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As new technologies are introduced to the workspace, the layouts and 
structure of organizations have changed. The internet has allowed employees 
to stay in touch with the office on the road, whether they are telecommuting 
or checking e-mail on a mobile device. Changes like these have required 
employers to consider the function of their workplace and become an agile 
organization. According to Darrell K. Rigby, Jeff Sutherland, and Hirotaka 
Takeuchi of the Harvard Business Review, agile methodologies “involve new 
values, principles, practices, and benefits” as an alternative to “command-
and-control style management.” 1

The same article also states that agile organizations can come in all shapes and 
sizes. They can range from startups featuring only five employees, to multi-
national corporations with over 10 physical locations. With the right business 
structure, office layout, and people, you can make your organization agile. 
This guide will help you identify the basic characteristics, design principles, 
and other things you should follow in order to become an agile organization.

INTRODUCTION

¹ https://hbr.org/2016/05/embracing-agile



Aaron De Smet, an organization design consultant for McKinsley & Company, 
states that organizations need to have two key characteristics to become 
agile: a stable foundation to move forward and the ability to move quickly.2 

The stable foundation consists of people who would be your managers and 
key decision makers.

STABLE FOUNDATIONS
Agile organizations thrive on change and to be able to meet those changes, 
they need a solid foundation with experienced managers and decision 
makers. When an organization has a group of key people, they are then 

able to pass flexibility on to 
their employees. For smaller 
organizations, such as start-ups, 
the stable foundation could be 
the founder of the company. For 
larger organizations, this would 
be your managers or those who 
supervise other employees. These 
employees need to be able to 
think. A clear, and well-defined 
structure is needed for a company 
to grow and still be stable.

Agile For All, an organization that works toward creating agile offices and 
teams, outlines five different characteristics to look for when examining the 
foundation of their team3:

WHAT ARE THE KEY CHARACTERISTICS 
OF AGILE ORGANIZATION?

² http://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/the-keys-to-organizational-agility
³ http://agileforall.com/agile-organizations/



⁴ http://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/organization/our-insights/agility-it-rhymes-with-stability

ABILITY TO MOVE QUICKLY
Once a foundation is in place, organizations then need to decide on a strategy 
that will allow them to efficiently work on projects. Agile organizations need 
to be able to develop teams with qualified individuals in order to grow their 
business model. Within some organizations, flexibility and the ability to work 
from anywhere with an internet connection is a valuable option to allow 
employees to work when

their productivity is at its highest. 
They can find qualified employees 
that are not limited by their 
location, allowing a company to 
save both time and money.

There are, of course, obstacles 
that employers face when they are 
growing their team. Within many 
organizations, unclear policies and procedures are a challenge to growth. It’s 
important to set up clear boundaries and clear information about who sees 
things before they are approved, what targets and objectives need to be met, 
and how should information be passed along from one employee to another. 
One study from McKinsey shows that most companies either focus on stability 
or agility.4 For a workplace to be truly agile, both need to be a focus.



What might work for one organization may not work for another. Researchers 
from the University of Michigan examined seven different principles to 
consider when creating a more agile organization.

SOURCING STRATEGIES5

Think of this step as your overall business plan. Your sourcing strategies 
should include different scenarios, plans, directives, and decisions to define 
and integrate internal and external resources to fulfill a strategy. There are 
also three things you’ll want to look at in-depth.

5 http://www.bus.umich.edu/KresgePublic/Journals/Gartner/research/119200/119216/119216.pdf

WHAT COMPONENTS ARE NEEDED TO 
CREATE AN AGILE ORGANIZATION?

Values

Do you have a 
company culture? 
How do your values 
reflect when there 
is change?

Budgeting

When is the last time you 
looked at what you spend? 
How financially ready is 
your business to handle 
setbacks that may occur 
from change?

Your Plan

What will you do to 
become agile?

RESOURCE MANAGEMENT
Think of this as “supply and demand.” Examine the amount of work that’s 
coming into your organization, and the amount of people you have within 
your workplace. Also, take a look at the skills of each of your employees. 
Viewing who can get what will allow you to easily assign projects, allowing for 
change to happen easier within your organization.



