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AGILE IN THE BANKING INDUSTRY: EXPLORING 

MULTIPLE LEVELS OF AGILE TRANSFORMATION 

PROCESS FACILITATORS AND CHALLENGES FROM A 

PEOPLE PERSPECTIVE  

Research paper 

Damai Taribuka, ABN Amro, Gustav Mahlerlaan 10, 1082 PP Amsterdam, Netherlands, 

damaitaribuka@live.nl 

Chintan Amrit, Amsterdam Business School, University of Amsterdam, P.O. Box 15953, 
1001 NL Amsterdam, c.amrit@uva.nl 

Abstract 
Due to new technological developments and the rising competition of FinTech’s, financial organizations 

need to be faster and more flexible than ever before. Therefore, large banks are increasingly starting 

up Agile Transformation Processes, or have already begun to. As Agile puts people over process, it is 
important to examine the Agile Transformation Process (ATP) and its challenges from a people 

perspective. We perform a Grounded Theory study involving seventeen participants across four different 
banks transforming into agile. We find four levels of ATP outcomes that, in turn, can influence the ATP. 

These outcomes that arise during the ATP can serve as facilitators or can form challenges for the further 

development of the ATP. The multiple levels on which these facilitators and challenges emerge include 
individual, team, management and organizational level. This research has practical implications for 

organizations that are starting or have already started the ATP. 

Keywords: Agile Transformation Process; ATP; Banking industry; Organizational culture; Agile 

culture; Grounded Theory 
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Introduction 

“Agile transformation” is today’s call to action for many organizations, be it large or small. This is 

because Agile methodologies are seen as the answer to adapt to fast-changing market demands (Ghilic-

Micu, Stocia, & Uscatu, 2014; Younas, Jawawi, Ghani, Fries, & Kazmi, 2018). Outside the context of 

software companies and small team projects, the financial services industry is adopting Agile 

methodologies on a large scale (VersionOne, 2018). Large banks have their traditional software 

development processes and project models replaced by more iterative and incremental Agile 

methodologies that allow them to adapt and innovate more quickly (Cappelli & Tavis, 2018; Manuja & 

Manisha, 2014). New technological developments like artificial intelligence, big data, cryptocurrencies 

and blockchain are bound to have a great impact on the financial services industry. New legislations like 

GDPR, PSD II and MIFIT are aimed at opening up the market and increasing competition of financial 

service offerings (Das, Verburg, Verbraeck, & Bonebakker, 2018). Due to these disruptive events, the 

banking industry is increasingly facing competition from new market entrants that can respond better 

and faster to new technological developments. These new market entrants include leading tech 

companies like Google, Microsoft and Apple who recently introduced their payment systems, such as 

Microsoft Pay, Google Pay and Apple Pay (KPMG, 2018). To respond to the fast-changing market, 

various banks in the Netherlands have decided to implement large-scale Agile frameworks, often 

tailored to their organization. 

 However, Agile methodologies are known to work well in small scale IT contexts, where they were 

originally developed. As previous research from both academic and business practitioners has shown, 

Agile methods are difficult to implement in large organizations and projects (Dikert, Paasivaara, & 

Lassenius, 2016; Dybå & Dingsøyr, 2009). This leads to challenges when adopting Agile methodologies 

at scale, since applying Agile in larger projects and organizations involves concerns such as in 

interfacing with other business lines as well as inter-team coordination (Dikert et al., 2016).  

 Identifying the key facilitators and challenges that banks face during an Agile Transformation Process 

(ATP) is important for further development of the ATP. Whereas research on the technical aspect of 

agile software development is established by both practitioners and academia and is reaching mature 

levels, there is not much academic research focused on the agile transformation from a people 

perspective (Küpper, 2016). More concretely, it is not clear how the ATP can impact culture, hierarchy, 

environment and people.  

Therefore, this research aims to answer the following research question: Which organizational outcomes 

emerge during an agile transformation and how can they, in turn, influence the agile transformation 

process from a people’s perspective? 

 To provide an answer for this research question, we need to identify the organizational outcomes that 

can act as facilitators for an ATP from a people’s perspective, as well as those outcomes that can act as 

challenges for an ATP. 

