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Abstract: Agile is one of the most popular contemporary management concepts and buzzwords.
This paper provides an in-depth examination of the influence of the Agile concept on the discourse,
thinking and practices of organizations worldwide. The paper traces the emergence and evolution
of the Agile concept from inception to the present by synthesizing findings from a wide range of
academic and practitioner-oriented sources. Overall, the picture that emerges from the analysis is that
the Agile concept has grown considerably in popularity and has become one of the most dominant
concepts in public management discourse. The popularization of Agile has, to a large extent, been
driven by an active supply-side made up of actors such as consultants, coaches, and trainers. Another
finding is that the Agile concept has evolved considerably over time, from its initial presentation
as a narrow and specialized concept rooted in the software development community to a much
broader and general approach applicable across nearly all types of organizations and industries.
The broadening of the concept has led to neologisms such as Agile Marketing, Agile Government,
and Agile Management. The paper ends with reflections on the current status of Agile and some
speculation about the concept’s likely future trajectory.
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1. Introduction

A standard definition of Agile is that it is “ . . . the ability to create and respond to change. It is a
way of dealing with, and ultimately succeeding in, an uncertain and turbulent environment” (Agile
Alliance 2020). Gren and Lenberg (2019) have proposed a shorter and more straightforward definition
of Agile as “responsiveness to change”. From these definitions, it becomes clear that the concept
of Agile is mostly concerned with organizational responsiveness and adaptability in what many
commentators describe as increasingly turbulent and dynamic competitive environments (Bennett and
Lemoine 2014a; Kaarbøe et al. 2013; Millar et al. 2018).

The concept of Agile was popularized in the “Agile Manifesto” in 2001 (Beck et al. 2001). In the
early 2000s, it was a relatively narrow and specialized concept that was focused on the software
development community. Today, Agile has become a much more mainstream management concept,
which is sometimes referred to under the generic label of Agile Management. It is safe to say that
Agile is currently one of the most popular catchwords in the management community (Nyce 2017;
The Economist 2018). In the business press and management literature, it is often claimed that
organizations operate in an “age of Agile” (Denning 2017a) and in an “Agile world” (Denning 2018l).

The Agile concept has a broad appeal and is impacting a wide range of discourses, evidenced
by talk not only of “Agile Software Development” but increasingly of applications of Agile thinking
in other areas; e.g., “Agile Innovation (Rigby et al. 2015), “Agile Marketing” (Accardi-Petersen 2012;
Poolton et al. 2006) and “Agile HR” (Bhatta and Thite 2019; Scully 2013). There are also numerous
linguistic variants that reflect Agile thinking, such as “agility” (Prange and Heracleous 2018a),
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“leadership agility” (Horney et al. 2010), “agile leaders” (Hosking 2018), and “agile business leaders”
(Millar et al. 2018).

The impact of Agile is, however, not only confined to the discursive level. Recently, it has been
noted that the concept of Agile has become fashionable (Nyce 2017; The Economist 2018) and is
spreading rapidly to “every part and every kind of organization” (Denning 2018l). Various surveys
carried out in recent years also demonstrate the increasing impact of Agile on organizations worldwide.
For example, Bain & Company’s “Management Tools and Trends” survey provides a clear indication
that Agile is gaining ground in management practice. In 2018, Agile Management debuted in the top
25 with an adoption rate of 24% (Rigby and Bilodeau 2018), which suggests that Agile has quickly
become a very timely and popular concept among managers around the world. Agile Management is
one of the newest and fastest-climbing concepts in the top 25 list, matched only by Big Data Analytics.

1.1. Purpose

There is much speculation and debate about the future viability and trajectory of the Agile concept.
In recent years, several commentators have debated the question of whether Agile is the latest in a
long line of managerial fads (Denning 2015d, 2018i; Kupersmith 2011). Some hold the view that Agile
has run its course and have, for example, proclaimed that “Agile is dead” (Kern 2016). Others are
more pessimistic and see dark skies on the horizon; for example, it has been argued that that the Agile
concept is in crisis (Wischweh 2019) and that we may be approaching the “end of Agile” (Cagle 2019a,
2019b; Kruchten 2019).

