
AGILE,  
APPLIED 

Practical insights from  
the Agile frontline



2



 3INTRODUCTION

GET THE REAL STORY 
ON AGILE
With markets evolving faster than ever, businesses need  
to get new products and services to market faster than  
ever before. To meet this challenge, a growing number  
are adopting Agile ways of working. As well as cutting  
time to market, they benefit from increased productivity, 
improved quality and enhanced employee engagement. 

Agile is one of the most talked about topics in business. If you’re trying  
to understand whether the benefits are real and whether Agile could  
work for you, it can be hard to cut through the noise. 

To help you decide – and provide practical insights if you’re about to 
embark on your first Agile initiative – we’ve been talking to the leaders 
and executives running major Agile implementations. We asked:

• whether the promised advantages of Agile are real

• what the toughest challenges in implementing Agile are.

 
Their responses provide a clear picture of what to expect. We’ve 
combined this with our own experience delivering some of the world’s 
largest Agile transformations. These are lessons from the front-line,  
not instructions from an Agile manual. 

The decision to implement Agile is a significant one. The methodology 
has grown far beyond its roots in software delivery and, when applied 
to wider work, has an impact across the organisation. It’s a true 
transformation. Read on to learn from the experiences of those who  
have already chosen Agile and discover our insights into how to make  
it work for your organisation.



Proven benefits  
of Agile 

Most organisations implementing Agile want  
to reduce time to market. Our view is that this  
is entirely achievable. We also know there are  
other compelling benefits, all confirmed by our 
interviews, including:

INCREASED PRODUCTIVITY

IMPROVED QUALITY 

MORE ENGAGED EMPLOYEES
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4 PROVEN BENEFITS OF AGILE



Challenges to getting 
started with Agile 

When we asked Agile executives about the toughest 
challenges they identified four key challenges:

WINNING CONFIDENCE IN AGILE’S RIGOUR

OVERCOMING SCEPTICISM AROUND 
PRACTICALITY

RETHINKING ATTITUDES TO FAILURE

GETTING THE PRODUCT OWNER ROLE RIGHT
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 7INCREASED PRODUCTIVITY

1INCREASED 
PRODUCTIVITY

With Agile ways of working, 
organisations can deliver 
more with less 

What productivity gains does Agile deliver?

Agile methods improve productivity by eliminating or 
reducing the non-value-added activities that are a feature 
of traditional development processes. These activities can 
include waiting for approvals or developing features that 
don’t add much value to the end product or service. Forca 
– a Danish pension service company, for example, reports 
efficiency improvement around 30 per cent using techniques 
like this. One of our clients states:

“At my first agile transformation at Forca, we achieved  
30 per cent more value for the same development funds  
by more efficient use of internal resources and a minimum 
viable product approach. Parallel to this, we dramatically 
reduced our dependency on external resources. Standing 
on this platform, I was invited to join ATP where we have 
launched an agile transformation and selected KPIs are 
showing a positive trend already.” 
ANNE MARIE JESS HANSEN, SENIOR VICE PRESIDENT, ATP

These types of gain don’t require large investments in 
technology, and they don’t involve trade-offs in quality  
or employee engagement. They are the natural result  
of an Agile approach to organising and working. 

How Agile improves productivity

In our experience, productivity gains come from four areas.

1.	 Decentralised	decision-making 
Decision-making is shifted away from the centre and into 
teams. Because teams are closest to the development 
process, their decisions are quicker and more accurate.

2.	 Cross-functional	collaboration 
Breaking down silos helps development teams build other 
functions’ requirements into their work and clear hurdles 
to progress faster. This could include, for example, 
collaborating with compliance to build adherence with 
specific standards into the development process, rather 
than waiting for clearance right at the end.

3.	 Customer	involvement 
The product owner on the Agile team represents the 
customer’s perspective in the development process.  
The product owner’s input enables the development  
team to deliver a product or service that’s closer to 
customer needs, limiting re-work.

