang et al., 2018; Mergel, 2016; 


Shah & Stephens, 2005), constructive approaches are still largely missing in the literature. Numerous 
 scholars  stress  that  the  peculiarities  of  the  public  sector’s  current  setup,  namely  its  bureaucratic 
 processes,  policies,  hierarchical  structures,  as  well  as  organizational  culture  constitute  barriers  to 
 agility, such that the feasibility of a transformation towards greater agility is questioned (Mergel, 
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(11)Gong, & Bertot, 2018; Walsh, Bryson, & Lonti, 2002). More specifically, it is commonly argued that 
 the public sector is too bureaucratic, rigid, hierarchical and slow, compared to the private sector, to 
 become agile. 



1.2 Problematization and Research Purpose 


Shah and Stephens (2005) fittingly comment that “the topic of agility in government may seem at 
 first like an oxymoron, but that is exactly what must occur for governments to continue to meet the 
 dynamic needs of its citizens” (p. 295). Due to this apparent need, I set out to challenge the notion 
 that the public sector’s unique peculiarities prohibit the change towards organizational agility and 
 explore  possibilities  for  public  sector  organizations  to  become  more  agile,  despite  the  identified 
 challenges. For this purpose, I address the following two research questions: 


1.  Why is agility only being timidly adopted in public sector organizations? 


2.  How can public sector organizations become agile despite potential challenges and barriers? 


To provide answers to these research questions, this thesis is designed as an exploratory qualitative 
 study.  I  conduct  in-depth  interviews  with  experts  of  a  management  consulting  firm  who  have 
 consulted  public  sector  organizations  on  topics  of  agility,  and  practitioners  working  in  various 
 organizations  of  the  German  public  sector.  Since  ICT  projects  can  function  as  a  trigger  for  the 
 transformation  towards  organizational  agility  (Mergel,  2016),  I  focus  on  interviewees  who  have 
 implemented or are carrying out digitalization projects in public sector organizations. 


Germany’s public sector provides an interesting research setting as it is considered to have a highly 
 bureaucratic administrative culture which was only modestly reformed over the past decades and has 
 been  little  exposed  to  managerial  theories  originating  from  the  private  sector  (Hammerschmid, 
 Meyer, & Demmke, 2009; Schröter, 2009). As a result, the peculiarities of the public sector described 
 above are, particularly, manifested in Germany, making it a demanding environment to implement 
 agility and thus, a promising empirical setting to study the challenges an agilization (i.e. the change 
 towards  agility)  bears.  Following  the  method  of  grounded  theory  (Charmaz,  2006),  I  develop  a 
 constructive  approach  how  these  challenges  can  be  overcome  by  synthesizing  interviewees’ 


experiences on how agility has already been introduced in this setting. 



(12)In summary, the underlying purpose of this thesis is twofold: its theoretical purpose is to advance 
 sparse literature on the topic of agility in public sector organizations and to challenge the notion that 
 the  public  sector’s  unique  peculiarities  prohibit  the  change  towards  greater  organizational  agility. 


Furthermore, I aim to unravel that agility is similarly relevant for public sector organizations as it is 
 for  private  sector  organizations,  and  that  an  agilization  of  the  former  creates  value.  The  practical 
 purpose of this thesis is to develop a constructive approach on how public sector organizations can 
 become more agile, as well as how such a change can be implemented. 



1.3 Outline of the Thesis 


This thesis is structured into seven main chapters. In the following, I review literature relevant for 
 this thesis and draw several interim conclusions that guide the adopted research process. In the next 
 chapter, I describe the research setting. Afterward, I introduce my underlying philosophy of science 
 and specify the research design utilized to conduct the analysis. In the subsequent chapter, I present 
 the findings of my analysis. Based upon that, I provide answers to the two research questions and 
 discuss my empirical findings against the reviewed literature. In the last chapter, I summarize the 
 study, list implications for both academics and practitioners, and describe the limitations of this thesis. 



2. Literature Review 


In this chapter, I review academic literature relevant for this thesis. Since literature on agility in the 
public sector is still sparse, this thesis has an interdisciplinary character and draws on four strands of 
research, namely: (1) the concept of agility, specifically its history, evolution and reasons for adoption 
as an organizational model in private sector organizations; (2) the few studies on agility in the public 
sector; (3) theories of organizational forms in the public sector that could represent alternatives to 
agility;  and  (4)  change  management  in  public  sector  organizations  (Figure  2).  These  strands  are 
relevant as they collectively provide a basis to examine why agility is only being timidly adopted by 
public sector organizations and how they may change towards greater agility. 



(13)Figure 2. Overview of reviewed Literature Strands 


To collect suitable literature, I deployed a two-fold research strategy: first, I searched online libraries 
 and Google Scholar with keywords characteristic of the four literature strands, e.g. ‘organizational 
 agility’ for the first strand. Second, I utilized a snowballing technique and traced relevant sources 
 referenced in the literature I was reviewing to explore related studies (Easterby-Smith, 2018). 


The remaining chapter is structured into five subchapters: in the first four, I present a review of the 
 listed literature strands. In the last, I close with an interim resume to synthesize the main points arising 
 from the reviewed literature and to refine the positioning of this thesis in academia. 



2.1 The Concept of Agility 


In  this  subchapter,  I  focus  on  literature  studying  the  concept  of  agility  in  the  private  sector.  It  is 
organized in three sections: in the first, I summarize studies from the domains of agile manufacturing 
and agile software development to explain the concept’s origin and evolution. In the second, I present 



(14)reasons why agility has become attractive for the business domain and define organizational agility. 


In the last, I review literature on agility maturity models and agile transformations to illustrate how 
 organizations can become agile. 


2.1.1 Origin and Evolution of the Concept 


While agility is commonly associated with the software and ICT industries, fundamental elements of 
 the concept already date back to the 1950s. Parsons (1979) argued that social systems need to organize 
 themselves  in  a  way  that  enables  them  to  respond  to  four  pressures  originating  from  the  external 
 environment, namely, goal-attainment, adaptation, integration, and latency – short GAIL. Until 1991, 
 these elements were further advanced and integrated into the concept of agility, which scholars then 
 advocated  as  a  strategic  solution  to  re-establish  the  US’  manufacturing  sector’s  global 
 competitiveness (Nagel & Dove, 1991). Manufacturing corporations faced pressures to change such 
 as increasing customer demands and technological advancements (Yusuf, Sarhadi, & Gunasekaran, 
 1999). To cope with these changes, the flexibility and speed of organizations were regarded key, and 
 constitute  the  main  pillars  of  agile  manufacturing.  Nagel  and  Dove  (1991)  envisioned  agile 
 manufacturers to develop new products quickly, adapt to customer needs, flexibly change production 
 systems  and,  thereby,  increase  speed  to  market.  To  attain  agility,  organizations’  major  resources, 
 namely, technology, managerial techniques, and workforce should be combined “into a coordinated, 
 interdependent  system”  (p.  8).  More  specifically,  free  flows  of  information,  organizing  in  cross-
 functional teams, as well as increasing training and investment in human capital were identified as 
 tools to advance these resources. 