On the other side, some remain optimistic about the viability and future trajectory of Agile and
argue that it is reflective of a more lasting organizational trend. Several reports published in recent
years support this view. These reports show that Agile has grown considerably in popularity in recent
years and become highly fashionable (Denning 2017a; Rigby and Bilodeau 2018; The Economist 2018).

In light of these conflicting views of the current status and the future trajectory of the concept,
it is becoming important to take a historical view of the emergence and evolution of the concept in
order to obtain a better understanding of how the Agile concept has impacted the discourse, thinking
and practice in the organizational community. In this paper, the management fashion perspective
(Abrahamson 1996; Abrahamson and Piazza 2019; Benders and Van Veen 2001; Kieser 1997; Piazza
and Abrahamson 2020) will be used as a theoretical lens to analyze the emergence and evolution of
Agile. The lens of management fashion is well-suited for this purpose since this theory focuses on the
macro-level lifecycle and trajectory of management concepts and ideas (Madsen and Slåtten 2015a;
Perkmann and Spicer 2008).

While management fashion theory has not been extensively used in the context of Agile, this paper
is not the first to argue for the applicability of the management fashion perspective to shed light on the
evolution of the Agile concept. In a recent contribution, Cram and Newell (2016) used management
fashion theory to examine Agile Development and the way that five adopting organizations have
responded to this trendy management concept. However, the current paper takes a different approach
in that the focus is not on the micro-level adaptations and translations of the concept made by
demand-side organizations but rather the concept’s macro-level evolutionary trajectory.

Studying the Agile concept’s historical evolutionary trajectory provides new, deeper insight into
how the concept has originated, emerged, and evolved over time, as well as the various contextual
factors that have shaped its trajectory. Schwarz (2015, p. 499) has noted the importance of studying the
historical evolution of management concepts since “[w]e can increase our knowledge of these important
management concepts by understanding their historical roots and how the ideas surrounding the
concepts have evolved over time”.

More broadly, the current study contributes to the literature on Agile as a management concept by
providing an in-depth case study of the concept’s emergence and evolution, synthesizing evidence from
a wide spectrum of sources. Agile’s evolutionary trajectory has not been particularly well-documented
compared to other management concepts (e.g., Total Quality Management, Lean Management, and
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Business Process Reengineering) which have been studied quite extensively (see e.g., Benders et al. 2019;
David and Strang 2006; Jung and Lee 2016; Wilkinson and Willmott 1995).

1.2. Structure

The paper is structured in the following way. Section 2 provides a brief overview of the research
approach. Section 3 provides a brief history of the Agile concept. Section 4 analyzes the framing and
characteristics of the concept. In Sections 5 and 6, the supply and demand sides of Agile are described
and analyzed. In Section 7, a theoretical discussion of several aspects of the emergence and evolution
of the concept is presented. Lastly, Section 8 concludes and discusses the paper’s limitations as well as
areas for future work.

2. Research Approach

The current paper aims to provide a historical overview of the emergence and evolution of the
Agile concept from its introduction to the present time. In other words, the paper examines in greater
detail the extent to which the Agile concept has influenced the discourse, thinking, and practices of
organizations worldwide.

To accomplish this, a macro-level, historical approach is followed, in which literature from a wide
variety of sources (both scholarly and practitioner-oriented) are synthesized to construct a “mosaic”
(Morrison and Wensley 1991) and historical narrative of the concept’s evolutionary trajectory.

In this paper, the literature search followed a method most accurately characterized as a
snowball-type procedure. Google Scholar was used to identify key books and articles which have
examined the Agile concept as a fad, fashion or trend (e.g., Cram and Newell 2016; Denning 2015d;
Prange and Heracleous 2018a). These papers were then used to identify other related papers. The procedure
involved a mix of backward snowballing (examining the bibliographies of the key papers) and forward
snowballing (examining newer papers citing the key papers) (see, e.g., Felizardo et al. 2016; Jalali and
Wohlin 2012; Wohlin 2014).

Overall, the desk-research approach employed in this paper is a pragmatic choice given the aims
and constraints of the study. At the same time, this approach has several limitations, which will be
discussed in greater depth in the final section of the paper.

3. A Brief History of Agile

This section provides a brief history of the Agile concept. This overview is deemed important
because it provides an overview of various contextual factors that have shaped the emergence and
evolution of Agile. The section starts by providing a brief description of the concept’s origins and
roots, followed by a discussion of how the concept has evolved over time from a specialized niche
concept to a broader management approach that can be applied to almost any aspect of businesses
and organizations.