 This study aims to explore and illustrate which organizational outcomes arise during an agile 

transformation and how they facilitate or challenge further development of the agile transformation 

process. A key contribution of this study is to present a grounded theory: multiple levels of ATP 

facilitators and challenges from a people perspective. Furthermore, the people's perspective of this study 

is in line with the first value of the Agile Manifesto: “individuals and interactions over processes and 

tools”.  

 The rest of the paper is structured as follows: Section 2 covers the literature background, section 3 

explains our research design and methodology, section 4 provides the results of our analysis, section 5 

discusses our results and section 6 concludes the paper. 
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Background and related work 

2.1 Agile Adoption vs. Agile Transformation 

As many studies emphasize, only implementing an agile way of working without developing an agile 

mind-set among employees is not enough to truly transform your organization into agile (Dikert et al., 

2016; Sureshchandra & Shrinivasavadhani, 2008). This is related to the difference between agile 

adoption and agile transformation. Transforming an organization and its culture into agile requires a 

change of mindset of both employees and managers (Dikert et al., 2016). The difference in ‘doing agile’ 

and ‘being agile’ also relates to the agile mindset that teams and their members should adopt to become 

truly agile (Ranganath, 2011). ‘Doing agile’ implies that teams are working according to agile 

methodologies but do not understand the purposes of agile and therefore applying this approach when 

transforming towards agile is not sustainable.  

2.2 Organizational culture 

As agile adoptions are purely about the use and implementation of agile methodologies and practices, 

agile transformation happens at the deeper layers of the organization (C. Tolfo et al., 2011). Previous 

studies have investigated and concluded that organizational culture plays an essential role in a successful 

agile transformation (C. Tolfo et al., 2011). In their study, Iivari and Iivari (2011) acknowledge that the 

relationship between organizational culture and agile deployment is an interesting research topic due to 

the conceptual richness of organizational culture and the ambiguity of the concept of agility. Therefore, 

it is important to include some prior literature on organizational culture. A well-known organizational 

culture model is the three-layered model by Schein (1999. On the first level are the visible artefacts, 

these include among other things, the project structures, processes, organizational structure and physical 

working environment. The second level is the espoused values, which links to aspects like goals, 

teamwork and values declared by management. The third and most hidden level includes the basic 

underlying assumptions that relate to relationships. According to Schein (1990), organizational culture 

can only be well understood when analysing all 3 layers. Furthermore, it is important to mention that 

leadership plays a crucial role in creating a new culture, but also in managing this culture, and if needed, 

changing it (Schein 2010). Agile transformation requires a change in mindset to establish new leadership 

styles, skills and organizational capabilities that have the potential to evolve an organization’s culture 

towards a culture that is more related to the agile values and principles (Farahani, Banschbach, Houlder, 

& Jolly, 2017). 

2.3 Agile culture 

There are two kinds of cultures in the context of software development: agile and plan-driven (Boehm 

& Turner, 2003). As mentioned before, moving from a plan-driven culture to an agile culture is hard. It 

is often the case that the current organizational culture is at odds with agile values and principles, 

increasing the general resistance to change (Dikert et al., 2016). Even though it is believed that 

implementing and adopting agile practices, values and principles can encourage an agile culture in an 

organization, there is not yet a precise definition of what agile culture is and what characterizes it (C. 

Tolfo et al., 2011; Iivari & Iivari, 2011). In their study Tolfo et al. (2012) describe an Agile culture with 

the help of existing organizational culture models by reflecting agile values and principles on the culture 

models developed by Schein (1999). The study by Tolfo et al. (2011) shows that agile culture cannot be 

reduced to a software development process, a specific agile method or a set of technological artefacts 

used by the organization. They describe an agile culture as a culture that is founded on a set of basic 

presuppositions similar to the agile principles. These presuppositions serve as the foundation for the 

shared values that establish the agile philosophy. Due to this, the technologies and practices used in any 

agile method only represent the visible artefacts of the agile culture, or as Schein (1992) would describe 

it: the top of the iceberg, or the first level of culture. 
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Research Method 

In this study, we employ an exploratory multiple-case study design that follows the guidelines by Yin 

(2006). Such a multiple-method design allows for increasing the reliability and validity of this study 