4.	 Working	in	short	cycles 
Frequent, incremental releases of each new version  
of a product or service allows for continuous learning  
and improvement, and enables the development team  
to dentify inefficiencies and optimise processes.

“Using Agile methods, it is possible to obtain more 
accurate and timely deliveries at the same cost.”
AINO OLSEN, DEPUTY DIRECTOR, DANISH AGENCY FOR IT & LEARNING

Sixty-one per cent of Agile 
executives say improved team 
productivity is a main benefit  
of adopting Agile.1

WHAT OUR 
INTERVIEWEES 
TOLD US

1 https://explore.versionone.com/state-of-agile/versionone-12th-annual-state-of-agile-report

https://explore.versionone.com/state-of-agile/versionone-12th-annual-state-of-agile-report
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Agile development improves 
quality while reducing the 
cost of quality management 

What quality gains does Agile deliver?

The traditional development process places verification 
and quality control right at the end of a long, phased 
process. This is the first opportunity to test the finished 
delivery. By contrast, Agile breaks the development process 
into incremental deliveries. This reduces the time from 
development to verification dramatically and creates  
early, frequent opportunities to correct errors. This not  
only improves quality, but also reduces delays and costs.

 

How Agile delivers quality gains

Quality is principally about delivering products and services 
that are free from defects. But in our experience, Agile 
delivers two additional dimensions of quality improvement.

1.	 Cost	of	quality	assurance 
Incremental delivery means quality issues are identified 
early in the development process and allows for cost-
efficient corrective action. It ensures further development 
doesn’t take place on top of uncorrected errors.

2.	 Fit	for	purpose 
Frequent releases and customer involvement help 
development teams understand customer needs and 
adjust development and delivery to align with them.

2 https://www.scaledagileframework.com/cisco-case-study/

2IMPROVED 
QUALITY

“We find some other 
kinds of mistakes,  
not only technical  
but also design and 
process failures.”
KURT NØRRISGAARD, CEO, BEC

WHAT OUR 
INTERVIEWEES 
TOLD US

When Cisco compared their 
Agile release of a subscription 
billing platform to releases done 
in waterfall projects, they found 
a decrease of critical and major 
defects by 40 per cent.²

https://www.scaledagileframework.com/cisco-case-study/
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3MORE ENGAGED 
EMPLOYEES

Agile ways of working boost 
employee motivation and 
improve satisfaction 

What employee motivation gains does  
Agile deliver?

Increased engagement is an integral part of the Agile 
operating model – not an add-on. It feeds through  
into greater employee satisfaction, typically reported  
in organisations’ employee engagement surveys.  
Agile allows organisations to:

• achieve and sustain a high-performing environment

• avoid the frustration and dissatisfaction caused  
by complex programmes where employees find  
themselves working at less than their best 

• move towards an employee value proposition built  
on more than just benefits and compensation.

How Agile increases employee motivation

In our experience, improved employee motivation and 
satisfaction in Agile organisations is driven by four factors.  

1.	 Greater	employee	empowerment 
Decision-making is decentralised, so employees feel  
a greater sense of ownership of the work they do.

2.	 Wider	influence 
Design and development is done with stakeholders  
across the organisation, so employees have more  
chance to influence decisions outside their mandate.

3.	 Sense	of	a	common	purpose 
Employees are much more involved in planning and 
prioritising work. This increases transparency and gives 
them a stronger understanding of their role in achieving  
a common goal.

4.	 Support	for	individual	development 
The opportunity for feedback and learning embedded 
in the iterative process supports individual development 
and growth.