3.1. Origins and Emergence

It is not very easy to pinpoint the exact origins and birthplace of Agile. Several researchers
have written about the roots of Agile thinking (Abbas et al. 2008; Prange and Heracleous 2018b;
Rigby et al. 2016b; Whiteley et al. 2019) and have shown that the thinking behind the concept can
be traced back several decades. For example, Prange and Heracleous (2018b, p. 2) argue that Agile
thinking has roots in several academic fields such as sociology, education and manufacturing. Others
point out the concept’s roots in the software programming community during the 1990s (Meyer 2014).

While there are differing opinions about the roots of Agile thinking, it has been well-documented
that the concept of Agile was popularized around the turn of the millennium, largely as a result of the
publication of the “The Agile Manifesto” (www.agilemanifesto.org) (Beck et al. 2001). The 17 authors
of the Manifesto were influential thinkers from the software community. The Manifesto contained a
broad-based description of the Agile concept and outlined four foundational values and 12 principles of

www.agilemanifesto.org
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Agile Software Development. In other contributions, it has been noted that the launch of the Manifesto
started the “Agile movement” (Nyce 2017; Rigby et al. 2016b).

3.2. Evolution

The Agile concept has been dynamic and has evolved considerably over time. The evolutionary
trajectory of Agile has, over the course of the last two decades, been shaped by (1) changes in the
business environment, and (2) a shift in the zeitgeist in the business world.

The term “VUCA World” (Bennett and Lemoine 2014a, 2014b) refers to this new turbulent
and dynamic business environment (VUCA = volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity).
In a similar vein, other writers such as Taleb (2007) point out the importance and impact of highly
improbable events and the difficulties of managing organizations in such an environment. The notion
of a “VUCA world” and the difficulties in predicting the future underscore the need for “strategic
agility” (Doz and Kosonen 2008; Doz and Kosonen 2010; Kotter 2014; Lewis et al. 2014), which refers to
the ability to quickly change and adapt strategies and business models to changing market conditions
and competitors.

Several important developments have taken place during the 2000s and 2010s, which have made
the zeitgeist favorable to the Agile movement. During this time, the thinking and focus in the strategic
management community shifted towards a stronger emphasis on disruptive innovations and business
model innovation (Christensen 2006; Johnson 2010; Kim and Mauborgne 2005, 2017). For example,
during the 2010s, there was a much sharper focus on the increasingly dynamic nature of the business
environment (Kaarbøe et al. 2013).

Therefore, it can be argued that the Agile concept fits well with the new zeitgeist, which has been
dominant in the business community since the early 2000s. As Kieser (1997) has pointed out, timing
plays an essential role in deciding whether a novel management concept appeals to managers in the
business community (Kieser 1997). In the words of Kieser (1997), the new management concept must
hit the “nerve of today’s managers” (Kieser 1997, p. 61). Therefore, new concepts and ideas have to be
timely and address salient issues that managers are currently interested in and which they perceive
as important.

4. The Framing and Characteristics of Agile

This section describes and analyzes the framing and characteristics of the Agile concept. The section
starts with a brief discussion of whether Agile fits the definition of a management concept, followed by
an examination of the key characteristics of management concepts that have the potential to become
fashionable. This analysis unpacks different aspects of the framing and packaging of the Agile concept.

4.1. Agile as a Management Concept

Before proceeding, it is useful to consider the definition of a management concept. One standard
definition is that management concepts are “prescriptive, more or less coherent views on management”
(Braam et al. 2007, p. 868). There is a long list of management concepts and ideas that have
been introduced during the last 100 years or so (Bort 2015; Hindle 2008; Rigby and Bilodeau 2018;
Sibbet 1997; Sturdy et al. 2019). Some well-known contemporary examples include Lean Management,
Customer Relationship Management, Balanced Scorecard, and Beyond Budgeting. While the influence
and impact of particular management concepts vary across time and space, there is little doubt that
management concepts continue to “play an important role in shaping contemporary organizational
processes, structures and organizational behavior” (Braam et al. 2007, p. 868).