(Eisenhart, 1989). According to Yin (2006), case studies are generalizable to theoretical propositions, 

not to universes or populations. Therefore, this research aims to identify (success) drivers instead of 

focusing on statistical generalization. In line with this explorative nature, this study makes use of in-

depth interviews as the data collection technique and adopts the Grounded Theory (GT) method 

(Charmaz, 2017) and its corresponding procedures for analysing the data obtained. GT is usually used 

in social studies, but it is useful for a wide range of topics in software engineering, especially those 

which are related to people behaviours and human aspects (Javdani Gandomani, Zulzalil, Abdul Ghani, 

Md. Sultan, & Yatim Sharif, 2014). Since agile transformations focus on people and human interactions, 

GT is an appropriate research method, as it provides a rich analysis of real-life cases. Furthermore, GT 

is increasingly being used for studying the social nature of agile software development (Hoda, Noble, 

& Marshall, 2010; Kumar et al., 2012). 

3.1 Case Study Description 

We employ a multiple case study consisting of four cases. The units of analysis are four banks in the 

Netherlands (see Table 1). We interviewed a total of 17 participants. The participants were accessible 

through the network of KPMG and the first author’s professional network. The criteria for selection 

included agile practitioners with different roles and responsibilities. In this way, the study allowed for a 

range and depth of experiences related to change management, project management and working in self-

organizing team contexts. In particular, participants had roles such as Scrum Master, Product Owner, 

Agile Coach, Business Analyst, Business Developer and management roles. Participants were not 

required to have a minimum number of years of experience in practicing agile methods. This ensures 

that the study has a rounded perspective of how an agile transformation is perceived. 

Units of analysis Number of 

employees 

Started with Agile 

Transformation 

program 

Agile methods used 

Bank 1 18720 2016 Scrum, Kanban, ScrumBan. Hybrid, 

Scrum/XP, Lean StartUp 

Bank 2 54804 2015 Scrum, Kanban, Hybrid, Scrum XP, 

Extreme programming 

Bank 3 59600 2017 Scrum, Kanban, Lean StartUp, Hybrid, 

Extreme programming 

Bank 4 1427 2019 Scrum, Kanban, Hybrid, Lean StartUp 

Table 1 Overview units of analysis 

3.2 Data collection 

The data collection took place between April and June 2019. We used purposeful sampling (Saunders, 

Lewis & Thornhill, 2019), since job description and level play an important role in acquiring different 

perspectives. Purposive sampling is typically used in qualitative research to identify and select 

information-rich cases. It is a non-random technique that does not need a set number of participants. As 

Etikan (2016) puts it simply: “the researcher decides what needs to be known and sets out to find people 

who can and are willing to provide the information by virtue of knowledge or experience.” Besides 

knowledge and experience, availability and willingness to participate are important to take into account 

while selecting participants. 
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 In order to triangulate the gathered data, we adopted a multi-method approach (Creswell and Clark, 

2017). The primary sources of data were (i) semi-structured face-to-face interviews with agile 

practitioners, (ii) relevant documents like process flows, job/role descriptions and PowerPoint 

presentations describing the transformation process and (iii) direct observation; the first researcher 

spend over a year within bank 1 to gain rich insights regarding organizational culture and agile 

transformation. Hence, we used multiple sources of evidence, which results in triangulation to develop 

converging lines of inquiry. We also created a case study database that contained both the recordings 

and transcripts of the interviews, to enable other researchers to validate the results. Finally, we 

maintained a chain of evidence, meaning that another researcher should be able to trace the steps from 

the conclusion back to the research question and the other way around. Therefore, we have applied the 

three proposals by Yin (2003) to deal with problems related to construct validity and reliability. Another 

important research aspect to take into account is related to research ethics. Privacy agreements were 

made with all the interviewees to guarantee their anonymity. This was done by ensuring that all the data 

provided by the interviewees would be anonymized in such a way that whatever they said could never 

be traced back to their names. This created a safe environment where interviewees could speak freely 

without feeling limited in what they would say or being scared that what they said could back-fire. 