3 https://www.scaledagileframework.com/capital-one-case-study/

“We have seen our people grow as a result of the 
mandate they are given and the opportunity to use 
their creativity.”
PETER SANDAHL, HEAD OF STRATEGY & INSIGHT, SAVINGS, NORDEA

“The mindset is that we commit as one team.  
There is no us and them. We have more of a teamwork  
ethic, higher employee satisfaction and stronger  
team spirit.”
KRISTINA SØNDBERG, DIRECTOR OF PROJECT & PORTFOLIO MANAGEMENT TEAM, COLOPLAST

Capital One reports an increase 
of 15–20 per cent in employee 
engagement as a result of 
adopting Agile.3

WHAT OUR 
INTERVIEWEES 
TOLD US

https://www.scaledagileframework.com/capital-one-case-study/
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 11WINNING CONFIDENCE IN AGILE’S RIGOUR

There’s a common 
misconception that  
Agile lacks rigour 

The challenge in brief

Many organisations hesitate to use Agile for projects with 
a hard deadline or in highly regulated environments. They 
like the reassurance that comes from the more heavily 
documented waterfall approach. With waterfall, once  
an overall plan is approved, it feels as if the project is on 
track. By contrast, the decentralised decision making that’s  
a feature of Agile can suggest a lack of control, while less 
documentation tracking project progress can suggest  
a lack of rigour.

In fact, done right, Agile principles and practices perform 
better than waterfall in hard-deadline and highly complex 
situations. Moving decisions out to where the information  
is can actually be a more rigorous way of operating. 

What our experience shows

Waterfall and Agile each take a very different approach  
to developing something new that serves an uncertain  
future need. Agile principles remove uncertainty by testing 
and course-correcting frequently. By contrast, waterfall 
principles manage what uncertainty is left. This means 
waterfall methodology is best suited to projects with low 
uncertainty – typically small projects or those that the 
organisation carries out regularly.

The two approaches can and do, in many cases, co-exist. But 
how the two models are combined makes a big difference.

1WINNING CONFIDENCE  
IN AGILE’S RIGOUR

“I don’t think everything  
can be executed through 
Agile, but many projects can. 
Even compliance projects  
can be carried out with the 
Agile model.”
KURT NØRRISGAARD, CEO, BEC

WHAT OUR 
INTERVIEWEES 
TOLD US
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People are sceptical of new 
ways of working and think 
Agile is impractical 

The challenge in brief

We often hear people talking about the need to adopt  
Agile in a pragmatic way. Their impression is that Agile  
is rather dogmatic. For example, they might have come 
across an Agile team refusing to start more work until  
they have completed what’s in progress. But this doesn’t 
stem from dogma. It stems from a clear understanding  
that work only creates value when it’s finished. 

Agile up-ends conventional thinking. This tempts some 
organisations to leave out Agile practices they don’t  
quite understand. The danger here is that they invest  
large amounts of money and effort implementing Agile,  
only to get limited benefits. The practices they skip are  
often the very practices designed to maximise value  
as early as possible.

 

What our experience shows

Branding Agile as impractical is one way people resist 
adopting new ways of working. But, in essence, Agile is  
a collection of best practices for getting things done quickly 
and effectively. Its whole focus is practical. It’s a grass-roots 
methodology that’s grown from the bottom up – shaped  
by people looking for the best way to manage development 
activity to deliver value. So we believe charges of dogmatism 
and impracticality are off the mark.  

To get the most out of Agile, organisations must truly 
understand the nature of its practices before making 
adjustments to them or leaving them out.  Even though 
Agile practices might challenge the way things are done, 
there’s usually a sound rationale underpinning them and 
organisations can tailor them.

2OVERCOMING SCEPTICISM 
AROUND PRACTICALITY

“It has been an advantage for us to be religious  
about the framework. It has kept us from ending  
up in a model where we design things based on  
an old culture.”
PETER SANDAHL, HEAD OF STRATEGY & INSIGHT, SAVINGS, NORDEA

WHAT OUR 
INTERVIEWEES 
TOLD US
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3RETHINKING ATTITUDES  
TO FAILURE

Replacing ‘failure is not 
an option’ with a ‘fail fast’ 
mindset is the most  
common challenge 

The challenge in brief

53 per cent of Agile leaders say an organisational culture  
in conflict with Agile core values is a key challenge, making  
it the most common one they face.⁴ At the heart of this is the 
mismatch between the organisation’s attitude to failure (not 
an option) and Agile’s attitude to failure (an opportunity  
to identify errors early and fix them fast). 

