
Leading
Towards Agility

Organizations are developing more and more into fleets of self-organizing 

teams. To be successful, a high-level framework for an overview of an 

organization’s evolution and its corresponding leadership styles is essential. 

Changed leadership needs require different roles and mindsets as well as a 

new set of competences. by Bas van der Velde, Monika Meirer and András Karácsonyi

THE PEOPLE ASK FOR 
MORE INVOLVEMENT AND 
PART ICIPAT ION, SIRE
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Organizations have evolved from simple closed sys-
tems with a hierarchical top towards more complex 
systems. Defi ning (business) units was the fi rst answer 
to handle upcoming complexity. At the moment, more 
and more organizations are developing into fl eets of 
self-organizing teams with open boundaries to other 
organizations in the supply chain. This development is 
the natural answer to the increase in complexity within 
and outside the organization. The development from 
command and control type of organizations via unit 
organizations towards network organizations* also has 
an impact on the characteristics of impactful leader-
ship inside those organizations (see chart).

Changing characteristics of leadership 

Hierarchy and power have a diff erent meaning in all 
three typologies described above. In a network orga-
nization, power is no longer centralized or deliberately 
dispersed over units. Hierarchy is gone and power 
becomes a fuzzy process with changing coalitions. 
This change requires extra fl exibility and tolerance for 
ambiguity from all of the stakeholders. The table below 
shows the most important changes in the character-
istics of leadership as well as the shift in orientation 
over the years. 

Command/contol 
organizations

Unit 
organizations

Network
organizations

Focus Inwards: effi  ciency Client Community and client

Co-ordination and steering Command and control Balance and delegation Teams of teams

Attitude towards uncertainty Reduce/eliminate Manage risks, have scenarios Opportunity

Boundaries Narrow instructions Targets and set of rules Purpose over boundaries

Judgement/decision-making Imposing/hierarchy Negotiation Dialogue

View of employees People are labor force People are employees People are human beings

Dominant thinking Cause and eff ect Processes Relationships

Evolution of characteristics of leadership within diff erent organizations

Is this the end of leadership? 

Not at all. Charismatic leadership is called for as never 
before, but a new set of competences is needed. Lead-
ership theories have evolved signifi cantly over the 
past decades. As a starting point, researchers tried to 
grasp the essential traits necessary for good leader-
ship to turn it into theories of transformational leader-
ship. In a majority of these models, the leaders play a 
central role in infl uencing the organization. Leaders do, 
create, empower, act, trust, etc. – focusing on the ac-
tion centricity of leadership.
 How do these approaches fi t into network organi-
zations where everything is about decentralization, the 
evolution of teams, having space for dialogue and col-
lective decision-making? How can a leader provide 
positive impact in an environment like this? Transform-
ing the traditional workfl ow is an easy step; many tools 
can be applied to an organization. The most signifi cant 
change is on the mindset level – for both leaders and 
employees alike. Enabling agility requires a certain atti-
tude. It demands an open, self-refl ective and learning 
approach as well as the ability to learn from diffi  cult 
situations. You need to lower control, tolerate uncer-
tainty, trust people, and be open to adaptations. Lead-
ing teams towards more agility calls for leadership by 



COMMAND/CONTROL
ORGANIZAT ION

UNIT 
ORGANIZAT ION

NETWORK 
ORGANIZAT ION

role instead of position and works best with humble-
ness and service-orientation. Imagine a sentence 
like »I do not know, we have to fi nd out« in a traditional 
environment and compare it to an agile one. Empower-
ing and involving those who might know better to come 
up with solutions is key. This leads to actions like ask-
ing questions and listening closely rather than giving 
all the answers. For many, this is quite a shift. Give up 
power, enable participation, invite self-organization, 
creativity and cooperation, to gain what? You will 
evolve from controlling to empowering and a one-man/
woman-show will turn into shared responsibility. It will 
defi nitely change your role from supervising to setting 
the framework and defi ning your way of working – 
eyes-on, but hands-off . 