3.2.1 Interviews 

We chose the in-depth interview technique as this research seeks to provide a rich investigation and 

deep understanding of the agile transformation process within the four cases. The 17 interviews were 

conducted face-to-face at the workplace of the participant and took about 45 minutes each. The 

interviews consisted of open-ended questions and focused on the participant's experience, opinion about 

agile transformation and the challenges they faced during this transformation along with the 

interventions they implemented to overcome them. Because the flow of the semi-structured interviews 

depends on the answers being spontaneous rather than rehearsed, it would be methodologically biased 

to show the interview script as a whole to participants before the interview. To still be able to give 

participants a general idea of the purpose of the interview, a one-pager was created to give more 

information about the goal of the research and the data collection method (specifically the interviews). 

Data collection and analysis was conducted iteratively in order to constantly compare the outcomes, 

which helped in guiding future interviews and analysis. An overview of the participants and their roles 

can be found in Table 2. 

Participants Function / Role Business line Organization Years of 

experience 

with agile 

Agile 

Certificated 

P1 Product owner IT B1 5 yes 

P2 Executive program director IT B1 10 no 

P3 Scrum master Marketing B1 3,5 yes 

P4 Chief Employee Experience HR 

transformation 

B1 2,5 no 

P5 Strategy & change consultant HR 

transformation 

B1 2 yes 

P6 Product owner IT B1 3 yes 

P7 HR Business developer HR/IT B1 2 yes 

P8 Product owner/ sr. customer 

journey expert 

Business B2 2 yes 

P9 Global Change consultant global change 

management 

B2 2 yes 

P10 Agile coach Business B2 3 yes 
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P11 Agile coach Risk & 

Finance 

B3 5 yes 

P12 Team lead/ Scrum master IT B3 2 yes 

P13 IT Lead IT B3 7 yes 

P14 Sr. Software Engineer IT B3 5 yes 

P15 Product owner IT B4 4 no 

P16 Domain Lead IT B4 5 no 

P17 Agile coach Business B4 10 yes 

Table 2 Overview of participants 

3.3 Data analysis 

The data analysis was guided by the reasoning and logic that underlies the sense-making techniques 

associated with Grounded Theory (Kumar et al., 2012; Charmaz, 2006). The choice of using Grounded 

Theory (GT) for data analysis agrees with Matavire and Brown (2013) who profiled grounded theory 

approaches in information system studies. Moreover, Sarker, Xiao, Beaulieu and Lee (2018) 

acknowledge that GT is one of the prominent first-generation qualitative approaches adopted in the IS 

community. GT is exploratory in nature and suits situations in which the researcher does not start with 

any hypotheses or predefined propositions that require proof. Instead, the researcher captures all facets 

of the collected data to allow theory to emerge from the data. According to Sarker et al. (2018) 

researchers using GT tend toward a more data-centric view. In essence, GT analysis includes coding 

and constant comparison. We employed a Grounded Theory data analysis that included GT procedures 

such as open coding and constant comparison method to synthesize data from the interviews by 

identifying the patterns in the dataset as recommended by Charmaz (2006). 

The data analysis (following the guidelines of GT by Charmaz (2006)) was done as follows: First, the 

recorded interviews were manually transcribed in a word processor and then uploaded to Nvivo1 for 

analysis. Figure 1b illustrates the levels of data abstraction in GT. Second, sections from the transcribed 

interviews (raw data) were selected to assign codes (descriptive word). This is initial coding or as Glaser 

and Strauss (1967) call it, open coding. The word ‘open’ refers to keeping an open mind when analysing 

the data. Charmaz (2006) suggests that while coding, the research should ask: which theoretical 
categories might these statements indicate? The qualitative codes take segments of raw data apart, name 

them in concise terms (1 or 2 words) and offer an analytical handle to develop abstract ideas for 

interpreting each segment of data. Constant comparison, as the name suggests, constantly compares 

segments of data that are given a specific category name with other instances of data to find out if these 

categories fit. Through the process of constant comparison, the data were grouped into categories. Third, 

all pieces of data, that were assigned with the same code, were clustered. By doing so, the data could be 

analysed consistently and systematically. Then, codes were compared to each other to search for 

similarities or differences between them. By performing this inter-code comparison, the underlying and 

emerging uniformities in the meaning of the codes (the concepts) could be identified. These concepts 

produced a higher level of abstraction i.e. categories. Figure 1 visualizes the emergence of one of the 

categories. Other categories emerged during the coding process. These were the unanticipated codes that 

mainly consist of concepts that were not explicitly included in the interview guide. 