The concept of agile manufacturing can, therefore, be described as having aspirations to function as 
 a holistic concept. Nevertheless, scholars criticize it as lacking integration with managerial theories 
 and  insufficiently  considering  organizations’  differences  and  cultures  (Burgess,  1994;  Crocitto  & 


Youssef, 2003; Yusuf et al., 1999). Burgess (1994) argues that the introduction of agility constitutes 
a paradigm shift from traditional manufacturing, since it demands a radical break with prevailing 
managerial values, workforce attitudes, and organizational processes. To become agile, the author 
finds that “existing business forms [need] to become less rigid” (p. 32) and organizations should focus 
on reforming barriers of agility by means of change management processes. 



(15)With an increasing scholarly interest in manufacturing agility, numerous definitions emerged, yet a 
 coherent conceptualization was missing. Contrasting various of these definitions, Yusuf et al. (1999) 
 describe agility as: 


The  successful  exploration  of  competitive  bases  (speed,  flexibility,  innovation  proactivity, 
 quality and profitability) through the integration of reconfigurable resources and best practices 
 in a knowledge-rich environment to provide customer-driven products and services in a fast-
 changing market environment. (p. 37) 


As agile manufacturing remained more of a theoretical utopia than a practiced reality, Sharifi and 
 Zhang (1999) developed a first conceptual model to illustrate what characterizes an agile organization 
 and  how  agility  can  be  attained.  The  model  consists  of  agility  drivers,  i.e.  changes  requiring  an 
 enterprise  to  reconfigure  its  organizational  setup;  agility  capabilities,  namely  responsiveness, 
 competency, flexibility, and speed, enabling a response to the agility drivers; and agility providers, 
 such as technology, innovation, people, and organization, that can be utilized as tools to attain the 
 agility  capabilities.  The  model’s  underlying  reasoning  is  that  the  transformation  towards  agility 
 requires “a strategic intent” (p. 12), and the authors propose how organizations can assess their current 
 level of agility, as well as their individual agility need to develop an according transformation plan. 


This model was later reproduced in numerous studies to measure organizational agility, as well as to 
 conceptualize  implementation  processes  (Lin,  Chiu,  &  Tseng,  2006;  Tseng  &  Lin,  2011;  van 
 Oosterhout  et  al.,  2006).  Thus,  Sharifi  and  Zhang’s  (1999)  study  was  essential  in  broadening  the 
 scope of manufacturing agility towards a more holistic organizational approach. In fact, thereafter, 
 scholars increasingly focus on the structural changes necessary to attain agility, by stressing the role 
 of managerial commitment (Ramesh & Devadasan, 2007), HR practices and knowledge management 
 (Vázquez-Bustelo, Avella, & Fernández, 2007). 


In 2001, agility became celebrated in the realm of software development with the publishing of the 
 Agile Manifesto (Beck et al., 2001). All in all, agile software development is to value “individuals 
 and  interactions  over  processes  and  tools;  working  software  over  comprehensive  documentation; 


customer collaboration over contract negotiation; [and] responding to change over following a plan”. 


Accordingly,  twelve  principles  of  how  software  should  be  developed  are  set  out,  whereof  the 
satisfaction of the customer is the priority. Furthermore, the principles encourage cross-functional 
collaboration as well as the empowerment of teams, welcome continuous change and short periods 
of development, and stress the importance of team reflections. 



(16)Similar to agile manufacturing, agile software development triggered a transformation in its domain 
 as  numerous  development  methods  inspired  by  the  Manifesto  were  advanced,  including  eXtreme 
 Programming, Scrum or Lean Software Development (Conboy, 2009; Moran, 2015). Concurrently, 
 publications of scientific studies on the topic grew exponentially, and a variance of definitions of 
 agile  software  development  emerged  (Dingsøyr,  Nerur,  Balijepally,  &  Moe,  2012).  Again,  these 
 definitions are differently nuanced and frequently not demarcated from related concepts such as lean 
 or flexibility. To attain conceptual clarity, Conboy (2009) reviewed an extensive body of literature 
 and defines agile methods of software development to be characterized by a: 


Continual readiness […] to rapidly and inherently create change, proactively or reactively 
 embrace  change,  and  learn  from  change  while  contributing  to  perceived  customer  value 
 (economy, quality, and simplicity), through its collective components and relationships with 
 its environment. (p. 340) 


Comparing  this  definition  to  Yusuf  et  al.’s  (1999),  many  similarities  between  agile  software 
 development and agile manufacturing can be found, namely a centrality of change, customer focus, 
 importance  of  speed  as  well  as  the  collaboration  with  external  actors.  Yet,  one  can  observe  an 
 evolution of the concept, as agile software development is additionally characterized by the ability to 
 both  proactively  and  reactively  adapt  to  change,  as  well  as  the  notion  of  learning  from  past 
 experiences. 


Subsequently,  agile  software  development  methods  such  as  Scrum  and  Kanban  were  adopted  as 
 frameworks of project management in the business domain to replace traditional waterfall approaches 
 (Gloger, 2017; Moran, 2015). While the initial usage of agile methods in this context was largely 
 confined to the team level, the interest of practitioners and scholars alike increasingly shifted to agility 
 as an organizational concept, thus, how not only processes, but entire organizations can become agile 
 (Wendler, 2013; Wendler & Stahlke, 2014).  