COMPETENCIES
Employers need to be able to understand each of their employee’s individual 
and organizational traits. For those who may have a narrower skill sets, 
employers should look at the employee’s strengths, and see where he or she 
can expand.

LEADERSHIP
Once again, your leadership will be a foundation for becoming an agile 
organization. The leadership of an agile organization requires mentoring and 
empowerment of employees. In agile organization, all levels of employees 
should learn new things while on the job.

PROCESS ALIGNMENT
From time to time, leaders may notice that something may not be structured or 
done efficiently. To improve the work that is coming out of your organization, 
processes may sometimes need to be adjusted. If you decide to create a new 
process, ask yourself these four questions before implementing it:

• What can I observe from this process?
• Is this measurable?
• How can I streamline this?
• Is it repeatable?

ORGANIZATION
This step combines your leadership, processes, decision-making, and 
resources to begin the final steps in becoming an agile organization. This is 
where you would test out all of these systems together to see how work is 
getting done.

CHANGE READINESS
This is the stage where you review what has been done within the organization 
stage, and determines whether or not your organization is ready to respond 
to foreseeable and unforeseen demands. This prepares organizations for both 
new opportunities and recovery from setbacks.



Microsoft is one of the pioneers when it comes to agile organizations. For a 
while, they did not have a great reputation as a software developer. They would 
usually develop a new version of Office, Windows, SQL Server, Exchange, and 
other programs every two or three years.6 Usually, this model involved one 
or two years to plan a new product, then one year to code it and roll the 
program out.

This worked well for Microsoft until it was time to release Windows Vista. The 
first release came out three years late and came out after Microsoft was no 
longer using the software originally used to create Vista. What they learned 
from this is that having a set amount of years to work on a project doesn’t 
mean that it will always be done right.

MICROSOFT’S FOUNDATION
With the rise of mobile devices, the Xbox 360, and tablets, Microsoft saw a 
saw a need to improve their development team. Microsoft decided to make 
Aaron Bjork and Brian Harry in charge of a new initiative called Visual Studio.7 
This would be an entirely separate division of Microsoft’s Developer Division 
focused on producing quality work for the company. Bjork and Harry would 
become the foundation of this new team.

Senior executives throughout Microsoft were challenged to design and build 
a game. Instead of working on the whole project and then testing it once, 
each executive was encouraged to work in sprints of three weeks. When each 
sprint was finished, the executive played his or her game to see what was 
working, and see what needed to be fixed. Rather than focusing on a whole 
product at once, Microsoft’s development team shifted to working in small 
batches, and checking their work as they went along.

6 https://arstechnica.com/information-technology/2014/08/how-microsoft-
dragged-its-development-practices-into-the-21st-century/
7 https://stories.visualstudio.com/scaling-agile-across-the-enterprise/

HOW DID MICROSOFT BECOME 
AN AGILE ORGANIZATION?



MICROSOFT’S AGILITY
With Visual Studio, Microsoft was able to build software updates for current 
projects quickly, and improve the quality of builds for new versions of 
software, and future OS development. Customer feedback and input allowed 
for developers to continuously improve products to eliminate bugs and make 
decisions without running into hang ups, and ensuring that everyone involved 
in a project has hands on experience with the product or service.

SOURCING STRATEGIES
Microsoft’s planning process began with an overall vision of their project.8 

From there, a program manager would create their scenario, which would be 
an overall goal that should be achieved in 18 months. The scenario is then 
reviewed every six months based on these three questions:

1) What have we learned based on what we built?
2) What do our customers tell us?
3) What has changed in the marketplace?

Any team can make changes to code, as long as the leadership team is made 
aware of what is being done.

RESOURCE MANAGEMENT
At the end of each sprint, each team decides whether to take on new work or 
learn something new that they can implement in their current project. Each 
team communicates and collaborates with each other so everyone is aware 
of the status of their projects. Program managers and engineer managers 
communicate with each other to ensure that everyone is made aware of what’s 
going on, and that there is advance notice of any changes.

Microsoft’s philosophy on management is to create an autonomous workplace. 
This means that each member can contribute his or her own input and own 
his or her own work. They also collaborate with one another to operate faster, 
produce higher-quality work, and to solve/understand customer needs.