The categories that emerged from the raw data, were compared to the research questions. The clustering 

of categories resulted in four categories (see Section 4). The emerged codes and concepts, both from the 

within-case analysis as well as from the cross-case analysis (see Table 3) guided, the description of the 

results. The headlines of Table 3 correspond to the different categories and helps in improving the 

accuracy of claims. Besides, it allows for traceability throughout the research process, so that claims and 

conclusions can easily be traced back to the sources. The findings were aided by existing literature and 

1 https://www.qsrinternational.com/nvivo/home 
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direct quotations of interviewees to increase reliability. Section 4 provides a more detailed understanding 

of the findings. 

Figure 1  a) emergence of category ‘challenges and facilitators on individual level’ from

underlying concepts and codes. b) Levels of data abstraction in grounded theory

Unit of analysis Reason for transformation Agile maturity level Agile initiation 

(top-down / 

bottom-up) 

Bank 1 Speed, cost, fun place to 

work 

Medium Top-down but 

slightly bottom-up 

Bank 2 Time to market, employee 

experience 

Medium/Advanced Top-down 

Bank 3 Time to market, costs Medium Top-down but 

slightly bottom-up 

Bank 4 Increase cost-income ratio Beginner/Medium Top-down 

Table 3:  Cross-case analysis 

Findings 

In this section, we describe the key facilitators and challenges of an agile transformation within the 

banking industry that emerged from our data analysis. These key facilitators and challenges were found 

on multiple levels: organizational, management, team and individual level. These levels can be 

considered as a hierarchy, facilitators and challenges at the individual level being the lowest level. In 

this section we define an outcome as “a category (derived from the data), that can either facilitate or 

challenge the ATP.” 

4.1 Individual level facilitators and challenges 

The facilitators and challenges that emerged on the individual level are related to career development 

and employee experience.  

Career development: As many of the interviewees indicate, due to agile transformation, career 

perspectives change. Organizations are becoming less hierarchical and ‘flatter’ by cutting management 

levels. For example, an employee can have a function as a software engineer and a role as a Scrum 
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Master. A challenge that arises with the emergence of these new roles and responsibilities is employee 

uncertainty. People can feel lost and don’t know what is expected of them in a particular role. 

Furthermore, it can create a sense of resistance, because people feel excluded when things have not been 

explained to them. 

“It was not always clear to the people who were going to take on the new roles, how to do it and how to 

implement it. For example, what do they expect from me?” - P17, Bank 4 

The shift in focus from vertical growth to horizontal growth is another outcome of agile transformation 

related to career development. This is because agile environments are less hierarchical and have fewer 

management layers, so the amount of management functions is limited. Also, due to agile 

transformation, the traditional way of performance management including rewarding individual 

performance or rating based on short term metrics conflict with agile principles (Conboy, Coyle, Wang, 

& Pikkarianen, 20102010). The HR function house containing rewards and salaries that are linked to 

hierarchical positions have to change as well. One of the participants describes this challenge as follows: 

“HR functions are a real challenge. We have flattened the entire organization, no more middle 

management but self-managing teams. Careers used to be from junior to manager to senior manager.” 

– P9, Bank 2

Employee Experience: Even though not much research has been done on the effect that ATP has on 

employee experience, our findings show that increased employee experience was mentioned as one of 

the most positive outcomes when moving towards agile. Furthermore, employee experience is also 

recognized as an important facilitator when moving towards agile. Takeuchi, Rigby and Sutherland 

(2016) state that compared with traditional management approaches, agile increases employee 

satisfaction and team productivity. 12 out of the 17 interviewees say that employee experience is, besides 

a facilitator of agile transformation, also seen as a reason or even a goal for the transformation towards 

agile. They mention that due to agile transformation, the bank is seen as a ‘fun place to work’ and this 

increases employer branding, which is an important aspect to attract talent. 

“Employee experience was one of the reasons for the agile transformation. We noticed that people no 

longer enjoyed working at a bank, especially after the crisis. It is difficult to attract and retain talent 

and through this new way of working, we have noticed that people like it again” - P9, Bank 2 

4.2 Team level outcomes and challenges 

At the team level, there are two main outcomes. One is the existence of empowered multidisciplinary 

teams which has a positive outcome on the ATP and can act as a facilitator. The other outcome relates 

to managing dependencies, which is something teams struggle with. 