As noted earlier, Agile can be considered a relatively young management concept and part of the
small millennial generation of management concepts. Agile fits the above definition of a management
concept outlined by Braam et al. (2007) since it is highly normative and provides prescriptions to
managers about organizational structures and processes. For example, the Agile concept contains
several broad foundational values and a list of principles for users to follow.
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While Agile can be considered a management concept, this does not automatically mean that
it will become a popular (i.e., fashionable) management concept. In the literature on management
concepts and ideas, it is noted that not all concepts are framed in the right way; i.e., in a way that is
appealing and attractive to managers. Researchers studying management fashions (Benders and Van
Veen 2001; Huczynski 1992; Røvik 2002), have identified several key characteristics of concepts, which
usually are part of the “winning formula”. In the following, the focus will be on four characteristics of
the Agile concept: (1) label, (2) performance improvements, (3) interpretive space and (4) universality.

4.2. Label

The way a management concept is labeled plays an essential role in determining whether it
will become popular (Kieser 1997; Røvik 1998). It is helpful if the label is catchy and has buzzword
qualities (Cluley 2013; Collins 2000). Grint (1997) points out that popular concepts are often known by
three-letter acronyms (e.g., TQM [Total Quality Management], BPR [Business Process Reengineering]).
Agile is not associated with an acronym, but this can be explained by the fact that the label is arguably
short and catchy enough that an abbreviation is not needed. Furthermore, similar to many other
management concepts (e.g., Balanced Scorecard, Lean Management), the concept of Agile conjures
positive connotations since it is filled with terminology commonly associated with sports and fitness
(cf. Kieser 2002). The word “agile” also easily triggers images of fit athletes (e.g., flexible gymnasts) and
calls to mind images of innovation and adaptability. This makes the concept appealing to managers
who want their organizations to be adaptable and speedy. In this new turbulent business environment
(Kaarbøe et al. 2013), it is becoming difficult for managers to be against being “agile” and having the
ability to adapt quickly. The introduction of terms such as “agile leaders” (Hosking 2018) and “agile
business leaders” (Millar et al. 2018) also plays directly to the identity of managers and how they want
to think of themselves. In this way, the Agile concept can viewed as what Briers and Chua (2001, p. 242)
label a visionary object: “These are conceptual objects that have high levels of legitimacy within a
particular community. They can evoke similar emotive and affective responses from a wide spectrum
of people, possessing a sacred quality that makes it difficult for a ‘rational’ person to be against them”.

Another aspect of the way the Agile concept is labeled is that it easily lends itself to the development
of neologisms. In previous research, it has been noted that Agile is typically combined with different
nouns (“Agile” plus “Manufacturing/Marketing/Innovation”) (Kruchten 2019). In the literature, it is
possible to identify a wide range of neologisms related to marketing, HR, innovation and government,
to name just a few examples (Table 1).

Table 1. Examples of Agile neologisms.

Neologism Reference

Agile Manufacturing Gunasekaran (1998, 2001), Hussain and Gunasekaran (2002),
Yusuf et al. (1999)

Agile Project Management Hass (2007), Layton and Ostermiller (2017)

Agile Supply Chain Christopher (2000), Christopher et al. (2004)

Agile Procurement Nicoletti (2018)

Agile Management Accounting Taipaleenmäki (2017)

Agile Portfolio Management Laanti et al. (2015)

Agile Financial Planning Sirkiä and Laanti (2013)

Agile Finance & Control Sirkiä and Laanti (2015)

Agile Performance Measurement System Stormi et al. (2019)

Agile HR Bhatta and Thite (2019), Scully (2013)

Agile People Management Denning (2018k)

Agile Governance Alexandre et al. (2020)

Agile Research Twidale and Hansen (2019)
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Table 1. Cont.

Neologism Reference

Agile Marketing Accardi-Petersen (2012), Poolton et al. (2006)

Agile Innovation Rigby et al. (2015)

Agile Innovation Management in Government Mergel (2016)

Agile Government Mergel et al. (2018)

Agile Local Governments Soe and Drechsler (2018)

4.3. Performance Improvements

A second characteristic of the way management concepts are framed is the heavy use of strong
promises of performance improvements post-implementation (Kieser 1997; Røvik 1998; ten Bos 2000).
Proponents of new concepts often use optimistic and enthusiastic rhetoric to attract the interest of
managers and entice them to adopt the concept. As pointed out by Benders (1999), highlighting the
potential positive effects of a novel concept is necessary for it to diffuse quickly and widely since
managers are unlikely to adopt a concept unless they perceive substantial benefits.