2.1.2 Organizational Agility 


The  attractiveness  of  organizational  agility  in  the  business  context  can  be  explained  by  several 
developments.  The  21st  century  is  commonly  described  as  to  profoundly  challenge  organizations 



(17)transparency  and  abundant  data  generation;  rising  global  competition;  and  greater  market 
 fragmentation (Häusling & Kahl, 2018b; Lin et al., 2006; Tseng & Lin, 2011). At the same time, 
 customers demand to be at the center of operations, with digital technologies empowering them to 
 interact with organizations more directly, as well as to collect information on products and services 
 before making a purchase decision (Alt‐Simmons, 2015). These developments create complexities 
 for organizations and are causing a “crisis of the traditional corporate model of organization based on 
 vertical integration, and hierarchical, functional management” (Castells, 2010, p. 168) as it is deemed 
 inadequate  to  deal  with  an  increasingly  fast-paced,  interconnected,  and  uncertain  external 
 environment (Worley & Lawler, 2010). To remain competitive, organizations need to be able “to 
 anticipate, adapt, and act on economic, technological, and social changes over time” (Pal & Lim, 
 2005, p. 12). Therefore, a shift “away from the bureaucratic and mechanistic administrative model” 


(p.  26)  and  towards  organizational  agility,  comprising  team-based  structures,  constant  feedback 
 loops, cross-departmental collaboration, and an overall willingness to change, is suggested. 


Thus, similar to the reasons why agile manufacturing gained momentum, organizational agility is 
 based on a need for organizations to remain competitive in an external environment characterized by 
 change.  Agility  is  evaluated  as  a  strategic  mean  to  enhance  organizations’  adaptiveness, 
 innovativeness, and to integrate fast-changing customer demands into their operations by “creat[ing] 


a fail-fast/succeed-sooner culture” (p. 20), capable of satisfying those. Accordingly, organizational 
 agility is “advocated as the business paradigm of the 21st century” (Tseng & Lin, 2011, p. 3694). 


Due to the growing interest in organizational agility and frequent usage of the terminology, numerous 
 definitions  of  the  concept  exist,  stressing  singular  elements  to  a  greater  or  lesser  extent  (Weber, 
 Fischer,  &  Eireiner,  2018;  Wendler,  2013).  For  instance,  Ganguly,  Nilchiani  and  Farr  (2009) 
 underline the centrality of knowledge management for the attainment of agility, while Lin et al. (2006) 
 emphasize  the  interaction  of  IT,  human  capital,  and  processes.  Hence,  similar  to  the 
 conceptualizations of agile manufacturing and agile software development, no coherent definition of 
 organizational  agility  is  established.  Based  on  their  study  of  numerous  private  and  public  sector 
 organizations, van Oosterhout et al. (2006) define it as: 


The  ability  to  sense  highly  uncertain  external  and  internal  changes,  and  respond  to  them 
reactively or proactively, based on innovation of the internal operational processes, involving 
the  customer  in  exploration  and  exploitation  activities,  while  leveraging  capabilities  of 
partners in the business network. (p. 66) 



(18)Commonalities with the conceptualizations of agile manufacturing and agile software development 
 can  be  identified  as  customer  centricity,  facilitated  adaptation  to  change,  and  collaboration  with 
 external  partners  also  constitute  core  elements  of  organizational  agility.  Furthermore,  the  concept 
 encompasses components of both reaction and proactiveness (Pal & Lim, 2005; Sushil, 2015). This 
 means that agile organizations are not only able to adapt to external changes but are also capable of 
 disrupting environments through innovations. However, an evolution of the concept can be depicted 
 as the anticipation of uncertainties and unpredictability is emphasized to be a key capability of agile 
 organizations (Ganguly et al., 2009; Wendler, 2014; Worley & Lawler, 2010). 


2.1.3 Agility Maturity Models and Agile Transformations 


The change towards organizational agility can be described to be transformational, as it “exhibit[s] a 
 profound break with accepted patterns of organizational behavior and operation” (Osborne & Brown, 
 2005, p. 91) which alters the distribution of power, envisions novel decision-making processes and 
 work structures, as well as advocates a new set of principles and values (Kleiner & Corrigan, 1989). 


Consequently, scholars agree that while changing towards organizational agility is a necessity for 
 most organizations to remain competitive (Lin et al., 2006; Pal & Lim, 2005), it constitutes a long 
 and challenging process (Worley & Lawler, 2010). This is due to the fact that the transition to agility 
 is not a change process “from one stable state to another” (p. 201), but requires experimentation and 
 flexibility. 


With  technology-giants  such  as  Microsoft  or  Amazon  having  become  prominent  and  successful 
 embodiments  of  organizational  agility,  the  concept  gained  increasing  popularity  and  inspires 
 numerous organizations to become agile (Teece, Peteraf, & Leih, 2016; Worley, Williams, & Lawler, 
 2014). Yet, Worley and Lawler (2010) find that most organizations describing themselves as agile, 
 are in fact partially agile, and only few of them can be considered ‘fully agile’. However, this is not 
 to say that all organizations need to become agile. Many scholars agree that organizations require 
 different levels of agility and the attainment of ‘full’ organizational agility might not be a suitable 
 objective for every business (Sharifi & Zhang, 1999; Wendler, 2014). 


To attain (some degree of) organizational agility, the first step of most agility transformation models 
is the assessment of an organization’s initial level of agility (Sharifi & Zhang, 1999; van Oosterhout 



(19)et  al.,  2006;  Wendler,  2014).  Nevertheless,  due  to  a  lacking  common  conceptualization  of 
 organizational agility, appropriate methods and metrics of measurement are largely missing, making 
 an accurate assessment challenging for practitioners (Wendler, 2014). To fill this gap, several scholars 
 have proposed agility maturity models (Lin et al., 2006; Sharifi & Zhang, 1999; Tseng & Lin, 2011; 


van Oosterhout et al., 2006; Wendler, 2014). 


Sharifi and Zhang (1999) were among the first to develop a framework to determine an organization’s 
 agility  need.  This  framework  was  later  expanded  by  van  Oosterhout  et  al.  (2006)  to  include  the 
 evaluation of an organization’s agility readiness. The difference between agility need and readiness, 
 the so-called agility gap, can then be used as the starting point for an agile transformation by mapping 
 out necessary agility capabilities and designing corresponding strategies. Sharifi and Zhang’s (1999) 
 framework also serves as the foundation of Lin et al.’s (2003) study. To overcome the ambiguity and 
 vagueness of organizational agility, the scholars develop an agility index to assess an organization’s 
 agility capabilities and respective agility level. This index is expanded by Tseng and Lin (2011) to 
 plan  the  agile  development  of  an  organization.  The  last  study  to  be  mentioned  in  this  regard  is 
 Wendler’s (2014) comprehensive agility maturity model. The author measures agility along three 
 dimensions: (1) agility prerequisites, containing agile values and technology; (2) agility of people, 
 comprising workforce and management of change; and (3) structures enhancing agility, including 
 collaboration and coordination, as well as flexible structures. 