Empowered multidisciplinary teams: During an agile transformation, the importance of 

multidisciplinary teams and team performance is increasing. Many of the interviewees acknowledge the 

importance of multidisciplinary teams in an agile environment and state that these teams can serve as 

facilitators during the agile transformation. 

“The organization is increasingly becoming a network organization and therefore you have to work 

much more in multi-disciplinary teams to become more effective and deliver more output.” – P4, Bank 

1 

Next to training and coaching, co-location is mentioned as a very important aspect when empowering 

teams and increasing cooperation. When bringing Business and IT together in multidisciplinary teams 

it is very helpful to physically put them together instead of having team members that are working from 

different locations tied to their disciplines. Another aspect that is seen as an important factor in 

empowering teams is to apply focus to each team. This can be done by the creation of purpose-driven 

teams, whereby each team is responsible for its focus. However, when teams don’t have a purpose or a 

focus, this can work as an inhibitor for their development and the performance of the team. 
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Managing dependencies: Agile teams have to align their backlog and sprint with that of other teams and 

this can lead to challenges. 

“I sometimes find the collaboration between the teams difficult, because what you see is that each team 

becomes autonomously responsible for its product, making it difficult to think about someone else's 

product.” - P6, Bank 1 

4.3 Management level outcomes and challenges 

At the management level, three outcomes were perceived as very important factors that could influence 

the ATP. The two challenging outcomes are electing the changing role of middle management and the 

lack of guidance from leadership on the strategy, vision and mission of the bank. An outcome that 

facilitates or even serves as a prerequisite for the ATP is the support from top management. 

Changing role of middle management: All of the interviewees mentioned that the biggest challenge on 

management level is that of the changing role of middle management. During an agile transformation, 

organizations become less hierarchical and teams are taking the lead. Which is a real challenge for 

especially middle management, because they are struggling in finding their role and added value. 

“Middle management is searching for its role. In an agile environment with self-organizing teams, 
managers are less needed. But nobody wants to make themselves unnecessary. Hardly anyone is that 

strong, to say I am irrelevant.” – P6, Bank 1 

Many of the interviewees state that the traditional role of middle management consisted of three main 

aspects: the what (expertise on the topic), the how (facilitating the process) and the people aspect 

(development of employees, coaching etc.). This role of expert, facilitator and coach is now split up. 

Furthermore, the majority of the interviewees see the role of middle management shifting towards a 

coaching role where they have to let go of the hard skills and focus on soft skills. Other interviewees 

mention that managers have to take a facilitating role. Some even state that the facilitating role is the 

most important because in this way managers are making sure that teams can do their work. Managers 

become the facilitators of the teams. The role of management as a change agent role is also noted to 

have a positive impact on the transformation. When managers take this role, they can involve people to 

embrace agile and win team buy-in. All interviewees agreed that the role of management is changing, 

but whatever that new role is, they have to empower the team in one way or another. 

Support from senior management: The role of managers in an agile transformation is addressed as a 

critical one. Managers should not only participate in the transformation but should also actively show 

their support. Without management buy-in, the transformation can be much more difficult. In all the 

interviews, management support was mentioned as a facilitator of the agile transformation. However, a 

lack of management support can be an inhibitor. Some of the interviewees emphasize that management 

support and belief is not only a facilitator but also a prerequisite for the transformation process. 

Lack of leadership and guidance on strategy: An inhibitor that is faced on management level is the lack 

of leadership and guidance on the strategy, vision and mission of the bank. As mentioned by the 

interviewees, banks have an abundance of managers and middle managers. However, different 
leadership capabilities are needed for managing agile teams (Rosenberg, 2015). Managers have to move 

from command and control, towards leadership, strategy and visioning (Hobbs & Petit, 2017). 

“As a PO you want a clear focus, a long-term vision and goals. That provides direction for the POs and 

hence for the teams. Sometimes you miss middle management because they are all gone, but they had 

the vision and the strategic minds.” - P8 

4.4 Organizational level outcomes and challenges 

Finally, we find one facilitating outcome and three challenging outcomes at the organizational level. 