In the literature on Agile, there are lofty claims that the use of Agile will greatly increase
organizational performance. One example is Ulrich and Yeung (2019), who argue that Agile is “the
capability du jour” (Denning 2019a, 2019b). It is also often implied that non-adopters (non-agile
organizations) will be slow and unresponsive to changes, as well as “fragile”, which plays to managers’
psychological fears of missing the boat and being at a competitive disadvantage vis-à-vis their
competitors (Kieser 1997; Sturdy 2004).

4.4. Interpretive Space

A third characteristic of the framing of management concepts is that they are quite abstract and
vague (Benders and Van Veen 2001; Örtenblad 2010). In the management fashion literature, this
characteristic is commonly referred to as “interpretive space” or “interpretive viability” (Benders and
Van Veen 2001; Clark 2004), which means that a concept may be understood and interpreted differently
by different actors.

Several researchers have noted the interpretive space of the Agile concept. Table 2 shows
illustrative quotes on the interpretative space of Agile. In the words of Moore (2017, p. 4), there is
“a recognition among both practitioners and theorists that in its usage the term Agile is actually vague
and subject to somewhat plural understandings”. Agile is an elusive concept that can be hard to define.
Prange and Heracleous (2018b, p. 3) note that there is “no precise or commonly accepted understanding
of the term”. Yip (2016, para. 1) notes that “[t]he word “Agile” can trick us into believing that we are
talking about the same thing when we are actually not”.

Table 2. The interpretive space of the Agile concept.

Illustrative Quote References

“amorphous nature” George et al. (2018)

“multiple, loose connotations” Moore (2017)

“multiple meanings” Denning (2018j)

Due to the ambiguity and fluidity of the concept, managers have to interpret and make sense
of Agile (Denning 2018h). The well-known business researcher Bob Sutton has made the following
observation on Twitter about Agile1: “I talked to 50+ leaders and consultants about what “Agile”

1 https://twitter.com/work_matters/status/1040309613113954304?lang=en.

https://twitter.com/work_matters/status/1040309613113954304?lang=en
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means. Read 10+ books. I agree with many principles and grasped it when it focused on software.
I am now confused. It has become a huge tent with varied jargon monoxide”.

The conceptual confusion and lack of consensus on what the concept should be concerned with
necessarily leads to varying interpretations and translations of Agile (Weiderstål and Johansson 2018).
For example, Yip (2016) points out that the concept can be interpreted in many different ways: e.g.,
as “a synonym for good”, “a particular workflow”, “a set of practices”, “an ideal”, “a set of target
outcomes”, “the community”, or “a doctrine”.

Moreover, the interpretive space of the Agile concept can also help explain the wide range of
neologisms identified in Table 1 in Section 4.2. The room for interpretation means that Agile can
relatively easily be adapted and combined with almost any other management concept, approach or
buzzword. In the literature, there is considerable evidence of different mashups of the Agile concept,
such as “Leagile” (Mason-Jones et al. 2000).

4.5. Universality

The final characteristic is related to the fact that management concepts are presented as universally
applicable (Kieser 1997; Røvik 1998). The supporters of novel concepts typically argue that they are
useful and applicable in almost any organization, irrespective of the organizational or societal context
(Wittrock 2015). Although Agile was initially concerned with software development, over time, the
concept has become a much broader management approach. Proponents now argue that the Agile
concept can be applied anywhere (Hazzan and Dubinsky 2014). Therefore, it can be argued that the
universality of Agile has increased over time as the concept has evolved from its initial presentation
as Agile Software Development to its present-day presentation as a broader management concept
(Agile Management). The concept has also widened its appeal considerably over time and can today
be found in a wide range of discourses and organizational communities.

5. The Supply-Side of Agile

This section examines and analyzes the supply-side of Agile; i.e., the actors involved in the
development, propagation, and promotion of the Agile concept. The actors on the supply-side of the
management fashion market (e.g., consulting firms, management gurus, business school professors)
are often referred to as “the fashion-setting community” (Abrahamson 1996) or the “management
fashion arena” (Jung and Kieser 2012). These actors generally have vested interests in furthering and
preserving the popularity of the management concept, and therefore not only compete but also cooperate
to increase the total market size related to the concept in question (Kieser 1997; Klincewicz 2006). In the
case of Agile, there are many indications that supply-side actors have behaved in ways similar to this.
For example, commentators have noted the role of the “Agile Industrial Complex” in turning the Agile
concept into a big business (Mezick 2016; Wischweh 2019).