Agility maturity models prove useful in providing organizations with an overview of their current 
 agility level and their deficits. Thereafter, however, concrete measures must be taken to transform an 
 organization towards greater agility. In this regard, Moreira (2017) points out that it is not sufficient 
 to solely adopt agile working methods owing to the fact that “for agile to work well, all levels of the 
 enterprise must play their part in the agile journey” (p. 29). The author argues that too often agility is 
 confined to the team level, while structures and processes higher up the hierarchy remain unchanged. 


The hierarchical separation of agile and traditional modes of operation impedes, however, effectivity 
 and does not create organizational agility. 


Beyond that, scholars find that an organization can only become agile, if employees have an agile 
 mindset, or are trained to develop one, which implies that agility of the workforce is a key enabler 
 for organizational agility (Alavi & Wahab, 2013; Wendler, 2014). A further critical element for the 
 implementation of agility is an organization’s culture (Häusling & Kahl, 2018a; Moreira, 2017; Pal 


& Lim, 2005; Wendler, 2014). Pal and Lim (2005) explain that to become agile, organizations require 



(20)a culture characterized by open-mindedness, willingness to change, a strong focus on the customer, 
 internal and external collaboration, a spirit of collectiveness, and eagerness to learn. Thus, it can be 
 summarized  that  the  transformation  towards  agility  demands  a  holistic  approach  integrating 
 leadership, HR, organizational culture, strategy, structures, and processes (Häusling & Kahl, 2018a). 



2.2 Agility in the Public Sector 


As  demonstrated,  private  sector  organizations  are  undergoing  complex  organizational  changes  to 
 strategically position themselves in a VUCA environment, as well as to live up to customers’ demands 
 of closer interaction by becoming agile. Little focus is, however, put on similar efforts undertaken by 
 public  sector  organizations.  Since  those  operate  in  the  same  external  environment  and,  thus,  face 
 comparable  challenges  and  opportunities,  despite  some  organizational  differences,  it  might  be 
 assumed that agility is also relevant for the public sector. 


In this subchapter I explore state of the art on the topic of agility in the public sector. In the first 
 section, I review studies revealing the necessity for the public sector to become more agile and present 
 the limited amount of empirical studies analyzing agility in public sector organizations. In the second, 
 I  summarize  challenges  of  changing  the  public  sector  towards  agility  and  examine  differences 
 between  private  and  public  sector  organizations.  In  the  last  section,  I  provide  an  overview  of 
 implementation models of agility. 


2.2.1 Relevance of Organizational Agility 


While  neither  the  practical  application  nor  theoretical  foundation  of  organizational  agility  in  the 
 public sector is on par with the usage of the concept in the private sector, numerous authors underline 
 its  relevance  for  public  sector  organizations  (Dahmardeh  &  Pourshahabi,  2011;  Häusling,  2018; 


Liang et al., 2018; Shah & Stephens, 2005). This is due to the fact that recent developments in the 
public sectors’ external environment, including increasing uncertainties and complexities, stemming 
from  global  phenomena  such  as  climate  change  and  globalization;  technological  advancements, 
creating a demand for online services; and citizens’ and businesses’ push for quicker services and a 



(21)greater say in the design of public policies, are “challenging its adaptive capacity” (OECD, 2015, p. 


17). 


Thus, similar to the reasons why agility became an attractive and promising organizational model in 
 the private sector, external changes are rendering traditional processes and structures of public sector 
 organizations  insufficient  to  deal  with  the  dynamics  of  the  21st  century  (Häusling,  2018).  This  is 
 aggravated by the fact that trust in the public sector has declined over the past years and citizens’ 


expectations of public sector organizations have moved from an administrative role towards the role 
 of a service provider (OECD, 2015). For these reasons, it is argued that the public sector needs to 
 change, and a shift towards organizational agility is advocated (Dahmardeh & Pourshahabi, 2011; 


Liang et al., 2018; OECD, 2015). 


Several scholars state that public sector organizations could attain similar benefits as private sector 
 organizations by becoming agile. For instance, the OECD (2015) argues for the necessity of the public 
 sector to become agile, as agility is evaluated as a mean for public sector organizations to become 
 more strategic, hence, to more effectively “anticipat[e] market, social, environmental and economic 
 trends and [to] adjust […] accordingly” (p. 20). This implies that by becoming agile, public sector 
 organizations  are  able  to  adapt  internal  structures,  and  ultimately  their  services  more  quickly  to 
 external changes. In this regard, Mergel (2016) explains that an increased responsiveness to change 
 can enhance innovation capabilities and generate cost-savings. Dahmardeh and Poushahabi (2011) 
 highlight that agility enables governments to address citizens’ needs in the short-term, to learn from 
 those and to adapt processes and services in the medium-term, and finally, to “positively interven[e] 


in society to affect long term trends, creating [thereby] new opportunities and preventing or reducing 
 problems before they arise” (p. 98). This indicates that, similar to private sector organizations, agility 
 can enable public sector organizations to both react to and shape changes in the external environment. 


Nevertheless, despite the apparent relevance of agility and the expected benefits, only few empirical 
studies on agility in the public sector exist, most of which encourage further research on the topic 
(Liang et al., 2018; Nuottila et al., 2016; Ribeiro & Domingues, 2018). Studies can be clustered into 
two categories, analyzing (1) the advancement of organizational agility, and (2) the utilization of agile 
software development methods in public sector organizations. I provide a short overview of the main 
findings in the following paragraphs. 



(22)(1) Among the first scholars pioneering into this underdeveloped field of research, Walsh et al. (2002) 
 conduct a comparative case-study of public and private sector organizations in New Zealand with the 
 aim  of  identifying  how  HR  strategies  can  enhance  organizational  agility.  They  detect  a  stronger 
 positive relationship in private sector organizations and conclude that unique aspects of the public 
 sector, such as a hierarchical culture and structures, impede agility. Similarly, Liang et al. (2018) find 
 that the “strategic rigidity of public service organizations” (p. 75) obstructs the application of user-
 driven innovation to develop strategic agility. Based on their case study of the Finnish public sector, 
 they  propose  a  model  on  how  to  promote  greater  agility  in  public  sector  organizations.  Soe  and 
 Drechsler  (2018),  studying  the  usage  of  agile  trials  before  ICT  procurements  in  the  context  of  a 
 Finnish-Estonian project, find that local governments can become agile by collaborating with other 
 public sector organizations, innovation labs, and small and medium enterprises. Furthermore, their 
 findings yield that agility creates public value, meaning that by following an agile approach, public 
 sector organizations improve the quality of their services, create an enhanced impact of policies on 
 societal problems, as well as increase citizens’ trust in the respective institutions. 