While the facilitating outcome includes continuous learning, the challenging outcomes include the 

organizational culture, the overall perception among employees who can perceive agile as hype and the 

influence external regulators can have on the ATP. 
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Continuous learning: This was addressed by many of the respondents as a helpful strategy for 

overcoming problems during the agile transformation. It was suggested that the transformation process 

should also be managed in an agile way, with iterative feedback loops and continuous learning and 

improvement. Educating employees helps to overcome this issue and facilitates the transformation 

process. This is in line with the findings of Boehm (2005), who states that you have to educate employees 

and stakeholders by discussing experiences or methodologies to bring agile approaches into traditional 

organizations. The agile transformation can be seen as a learning journey whereby all employees should 

be involved. Besides involving and educating employees, knowledge sharing is addressed as a helpful 

strategy during the ATP. This can be done within the teams but also across teams and business lines.  

Impact of organizational culture: One of the most important barriers on the overall, organization level 

is about organizational culture. This is in line with the findings of Hoda and Noble (2017) who state that 

organizational culture discrepancy is one of the most challenging barriers for agile adoption. Banks tend 

to have more traditional and hierarchical cultures, which is not the easiest environment for implementing 

agile. Some participants experience a mismatch with the organizational culture and the desired agile 

culture. 

“Because we are a bank, we still want to be in control and want to check all the boxes so to say. Being 

conservative and in control, these are 2 values that do not promote agile and that is difficult.” - P15, 

Bank 4 

Nevertheless, most of the participants note that their organizational culture is changing towards a culture 

supporting the agile values and principles. An interesting finding is that interviewees who worked at 

Bank 3 and Bank 4 described their culture as a family culture or a culture where consensus is important, 

but as a consequence, seemed to face difficulties related to decision making and creating focus. 

However, participants from Bank 1 and Bank 2, described their culture as more hierarchical and 

sometimes even a fear culture. These cultures with a ‘hard approach’ faced their challenges during the 

ATP. People may perceive Agile as something bad because it is often combined with a reorganization, 

as emphasized by one of the participants: 

“You often see a combination of Agile and reorganization, and that makes it difficult, then people start 

to think that due to Agile, the bank is reducing FTE and reorganizing. But if you use Agile to reduce, 

you use it incorrectly.” – P10, Bank 2 

Agile as a hype: A barrier that emerged during the ATP is the perception of employees that the reason 

for the agile transformation is because Agile is a hype or a business trend. This is specially mentioned 

by IT people, who emphasize the trend around agile and are wondering if the business lines and their 

management sees the true value of agile. This can serve as a barrier during the transformation process 

because when IT employees perceive that their organization is implementing agile solely because it is 

hype, this is not seen as a sufficient reason to change. 

“Processes are called Agile rather easily. It is like a buzzword. But the real Agile principles and the 

basis on which it originated, that is important to be clear about and to focus on.” - P17, Bank  

In all of the cases, the agile transformation started in IT and is IT-driven. The perception of IT is that 
the businesses are now using Agile only because everybody else is using it, without considering if the 

agile way of working suits their unique way of working. This increases a negative attitude towards the 

change initiatives. 

“When this change program was introduced, the response in my domain was; but we are already doing 

this ... I think that agile is brought in too much as the miracle way to solve everything.”  - P16, Bank 4 

Influence of external regulators: External regulators emerge as a challenge that is faced at the 

organizational level. These external regulators, as described by the interviewees, can harm both the ATP 

as well as the culture and employee experience. 

“Dutch Labor Law has not yet been adapted to the agile way of working. E.g. you cannot fire someone, 

who is performing badly, if you only have team evaluations, because the law is not organized like that. 

That gives limits to Agile ways of working.” – P10, Bank 2 
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Discussion 

Agile transformation and its facilitators and challenges have been previously studied (Conboy et al., 

2010; Dikert, Paasivaara, & Lassenius, 2016; Gregory, Barroca, Sharp, Deshpande, & Taylor, 2016). 

However, most of the related literature describes the facilitators/prerequisites and challenges before 

transforming to Agile (Lapalme et al., 2016). This research, on the other hand, explores the facilitating 

and challenging outcomes that arise during an ATP and explore how they, in turn, can influence the 

further development of the ATP. Some of the outcomes of the agile transformation process are positively 

evaluated and can serve as facilitators, whereas others tend to have a more negative impact and can 

result in challenges. Figure 2 presents the model that visualizes the emergent grounded theory: multiple 

levels of ATP facilitators and challenges from a people perspective. It shows the four levels identified: 

individual, team, management and organizational level.  