In the following, the discussion will focus on six types of actors who are deemed to have been
particularly important in the case of Agile: (1) consulting firms, (2) management gurus, (3) conference
and seminar organizers, (4) trainers and coaches, (5) business schools, and (6) business and social media.

5.1. Consulting Firms

Consulting firms are often viewed as the most central actor in the management fashion arena
(Jung and Kieser 2012; Kieser 1997). These advisory firms are heavily involved in the production,
dissemination and hyping of new management concepts (David and Strang 2006; Heusinkveld 2013;
Jung and Kieser 2012). They are also often involved in the application and roll-out of new management
concepts in client organizations (Heusinkveld and Benders 2012).

Influential players in the management consulting industry, such as McKinsey and Deloitte, have
published many articles about Agile. For example, McKinsey consultants have written quite extensively
about Agile in their influential publication McKinsey Quarterly (Aghina et al. 2015; Bazigos et al. 2015;
Heiligtag et al. 2015; Macias-Lizaso and Thiel 2006; Sull 2010). Recently, McKinsey Digital has published
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articles about how to create an Agile organization (Ahlbäck et al. 2017) as well as Agile coaching
(Anand et al. 2019). Deloitte has also carried out global surveys showing that Agile practices are
increasingly viewed as playing an important role in the “organization of the future” (Deloitte 2017).

5.2. Management Gurus

Management gurus play essential roles in legitimizing new management concepts by doing much
of the initial trailblazing, such as presenting these ideas in public forums (Collins 2019; Huczynski 1993).
The concept of Agile is not associated with a single management guru; instead, the numerous co-signers
of the Agile Manifesto may all be considered Agile gurus. However, in the years following the
publication of the Manifesto, they have taken the original Agile thinking in different directions.

Moreover, other thinkers and thought leaders have also thrown their hats into the ring and
established high profiles in relation to Agile. For example, Stephen Denning is a prolific writer on
business issues who has become a vocal commenter on Agile. Denning has published a string of
articles in magazines such as Forbes (Denning 2012, 2015a, 2015c, 2015d, 2016a, 2016c, 2018c, 2018d,
2018e, 2018i, 2018j, 2019a, 2019e, 2019f, 2019g, 2019i) and the practitioner-oriented journal Strategy
& Leadership (Denning 2015b, 2015e, 2016b, 2017a, 2017b, 2018f, 2018g, 2018h, 2018k, 2018l, 2019c,
2019d). He has also published a book on Agile (Denning 2018b).

Some management gurus associated with other management concepts have also adopted and
embraced some aspects of Agile thinking. One example is Bjarte Bogsnes, a leading figure in the
Beyond Budgeting movement, who has written and spoken about Agile in the context of Beyond
Budgeting (Bogsnes 2016).

5.3. Conference and Seminar Organizers

Conference and seminars can be considered important meeting places where new management
and ideas are presented and discussed (Kieser 1997; Røvik 1998). At these events, suppliers and
consumers of concepts meet and interact (Madsen 2014). Therefore, such events may function as
“breeding grounds” for new concepts and ideas (Røvik 1998). In the case of Agile, there is much evidence
of activity on the conference and seminar circuit. There are numerous Agile-related conferences,
such as the International Conference on Agile Software Development and the North American Agile
Conference (Hoda et al. 2018). In recent years, another example has been the World Agility Forum
(www.worldagilityforum.com) (Denning 2019a, 2019i). At this event, awards are given out for different
types of agility (e.g., Lifetime Agility, Leadership Agility, Team Agility, Design and Creativity Agility).

5.4. Trainers and Coaches

There is a large market for Agile training, coaching, and various types of certifications (Mezick 2016;
Wischweh 2019). Consulting firms are also involved in this market. For example, one of the aforementioned
McKinsey articles describes how organizations can develop in-house Agile coaches (Anand et al. 2019).