(2) Ribeiro and Domingues (2018) analyze the implementation of Scrum in a Portuguese public sector 
 organization and state that employees deemed the new approach beneficial for their organization and 
 evidenced a willingness to adopt it. Nuottila et al. (2016), examining the introduction of agile methods 
 of  software  development  in  a  Finnish  public  sector  organization,  also  find  that  transparency, 
 efficiency,  and  productivity  were  enhanced.  Nonetheless,  the  researchers  encountered  several 
 challenges during the implementation process, some of which they identify to stem from the public 
 sector’s special characteristics. Therefore, they conclude that the adoption of agile approaches in the 
 public sector proves more challenging than in the private sector. 


Comparing these studies, it becomes evident that the research field is still fragmented and in part 
contradictory. Commonly, direct comparisons between public and private sector organizations are 
drawn, and the public sector’s unique peculiarities are found to impede the realization of agility. I 
examine these points in more depth in the subsequent section, as it is important to generate a better 
understanding of the inherent challenges in order to be able to develop a constructive approach of 
implementing agility in the public sector later. 



(23)2.2.2 Barriers to Agility 


As indicated, much of the literature on agility in the public sector identifies barriers of transforming 
 public sector organizations towards agility. One barrier frequently mentioned is the organizational 
 setup of public sector organizations. The prevailing structures and organizational environment are 
 described with terms as ‘command-and-control’ (Mergel, 2016; Mergel et al., 2018; Walsh et al., 
 2002),  ‘rigid’  (Liang  et  al.,  2018),  ‘risk-averse’  (Mergel,  2016),  and  ‘hierarchical’  (Walsh  et  al., 
 2002), all of which appear to contradict the principles of agility. Furthermore, intraorganizational 
 silos  (Shah  &  Stephens,  2005;  Suri,  2015)  and  the  heterogeneity  of  public  sector  organizations’ 


stakeholders  (Gong  &  Janssen,  2012;  OECD,  2015)  are  named  as  factors  complicating  the 
 introduction of agility. Beyond that, Shah and Stephens (2005) list multiple characteristics of public 
 sector  organizations  that  constitute  barriers  to  agility,  including  the  approval  of  budgets  months 
 before spending, the prevalence of organizational structures determined by regulations rather than 
 strategic  considerations,  as  well  as  legal  restrictions  with  regards  to  information  sharing  and 
 recruitment.  Similarly,  Nuottila  et  al.  (2016)  identify  requirements  for  detailed  documentation  to 
 impede  the  introduction  of  more  informal  and  flexible  forms  of  communication.  Besides  these 
 structural  barriers,  employees’  unfamiliarity  with  agility,  specifically  with  the  novel  roles  and 
 responsibilities agile approaches such as Scrum foresee, are described to challenge the agilization of 
 public sector organizations. 


Overall,  I  depict  a  tendency  of  scholars  drawing  direct  comparisons  to  the  private  sector  when 
 studying  agility  in  the  public  sector.  Commonly,  the  latter  is  described  to  move  slower  (Shah  & 


Stephens, 2005), to focus less on training and development, to be more hierarchical and formal, to be 
 more risk-averse (Walsh et al., 2002), and to be more restrained by legal requirements (Nuottila et 
 al., 2016; Shah & Stephens, 2005) than the private sector. Walsh et al. (2002) express that public 
 sector organizations are required to focus on both short and long-term outcomes, while private sector 
 organizations  tend  to  operate  with  “a  shorter  term  perspective,  focused  on  profitability”  (p.  190). 


Closely connected to this point is the frequently cited difference in the type of value organizations of 
the  respective  sectors  are  expected  to  produce:  while  private  sector  organizations  need  to  create 
economic value, public sector organizations have to generate public value for their heterogeneous 
citizenry (Liang et al., 2018; OECD, 2015; Shah & Stephens, 2005; Soe & Drechsler, 2018). This 
places  different  demands  on  public  sector  organizations  and  limits  their  flexibility  in  allocating 
resources. 



(24)Because  of  these  fundamental  differences,  Walsh  et  al.  (2002)  raise  the  question  whether 


“organizational agility acquires a different character in the two sectors” (p. 190). This consideration 
 appears relevant as also in the private sector, agility has been found to unfold in different shapes, 
 dependent on the respective organizations (Worley & Lawler, 2010). Consequently, the abundant 
 theoretical  approaches  and  empirical  studies  on  the  private  sector  can  serve  as  inspiration  for 
 transforming  public  sector  organizations  towards  greater  agility,  while  respecting  their  unique 
 differences (OECD, 2015). Yet, some scholars go one step further and question whether agility can 
 even be transferred to the public sector (Liang et al., 2018). For instance, Mergel et al. (2018) assert 
 that  “bureaucracies,  in  general,  are  not  designed  for  shared  leadership  or  open  collaboration 
 approaches across ad hoc teams. It is unclear how a bureaucracy, often intentionally designed to move 
 slowly and methodically, can become more agile” (p. 295) – a claim that I aim to challenge throughout 
 the empirical part of this thesis. 


In summary, even though scholars confirm the relevance of agility for the public sector, many studies 
 focus  on  the  barriers  preventing  its  transformation.  This  poses  the  question  how  public  sector 
 organizations can become agile despite such challenges. Again, while literature is still fragmented 
 and sparse, some studies provide first pointers. 


2.2.3 Implementation Models of Agility 


Both agility transformation models and general principles on how to implement agility in the public 
 sector can be identified in the literature. As the following paragraphs demonstrate, many similarities 
 between the approaches exist, such as the role of leadership commitment and relevance of cultural 
 change. 


Shah and Stephens (2005) are among the first to propose a constructive approach on how barriers of 
organizational agility can be overcome. While their framework is rather generic, it summarizes eight 
areas  of  an  organization  that  need  to  be  engaged  in  a  change  towards  greater  agility:  (1)  the 
organization should be governed by leadership coordinating internal projects and supporting their 
realization with according resources. (2) Similar to private sector organizations, an agile public sector 
organization should be guided by a strategy articulating a clear purpose and aligning all operations, 
(3) the execution of which must be traced along clear parameters. (4) Public sector organizations need 



(25)to focus more closely on the citizens they work for. (5) Their internal processes should be repeatedly 
 revised  and  (6)  habits  of  continuous  communication  should  be  established  to  keep  employees 
 motivated. Beyond that, to install a willingness to constantly change, (7) employees receptive to such 
 a  culture  have  to  be  hired.  Last,  the  above-listed  areas  need  to  be  (8)  embedded  in  a  technology 
 infrastructure that is stable enough to deliver services continuously, yet dynamic enough to react to 
 changes of the external environment. 