Attitudes to failure have deeps roots. As children, we’re 
taught that failure must be avoided, so we try hard to avoid 
mistakes. But this means we miss opportunities for learning. 
It also means we put off doing things where we might fail  
or even hide our mistakes when we do. These attitudes  
put projects at risk.

Agile incorporates a more rational approach that reduces 
risk dramatically. Instead of planning as if errors can be 
avoided in the inherently experimental world of developing 
something new, Agile acknowledges that they will occur.  
It aims to minimise their influence by identifying them  
early and enabling development teams to react promptly  
to correct them.

 

What our experience shows

In a ‘fail fast’ culture, errors are flushed out early  
and corrected fast, with no negative consequences or 
‘punishment’ for individuals. In our experience, establishing 
this type of culture depends on changing two things:

• individuals’ and managers’ behaviour and attitudes  
to failing

• organisational structures such as risk management 
processes, rewards, responsibility and recognition.

The two are interlinked and it’s hard to address one without 
the other. We often see organisations sending very mixed 
messages, such as encouraging people to experiment and 
innovate, while rewarding and promoting those who follow  
a clear and risk-averse path. 

4 https://explore.versionone.com/state-of-agile/versionone-12th-annual-state-of-agile-report

“It’s a bigger challenge than you think. If employees 
have experienced a culture where failure has 
consequences, they have to learn to trust a new 
mind-set.”
KURT NØRRISGAARD, CEO, BEC 

“Fail fast is ‘money in the bank’ but can be  
a challenging approach for some peope.”
KRISTINA SØNDBERG, DIRECTOR OF PROJECT & PORTFOLIO MANAGEMENT TEAM, COLOPLAST

WHAT OUR 
INTERVIEWEES 
TOLD US

https://explore.versionone.com/state-of-agile/versionone-12th-annual-state-of-agile-report
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4GETTING THE PRODUCT 
OWNER ROLE RIGHT

Getting the product  
owner role right  
is a challenge 

The challenge in brief 
 

The product owner typically represents the end-user 
(customer or business), sets the priorities, clarifies the 
requirements and signs off against acceptance criteria.  
One of the product owner’s key responsibilities is to 
break down products into small, independently valuable 
deliverables and empower development teams. Even  
the most mature Agile organisations will fail to deliver  
if product owners don’t do this effectively. Breaking  
down products correctly can deliver many of the  
benefits of Agile even within a waterfall methodology.

 

What our experience shows

In our work, we typically come across three challenges for 

the product owner.

1.	 Slicing	up	work 
It’s very difficult to define work items that create value 
independently and are ready to demonstrate every 
two weeks. It takes a systematic approach to avoid the 
constraints of habitual thinking. Often it’s best to identify 
the meaningful backlog items based on business value 
and future functionality. 

2.	 Managing	customer	and	stakeholder	expectations 
Many customers and stakeholders still interact with the 
Agile development organisation as if it were waterfall, 
expecting specifications, reports and the ability to lock  
in scope, time and cost. It’s important to constantly  
invest time and effort in explaining what’s happening. 

3.	 Resisting	the	temptation	to	direct 
When the pressure is on, many product owners start 
directing development activity rather than letting the 
development team continue to self-organise. This reduces 
the sense of shared responsibility and commitment that 
delivers many of the Agile benefits. Product owners must 
make a conscious effort to remain focused on prioritising 
work rather than directing development.