Figure 2  Multiple levels of ATP facilitators and challenges from a people perspective 

An important insight is that many of the facilitators as well as the challenges classified in this study, 

exist on the deeper levels of culture and can, therefore, be hard to identify. This finding corresponds 

with the findings by Tolfo et al. (2011). Even though the majority of the facilitators and challenges 

related to cultural aspects, this study chooses to plot the different outcomes on four levels based on a 

people’s perspective and not focusing on outcomes based on organizational culture, as done by Tolfo et 
al. (2011). The reason to classify the facilitators and challenges at the four levels as presented in Fig 2 

is that this study looks at the ATP from a people’s perspective. So, these four levels represent a Type I 

theory (according to Gregor (2006)) and is the primary contribution of the paper. 

The findings of this study can be very insightful for large organizations that are originally more 

hierarchical but are considering adopting an ATP. The facilitating outcomes identified in this study can 

be helpful for organizations that are at the start of an ATP or are in the middle of it and want to evaluate 

if they are on the right track. On the other hand, the challenges identified can be taken into account by 

other organizations when starting an ATP, as considering all possible challenges can be a daunting task. 

A key implication for managers is the importance of involving people during the change process, as this 

can lead to employee commitment, thereby improving the employee experience, which in turn acts as a 
facilitator for the ATP. Another important implication for management is the role they play in guiding 

their employees during the ATP by linking the strategy of the bank with the reason to transform to agile. 
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Conclusions

To respond to the fast-changing market dynamics within the financial services industry, large banks are 

implementing agile practices and completely changing their organizational culture and structure. Based 

on a Grounded Theory study of seventeen participants from four different banks within the Netherlands, 

this article explores and illustrates the different outcomes that emerge during an agile transformation 

process and, how they, in turn, can influence the agile transformation process. These outcomes can act 

as facilitators or challenges during the transformation process and can be divided into four main 

categories: individual, team, management and organizational level. The outcomes on individual level 

relate to career development and employee experience, whereby employee experience acts as a 

facilitator and career development acts as a challenge during the ATP. At the team level, the facilitating 

outcome includes empowered teams, whereas managing dependencies form a challenge at this level.  

The facilitating outcome at the management level relates to the support from management, especially 

from senior management. The two challenging outcomes at the management level contain the changing 

role of middle management and the lack of leadership and guidance on strategy, vision and mission. 

Finally, four outcomes emerge at the organizational level. These include continuous learning, which 

serves as a facilitator during the ATP. A challenging outcome is the perception of agile as a hype, 

whereby mainly IT participants stress that agile is nothing new and is solely implemented due to the 

hype about this topic. A second challenging outcome that arises at the organizational level is the 

influence of organizational culture, which can also work as a facilitator. However, as most of the 

participants note, their culture can be still at odds with the agile values, this study classifies 

organizational culture as a challenge for ATP. The last challenge is the influence of external regulators 

on the further development of the ATP. This challenge needs further investigation as it can have a 

blocking impact on the ATP but very little research has been conducted about the influence of external 

regulators on ATP. 

The findings of this study can be used for different purposes related to ATP. The identified challenges 

can be used by organizations to evaluate when they are considering starting an ATP or to define the 

challenges they encounter if the ATP has already started. This can be very helpful since many of the 

challenges identified in this study exist at multiple levels in the organization. The facilitating outcomes 

can be useful to overcome the emerging challenges or can act as a starting point when the ATP is being 

implemented. 

As very little research has been done about the influences of external regulators -when looking into the 

banking industry these regulators are primarily financial authorities- on the development of ATP, this is 

seen as the most pressing area for future research. Due to agile transformations, team performance is 

becoming more interesting to evaluate than individual performance. However, Dutch labour laws are 

not adapted to agile ways of working, which can lead to future problems. Therefore, future research 

should also include the presence of external parties, especially authorities that can have a say in the agile 

transformation process. Second, to gain a better understanding of the facilitating and challenging 

outcomes that can influence the ATP, future research should conduct a quantitative study to further 

analyse the outcomes that can influence the ATP and can classify these outcomes based on their impact. 
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