A  less  comprehensive  model  is  presented  by  Mergel  (2016)  who  focusses  on  agile  innovation 
 management within public sector organizations. The author finds that to become agile, public sector 
 organizations  need  to  adapt  on  two  layers,  namely,  policies  and  management.  The  former 
 predominantly concerns the innovation of HR and IT policies, which are crucial in establishing the 
 right  foundation  for  agility  by  “shift[ing]  once  learned  behavior  and  practices  toward  an  agile 
 practice”  (p.  519).  For  this  purpose,  the  author  suggests  to  increasingly  recruit  employees  from 
 outside the public sector. The latter encompasses both agile methods and leadership practices, aimed 
 at  communicating  and  protecting  agility  throughout  the  organization.  Mergel  (2016)  stresses,  in 
 particular, the role of public leaders’ and middle managers’ commitment for the success of such a 
 transformation and argues for a shift towards agile leadership. 


Elements of these frameworks can also be found in the 4C model that Liang et al. (2018) developed. 


The authors identify four areas of commitment, competences, communication, and climate, in which 
 public  sector  organizations  need  to  make  adjustments  to  attain  strategic  agility.  With  regard  to 
 commitment, leaders on all levels should express their commitment to “the collaborative innovation 
 strategy” (p. 93) and create action plans setting out precise activities and performance indicators. 


Concerning competences, organizations need to enhance their innovative capabilities by investing in 
 human  capital  and  shifting  from  a  ‘public-value-  approach’  to  a  ‘user-value-mindset’.  Regarding 
 communication,  the  authors  explain  that  public  sector  organizations  should  implement  diverse 
 communication channels to enable citizens to get involved in innovation processes and to obtain their 
 feedback. Last, an organization’s climate, comprising its culture, practices, and structures, should be 
 changed towards encouraging user-driven innovation. 


Besides these models, studies on agility in the public sector reviewed in section 2.2.1 suggest several 
 principles of changing public sector organizations towards greater agility. Some of these principles 
 underline  the  relevance  of  aspects  covered  by  the  three  models,  whereas  others  add  new  points. 


Increased collaboration with the business world and civil society is advocated as a mean to enhance 



(26)public  sector  organization’s  innovativeness,  as  well  as  public  services’  closer  alignment  with  the 
 needs of its citizenry (OECD, 2015; Soe & Drechsler, 2018). Furthermore, several studies argue that 
 ICTs cannot only facilitate the development of agility in public sector organizations (OECD, 2015; 


Shah & Stephens, 2005), but also that IT projects can be the first place to implement agile methods 
 and,  thus,  serve  as  a  starting  point  for  developing  organizational  agility  (Mergel,  2016).  This 
 argument is supported by the fact that three of the five empirical studies reviewed in section 2.2.1 
 examine  cases  of  agile  methods  of  software  development  (Nuottila  et  al.,  2016;  Ribeiro  & 


Domingues, 2018) and ICT procurements in public sector organizations (Soe & Drechsler, 2018). 


This could indicate that it is most viable to drive agile transformations through IT projects. 


Last,  multiple  authors  agree  that  for  agility  to  take  hold  in  public  sector  organizations,  a  cultural 
 change  is  inevitable  (Häusling,  2018;  Mergel,  2016;  Nuottila  et  al.,  2016;  OECD,  2015).  The 
 envisioned agile organizational culture should empower employees to experiment with new ideas, to 
 improve  existing  processes,  and  to  independently  explore  novel  projects  (OECD,  2015).  While 
 cultural change is identified as a necessary condition for public sector organizations to become agile, 
 it  is  also  estimated  to  be  “the  main  challenge”  (Mergel,  2016,  p.  522).  Therefore,  managerial 
 commitment, reflected in “political will, effective leadership, and clear communication [is crucial] to 
 overcome inevitable resistance and inertia” (OECD, 2015, p. 13). Beyond that, Nuottila et al. (2016) 
 stress the necessity to educate employees about the underlying rationale and value of agility, as well 
 as to train them methodically since they need to “understand and learn agile values and principles in 
 addition to practices to be motivated and committed” (p. 81). This indicates that also in the context 
 of the public sector, agility of the workforce is a key component of changing organizations towards 
 becoming more agile. 


In conclusion, literature assesses the transformation of the public sector towards organizational agility 
to be challenging since multiple barriers need to be overcome. From this follows that the execution 
of the proposed models and principles of implementation require effective change management as I 
examine in subchapter 2.4. 



(27)
2.3 Alternative Organizational Formats in the Public Sector 


Comparing  the  first  two  subchapters  it  is  evident  that  agility  in  the  context  of  public  sector 
 organizations remains an underdeveloped field of research. It would be wrong to say, however, that 
 despite  the  apparent  need  for  the  public  sector’s  organizational  structures  to  change,  academia  is 
 lacking theoretical solutions. In fact, several organizational models have been proposed to alter the 
 public sector towards greater adaptiveness. While most approaches detect similarities to the concept 
 of organizational agility, they also propose alternative formats. Since literature suggests that agility 
 might need to look different in the public sector, reviewing literature on alternative concepts may be 
 promising  in  identifying  elements  that  are  instructive  and  could  be  included  in  an  adapted 
 conceptualization. For this purpose, I present four alternative approaches in the following paragraphs 
 and underline their main ideas. 


A form of organization closely related to the concept of agility is adaptive governance. Its core claim 
 is that public sector organizations are in need of adaptability and stability, and, thus, should become 
 ambidextrous  to  balance  both  capabilities  (Janssen  &  van  Der  Voort,  2016).  This  means  that 


“governance at the organizational level should ensure stability and accountability, [while] governance 
 at the lower levels should create adaptive capacity” (p. 2). It is argued that public sector organizations 
 can,  thereby,  better  deal  with  uncertainties  and  unpredictable  changes.  As  the  model  advocates  a 
 decentralization of decision-making, collaboration among internal and external resources, and puts 
 strong emphasis on organizational learning, it closely resembles agility. 