8 https://www.forbes.com/sites/stevedenning/2015/10/29/microsofts-
sixteen-keys-to-becoming-agile-at-scale/#2f3cee6315ce



CAPACITY
Planning is a big part in the success of Microsoft’s Agile workflow. It searches 
for team members that are committed to projects and has deep respect for 
their employees to ensure that they are providing the best experience possible 
for their customers. If for some reason one team can’t troubleshoot an issue, 
they’ll ask another team if they have experienced the same thing before. Each 
team runs on the same principles, but applies them differently. Each manager 
speaks to the team members before each sprint on what needs to get done 
and how that person can help them complete tasks.

For tasks that don’t get completed in a sprint, managers will consult with 
the team to figure out what went wrong and why a certain task could not be 
completed. Other development teams have a discussion with the team that 
is stuck to try and figure out if they can task the issue at hand. If it is not an 
essential function and another team cannot figure out the issue, it will usually 
be left out of the product release.

LEADERSHIP
Management at Microsoft is committed to running an “autonomous” work 
environment where managers can inspire and bring the best out of their 
employees.9 Each team meets with leadership every three months to talk 
about issues they’ve encountered in sprints, and reviewing what they have 
completed and learned. When issues arise at Microsoft, managers are still 
available to have a discussion with their teams, and teams are welcome to 
provide feedback to procedures that don’t work or hurdles to their project.

While teams are given a tremendous amount of flexibility, management still 
sets ground rules that teams must adhere to. If a team falls behind, the team 
is expected to discuss it with their manager, and then have a discussion on 
what to do in order to get caught up.

9 https://www.forbes.com/sites/stevedenning/2015/10/29/microsofts-
sixteen-keys-to-becoming-agile-at-scale/#49c6435615ce



PROCESS ALIGNMENT
Originally, the process for development at Microsoft was completed in 
three stages: planning, coding, and testing. When the company realized this 
didn’t work, the company introduced a process call Scrum, a framework for 
development teams to follow when completing a project. They also use a 
system that’s called “Featured Flags” that isolates code before it goes to 
users. Here is how each sprint works:

Before going Agile, development teams would simply seek managerial 
approval all at once for their plan, and move forward once they get the go-
ahead. This processed was changed to align with the new goals that are set 
in each or every sprint. Teams now work with leadership to set three goals 
of what they hope to accomplish in each sprint. The plan for each sprint 
also includes a 15-minute meeting where teams are expected to present all 
dependencies to the management team before a project even begins. Each 
team then listens to the other presentations to find out the dependencies that 
they’ll have to meet for another team to move forward.

9 https://www.forbes.com/sites/stevedenning/2015/10/29/microsofts-
sixteen-keys-to-becoming-agile-at-scale/#49c6435615ce



ORGANIZATION
The development teams at Microsoft were able to change the color, function, 
and layout of their office. Their new office space featured vibrant paint colors, 
multiple collaboration areas, and comfortable meeting rooms. At first, they 
changed to an entirely open office layout, but found that employees were not 
communicating with each other as expected. Instead, each team was placed 
into their own room, which had mobile desks. Microsoft saw that this worked 
for their development team, and implemented it to other office spaces.

CHANGE READINESS
Microsoft Corporate VP Brian Harry made the decision to go agile, after 
employee input that projects worked better when done in Agile methodology. 
Time ended up being a challenge for Microsoft when they shifted to an Agile 
work environment. It took Microsoft almost a year to get used to the Scrum 
process of fixing all bugs and other errors within a three-week sprint. They 
eventually came to a conclusion that if the error could not be fixed, the feature 
would not be deployed.



As companies strive to be more flexible with their employees, but improve 
their workflow, agile organizations can develop in various industries. With 
a strong foundation, organizations can then begin to find the best talent, 
understand each employee’s strengths, see what processes can be adjusted 
for more efficient work, renovate their office space for their new work style, and 
then revamp the way that work to become an agile organization. The overall 
goal of Agile organizations is for organizations to have a sense of community, 
and work together in order to increase profits and sales. Although Microsoft’s 
success is mostly on the technical side of their work, you can take some of 
the lessons they learned from management styles, office space layout, and 
process alignment and apply it to your business.

CONCLUSION
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