Winning perspectives

In a world of fast changes and hyper-connected 
developments, leaders can no longer rely solely on 
their own information and knowledge to make good 
decisions. Complex challenges can be tackled more 
eff ectively with a collective problem-solving approach, 
involving the know-how and experience of as many in 
the organization as needed. Many employees have 
more direct access to information than their leaders. 

Sometimes they are very close to an obstructive busi-
ness problem or have other ideas about how to solve 
open tasks. 
 To create the best results for an organization, a 
leader’s task is to enable the team-members to make 
in their best contributions. If you believe that good 
ideas can evolve in any part of the organization, struc-
ture and leadership must facilitate participation. This 
new approach dismisses micromanagement and con-
trol as well as a certain degree of power and status. In 
return, it brings involvement and accountability. Lead-
ership is less connected to specifi c individuals and is 
now becoming a role, a function. 

How to develop as a leader

Some levers for leadership towards agility:

Work on your purpose 
It is always an energizing moment during leadership 
development programs when participants gain clarity 
about their personal purpose and see how all those 
individual purposes eventually connect through the 
team and organizational purpose. Teams make a step 
towards becoming communities; team objectives start 
to serve a broader purpose. 

Types of organizations

Leading Towards 
Agility
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Provide time and space for communities to form
People need to connect. Accelerate personal links by 
allocating time and space for them, or invite your em-
ployees to connect with each other and with their part-
ners outside the organization.

Open up the space for accountability
Energy can be boosted and development can be self-
driven if employees are given the chance to decide 
what should be improved in their everyday work. It
is always fascinating to see how much energy is un-
leashed every time top management steps back and 
opens up the space for employees to run development 
initiatives. 

Let things evolve and happen
Leaders should not do much and just let things hap-
pen: connect your people and teams will support each 
other in their objectives and in serving the customer 
together, without getting trenched in narrow team ob-
jectives. Your task here is basically to let them do their 
work.

Refl ect, learn and adapt
Spend time frequently looking back on achievements 
and learnings as well as looking ahead at priorities for 
the future. Take it to the next level and share this with 
your team. Finding out what was supportive and what 
hindered is not your task as a leader. Just ensure a 
process where employees and partners in the network 
can do the work and provide feedback. 

Presence, attention and relationships
Looking at the points above, it might seem that a 
leader shouldn’t do much anymore. It would, however, 
be a big mistake to spend your time behind your lap-

top. Being present and approachable for people inside 
and outside the organization is very important. Give 
your attention, listen, and work on relationships with 
and between people.

Organize decision-making
Don't take over decision-making, but make sure to em-
power those who have the information to make deci-
sions. Your task as a leader is to set up a process that 
clarifi es who decides what in which situation.
 

Is it there or will it grow?

Some lucky organizations carry agility in their DNA; 
most organizations develop and grow these abilities 
through continuous development. The same applies 
for leaders: for some, it is very natural to lead like this, 
while others struggle. The most diffi  cult challenge is a 
transition from one stage to another. During a transition 
phase, confusion and ambiguity increase as the »old« 
behavioral patterns are not valid anymore and the new 
ones have not proven their effi  ciency yet. They might 
also feel »uncomfortable.« In this phase, leaders have 
to fi nd their authenticity within the new framework, and 
this takes time. Being out of the comfort zone requires 
extra energy, so it is important to support your leaders 
in their transition. Provide time in the management 
team and among peers to exchange their thoughts 
about the new leadership approach. Appreciate what is 
already there and works well, because it is not all new. 
And encourage the sharing of little success stories. 

»A change in role and mindset 
helps to overcome the limitations of 
classical management principles.« 

   These three stages and the translation into leadership characteristics were inspired 
by the article »Leiderschap in Netwerken«, written by Boris van de Woestijne and 
Henk Folkerts in Rijnconsult Business Review (2014).
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