A different organizational form is advocated by DeSeve (2007) and Thompson and Lawrence (2009) 
who  suggest  the  organization  in  networks.  Parallels  to  agility  can  be  identified,  as  both  are 
characterized by principles of free-flowing information, the organization around a common cause, 
and shared responsibilities among employees. Two key characteristics of the netcentric organization 
Thompson and Lawrence (2009) propose is the digitalization of processes and a downward shift of 
decision-making powers to the implementation level. DeSeve (2007) presents a model of public value 
networks and defines those as “integrated system[s] of relationships that [are] managed across formal 
and informal organizational boundaries and sectors with recognized organizational principles and a 
clear definition of success in terms of public value realized” (p. 211). Nevertheless, the models differ 
in  one  crucial  point,  namely  with  regards  to  how  these  networks  should  be  organized.  Whereas 
Thompson and Lawrence (2009) argue that the public sector can only become more responsive by 



(28)abandoning  hierarchical  structures  and  moving  “towards  hyperarchic  design  and  netcentric 
 operation”  (p.  226),  DeSeve  (2007)  understands  networks  as  a  tool,  rather  than  a  substitution  of 
 hierarchies. The author indicates that public sector organizations “require some form of hierarchy to 
 reassure participants and stakeholders of their roles” (p. 211). 


This  assumption  also  forms  the  basis  of  heterarchical  structures.  A  heterarchy  is  defined  as  “a 
 connection  between  three  or  more  hierarchies  engaged  in  asymmetric,  repetitive  and  sustained 
 collaborations.  Participating  hierarchies  intermittently  lead  and  follow,  suppressing  a  competitive 
 drive in lieu of a collaborative ethos that benefits the whole network” (Stephenson, 2016, p. 141). 


Hence,  this  model  has  a  meta-organizational  perspective  and  foresees  large  changes  in  the 
 collaboration between public sector organizations, while leaving their internal structures relatively 
 intact – a main difference to the concept of organizational agility. Contrary to the arguments made 
 by proponents of the network model, it is argued that the “over-reliance on either network or hierarchy 
 concepts  overlooks  important  elements  of  system  structure  and  constrains  our  perspective  on 
 complexity”  (Cumming,  2016,  p.  629).  Since  complex  issues  exceed  the  capabilities  of  singular 
 organizations,  heterarchies  are  suggested  as  an  appropriate  organizational  solution  (Gunningham, 
 2009). 


The last model to be mentioned here is potentiality administration as conceptualized by Åkerstrøm 
 Andersen  and  Grønbæk  Pors  (2016).  The  authors  further  develop  the  idea  of  public  sector 
 organizations needing to become adaptive and argue that mere adaptability does not suffice. Instead, 
 organizations should be “capable of adapting to something that has not yet even be predicted” (p. 19). 


Since  predictions  about  the  future  might  be  wrong  and  result  in  inadequate  adaptive  behavior  of 
 organizations,  they  envision  potentialization  as  a  new  public  management  paradigm,  which  they 
 describe to encompass the creation of “possibilities for change beyond the presently imaginable” (p. 


22).  A  necessary  precondition  for  this  is  space  in  organizations’  and  employees’  minds  for 
 potentialization. This requires public sector organizations to abandon current planning mechanisms, 
 structures,  and  ways  of  thinking,  and  to  engage  in  constant  efforts  of  reflection,  reinvention,  and 
 experimentation. 


In comparison to the concept of organizational agility and other models reviewed above, potentiality 
administration appears to be the most ambitious and radical model as it entails the dissolution of all 
existing  schemes  and  a  complete  organizational  transformation.  Despite  their  paradigm-breaking 



(29)heterarchy offer a higher level of congruence with the public sector’s current setup than potentiality 
 administration, for which reason, they might be more feasible to implement in the near future. 



2.4 Public Sector Change 


As demonstrated in subchapter 2.2, the transformation towards organizational agility constitutes a 
 large-scale  organizational  change  process  that  is  likely  to  be  hindered  by  several  challenges.  To 
 generate a better understanding of how public sector organizations can be changed, I review change 
 management  literature  in  this  subchapter  and  structure  it  into  three  sections:  first,  I  summarize 
 literature  explaining  the  differences  between  change  management  in  private  and  public  sector 
 organizations and explore the latter’s unique peculiarities. Second, I present how resistance to change 
 can  be  effectively  leveraged  and  dealt  with.  Third,  I  review  literature  on  the  centrality  of  public 
 leadership in changing public sector organizations. 


2.4.1 Implementing Change in the Public Sector 


Abundant literature on managing organizational change exists. Scholars agree that the “particular 
 context of a public organization puts specific demands on the management of change” (Sminia & van 
 Nistelrooij,  2006,  p.  100),  which  is  why  a  distinct  stream  of  public  sector  change  management 
 literature exists. While organizational changes in the two sectors do not differ significantly in terms 
 of complexity, organizations of the respective sectors are described to have distinct motives to initiate 
 change processes (Barton Cunningham & Kempling, 2009; Jurisch, Ikas, Wolf, & Krcmar, 2013). 


Whereas  changes  in  private  sector  organizations  are  primarily  driven  by  customer  demands, 
 efficiency improvements, and, thus, ultimately, profit motives, public sector organizations’ change 
 initiatives are found to be less motivated by these factors, but to result predominantly from legal 
 regulations (Jurisch et al., 2013). Beyond that, Barton Cunningham and Kempling (2009) point out 
 that “the unique thing about the public sector is that change takes place in a fishbowl” (p. 330), which 
 illustrates that decision-makers of public sector organizations need to operate transparently and are 
 being closely scrutinized by the public (Kee, Newcomer, & Davis, 2007; Osborne & Brown, 2005; 


Sminia  &  van  Nistelrooij,  2006).  As  a  consequence,  a  greater  amount  of  negotiations  and 



(30)consultations needs to take place before changes can be approved, making their implementation less 
 swift  than  in  the  private  sector.  Furthermore,  differences  between  organizational  cultures  are 
 identified as a main reason why change management differs in the public sector (Bilney & Pillay, 
 2015). 


Organizational culture can be defined as the “basic assumptions and beliefs, which members of an 
 organization have in common. It also includes rituals, behavior, and corresponding organizational 
 forms” (Schedler & Proeller, 2009, p. 7). As this definition highlights, organizational culture refers 
 to both a mindset and norms shared by an organization’s workforce, as well as its corresponding 
 organizational  structures  and  processes.  The  prevailing  culture  in  the  public  sector  is  frequently 
 generalized  to  be  strongly  rooted  in  the  Weberian  bureaucratic  model  (Bilney  &  Pillay,  2015; 


Bouckaert,  2009).  From  the  1980s  onwards,  many  countries  reformed  their  public  administration 
 inspired  by  the  New  Public  Management  (NPM)  paradigm  towards  greater  managerialism  and 
 performance orientation (Hammerschmid et al., 2009; Radnor, Osborne, & Glennon, 2016). Yet, in 
 the case of Germany, Schröter (2009) finds that NPM gained little popularity and instead, public 
 sector reforms have predominantly been “concerned with ‘maintaining’ […] established features of 
 the administrative system and fine-tuning the internal bureaucratic machinery” (p. 229), thus, to have 
 been of an incremental nature (Pollitt & Bouckaert, 2017). Consequently, the prevalent culture in the 
 public  sector  is  described  to  be  neither  familiar  with  organizational  changes  of  a  transformative 
 nature, nor acquainted with bottom-up change efforts, but to be characterized by stability, gradually 
 implemented incremental changes, and top-down decision-making (Osborne & Brown, 2005; Sminia 


& van Nistelrooij, 2006). 