5 https://explore.versionone.com/state-of-agile/versionone-12th-annual-
state-of-agile-report

“In the end, it is the product owner  
who decides what value to deliver  
(the scope). It is a big responsibility  
and requires empowerment and 
organisational acknowledgement.”
KRISTINA SØNDBERG, DIRECTOR, PROJECT & PORTFOLIO 
MANAGEMENT TEAM, COLOPLAST

Thirty-one per cent of Agile 
leaders cite a lack of project 
owner availability as a challenge 
to implementing Agile.5

WHAT OUR 
INTERVIEWEES 
TOLD US

https://explore.versionone.com/state-of-agile/versionone-12th-annual-state-of-agile-report
https://explore.versionone.com/state-of-agile/versionone-12th-annual-state-of-agile-report
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GETTING THE 
FUNDAMENTALS  
IN PLACE

Agile can deliver benefits for any organisation where part 
of the value chain includes development activity. But its 
focus on eliminating errors early means the methodology 
is especially suited to projects featuring a high degree of 
uncertainty. This is where organisations stand to gain the 
biggest benefits.

To start benefiting from Agile in your organisation, we recommend getting 
three fundamentals in place.

Engage your leaders

Applied across the enterprise, Agile drives an organisational 
transformation. So the first step is to make sure your organisation’s leaders 
understand what Agile is and, more particularly, the role they will play  
in its success. Agile demands a style of leadership that’s the very opposite  
of ‘command and control’. Leadership must adapt, creating ‘servant 
leaders’ who are dedicated to creating the circumstances in which 
empowered teams can thrive.

Plan for culture change

Agile demands a change in culture from the top down, right through  
the different layers of management. Managers need to accept that it’s OK 
for people to fail and employees need to get the message loud and clear. 
Moving from a ‘zero-error’ to a ‘fail fast, learn early’ culture and realigning 
the view on rewards is a big step towards encouraging effective working 
within an Agile context.  

Given the challenging nature of a cultural change, it’s important to  
develop a governance model and associated processes that support the 
use of Agile. This ensures that the teams are in the best possible position 
to succeed, and avoids a ‘double’ set-up. 

Prepare your people

Agile demands new skills, attitudes and behaviours, so your people  
will need training and coaching as you roll out Agile. It can be tempting  
to adjust roles to fit in the people you have. This is a mistake. The focus 
should be on developing people to fit Agile roles, with particular focus  
on the tricky product owner role.

 17GETTING THE FUNDAMENTALS IN PLACE
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LET US DRIVE 
YOUR AGILE 
TRANSFORMATION 

We’re experts in helping organisations use Agile to 
become more innovative and efficient, and create 
customer and business value faster. We have extensive 
experience leading successful Agile programmes 
for organisations around the world – including 
some of the largest Scaled Agile transformations 
in banking, life sciences and government. 

To find out how we can help 
you decide on and drive your 
Agile experience, contact us.

TINA	HJORT-EJLERTSEN

PA Nordic Lead on Agile 

tina.hjort.ejlertsen@paconsulting.com 
+45 40 94 78 81

MARTIN	ERIKSSON

PA Agile expert

martin.eriksson@paconsulting.com 
+46 733 10 47 49

ALI	RANA

PA Agile expert

ali.rana@paconsulting.com 
+47 98 20 60 60

PACONSULTING.COM/AGILE

AGILE@PACONSULTING.COM
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About PA.

An innovation and transformation consultancy, we believe in the power of ingenuity 
to build a positive human future in a technology-driven world.  

As strategies, technologies and innovation collide, we turn complexity into opportunity.  

Our diverse teams of experts combine innovative thinking and breakthrough 
technologies to progress further, faster. Our clients adapt and transform, and together 
we achieve enduring results.

We are over 2,600 specialists in consumer, defence and security, energy and utilities, 
financial services, government, healthcare, life sciences, manufacturing, and transport, 
travel and logistics. And we operate globally from offices across the Americas, Europe, 
the Nordics and the Gulf.  
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