From a functionalist perspective, organizational culture is understood as an essential tool of change 
 management, owing to the fact that culture can promote the implementation of change initiatives and 
 increase  an  organization’s  performance  and  effectivity  (Osborne  &  Brown,  2005;  Schedler  & 


Proeller,  2009).  These  enabling  effects  are,  however,  subject  to  the  condition  that  the  envisioned 
changes align with the prevailing culture or, should this not be the case, that an organization’s culture 
is considered during the change management process (Barton Cunningham & Kempling, 2009). Since 
organizational agility appears to contradict the predominantly bureaucratic and hierarchical culture 
of  the  public  sector,  one  can  assume  that  a  change  process  towards  greater  agility  will  not  be 
facilitated by public sector organizations’ culture but rather impeded. Thus, the peculiarities of the 



(31)public sector need to be taken into account when designing and implementing the transformation 
 towards greater agility (Osborne & Brown, 2005). 


Yet, culture is not static. The definition presented by Schedler and Proeller (2009) further stipulates 


“that organizations not only possess cultures, but also can create culture” (p. 7), which indicates that 
 organizational cultures are constructed and formed over time. As stated in subchapter 2.2, a change 
 in organizational culture might be necessary to establish an atmosphere receptive to agility and to 
 change  public  sector  organizations  towards  becoming  more  agile  (Mergel,  2016;  Nuottila  et  al., 
 2016). Nevertheless, changing an organization’s culture is a difficult and complex task, particularly 
 in the public sector (Bilney & Pillay, 2015). Employees supporting the initiative and “a top-down 
 commitment” (Mergel, 2016, p. 522) of managers to agile values and principles are crucial for cultural 
 change  to  take  place.  Furthermore,  resistance  to  change  needs  to  be  addressed  and  effectively 
 leveraged to attain an internalization of the new culture. 


2.4.2 Resistance to Change 


Resistance to change has been identified as one of the main reasons why change initiatives fail, and 
 has been found to be particularly high in public sector organizations (Hameed, Khan, Sabharwal, 
 Arain, & Hameed, 2019; Jurisch et al., 2013). Hameed et al. (2019) explain that resistance arises 
 when  new  changes  are  proposed  but  poorly  understood  by  the  workforce,  causing  “feelings  of 
 anxiety, uncertainty, negative emotions, and ambiguity” (p. 400) to develop. To deal with resistance 
 to change, two strategies are proposed in change management literature: (1) scholars underline its 
 utility  and  argue  that  organizations  should  adopt  a  constructive  approach  towards  resistance  and 
 leverage it (Ford, Ford, & D’Amelio, 2008; Waddell & Sohal, 1998). (2) It is advocated that resistance 
 to  change  can  be  turned  into  readiness  for  change  by  means  of  dialogical  communication  and  a 
 participatory management style (Hameed et al., 2019). 


(1) Resistance is predominantly presented as a negative effect of change processes which change 
 managers should aim to avoid (Agócs, 1997; Kanter, Stein, & Jick, 1992). Yet, some scholars draw 
 attention to the positive impact resistance can have and claim that it can be a “source of innovation 
 in a change process” (Waddell & Sohal, 1998, pp. 4) and the “critical factor in its ultimate success” 


(Ford et al., 2008, p. 368). Since not all aspects of a change initiative might be beneficial, internal 



(32)resistance can draw attention to these and generate an opportunity to enhance the proposal (Waddell 


& Sohal, 1998). This requires, however, a participatory management style, free-flowing information, 
 and the consultation of employees. Allowing resisters to make their voices heard and to potentially 
 alter  the  change  initiative,  can  generate  commitment  and  ultimately,  facilitate  its  implementation 
 (Ford et al., 2008; Sminia & van Nistelrooij, 2006). 


(2) In a similar vein, other scholars demonstrate how readiness for change can be sparked in public 
 sector  organizations  (Hameed  et  al.,  2019).  A  necessary  precondition  therefor  is  that  employees 
 understand the proposed change and believe in it, given the fact that “public employees’ affective 
 commitment  to  change  is  paramount  to  the  program’s  success”  (p.  401).  The  authors  find  that 
 managers  can  induce  readiness  for  change  by  creating  a  positive  image  of  the  organization  to 
 strengthen employees’ organizational identification, by openly communicating the change process to 
 reduce uncertainties, and by involving employees. Particularly in the context of complex changes 
 such  as  an  organizational  culture  change,  Osborne  and  Brown  (2005)  highlight  the  relevance  of 
 dialogic communication – a two-way communication technique involving employees in the change 
 process  and  enabling  them  to  understand  its  content,  to  create  shared  meanings  for  it,  and  to 
 eventually, support it. Bilney and Pillay (2015) agree that legitimacy for a change proposal can only 
 be created “collaboratively rather than coercively as an imposed cultural change initiative lacks a 
 feeling of employee ownership and, therefore, leads to a lack of trust in the leadership” (p. 43). From 
 this  follows  that  readiness  for  change  depends  on  open  communication  and  a  participatory 
 management style. 


2.4.3 The Role of Public Leadership 


Both  of  the  above-presented  strategies  hint  at  the  significant  role  of  leadership  for  implementing 
organizational  change  in  the  public  sector,  and  several  other  scholars  confirm  its  centrality.  For 
instance, Bilney and Pillay (2015) describe the CEO of a public sector organization to be “the driver 
of  cultural  change”  (p.  43),  and  Barton  Cunningham  and  Kempling  (2009)  find  that  the  most 
important principle of change in the public sector, is the building of a guiding coalition advancing the 
change process. Furthermore, Jurisch et al. (2013) conclude that civil servants have little confidence 
in their abilities to change, yet, that they welcome reform when strong managerial commitment is 
displayed. Consequently, leadership-support is vital in driving the change process towards greater 
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