Training and coaching are effective ways to entrench and institutionalize management concepts.
A reason for this is that trainees and new holders of certifications develop a vested interest in the
preservation of the approach. After all, concept-specific certifications lose much of their value if the
concept becomes unfashionable. Often, participants obtain certifications after having attended training
and having been coached on how to apply the concept in practice.

Training and coaching may also socialize new adopters and users of a concept and turn them into
firm “believers.” In research into other concepts such as Quality Management and Lean (Sørhaug 2016;
Tuckman 1994), it has been suggested that training seminars could have a powerful impact on attendees.
After having been exposed to these new concepts and ideas, some of them report having “seen the
light” and are converted to a new way of thinking about business and organizational issues. In the
context of Agile, several commentators have observed that the Agile movement has religious and
cult-like aspects (Agile Anon 2016; Byker 2017).

www.worldagilityforum.com
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5.5. Business Schools

Business schools incorporate new management concepts and ideas in course curricula, textbooks
and case studies used in management education programs (Engwall and Wedlin 2019; Sahlin-Andersson
and Engwall 2002). In this way, business schools contribute to the legitimization and institutionalization
of new management concepts.

In the case of Agile, business schools have played a relatively passive role, particularly during the
concept’s early days. As noted in Section 3, Agile was not developed in a business school environment.
Instead, it is a predominantly practice-driven concept that was initially proposed by the software
development community.

However, over time, the concept has also become the focus of business school researchers and
teachers. For example, the concept has become quite widely used in business school education,
evidenced by the number of case studies discussing Agile-related issues. A search for the term “Agile”
on the website The Case Centre (www.thecasecentre.org) results in 438 product hits, including many
case studies meant for classroom use at the MBA and executive education level.

Over time, business school academics have also taken up Agile as a topic for peer-reviewed
research. While much of the early research on Agile has been carried out by researchers from the
software engineering community (Dingsøyr et al. 2012; Dybå and Dingsøyr 2008), in the later phase,
researchers from a wide range of fields have studied Agile using different types of theories and methods.
Since the early 2000s, Agile research has grown almost exponentially, and much of this research has
been published in highly ranked journals on software engineering and development (Hoda et al. 2018).
Since the concept has become a broader and more general management concept, it has also started
attracting the attention of business and management scholars.

To illustrate the development of Agile-related research, a search of the Scopus database was
conducted. Figure 1 shows the evolution of research on three types of Agile (Agile Software
Development, Agile Project Management, and Agile Manufacturing). The curves reveal a steady
increase in the number of Scopus-indexed publications.
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5.6. Business and Social Media

Business media (e.g., book publishers, business magazines, and newspapers) play an important
role in the diffusion and dissemination of management concepts and ideas (Barros and Rüling 2019).
In recent years, much of the discourse around new management concepts and ideas has taken place
via the Internet and social media platforms such as LinkedIn and Twitter (Madsen and Slåtten 2015b).
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Since the concept’s inception in the early 2000s, a large number of books have been published about
different aspects of Agile (Augustine 2005; Dierdorf 2019; Hass 2007; Medinilla 2012a; Meyer 2016).
In these books, the authors typically put their own spin on the concept and tailor it to a specific area of
application. Another indication of the Agile concept’s popularity is the release of several “Dummies”
books, such as “Agile for Dummies” (Ambler and Holitza 2012) and “Agile Project Management for
Dummies” (Layton and Ostermiller 2017).

Both traditional print-media outlets and social media have contained discussions about the Agile
concept and the notion of agility. Several influential business publications have written about the Agile
concept. One example is the Harvard Business Review article “Embracing Agile” (Rigby et al. 2016a).
The business magazine Forbes has also been influential and has published numerous articles on
Agile (Blomstrom 2019a, 2019b, 2019c, 2019d, 2019e, 2019f; Cagle 2019a, 2019b, 2019c; Davies 2019;
Denning 2018a; Denning 2015c, 2015d, 2016a, 2016c, 2018c, 2018d, 2018e, 2018i, 2018j, 2019e, 2019f,
2019g, 2019i; Forbes Insights. 2018. Management in the Age of Agile). There are also Wall Street
Journal articles (Castellanos 2019; Shellenbarger 2019), and the practitioner-oriented journal Strategy &
Leadership has published many articles on Agile (Denning 2015b, 2015e, 2016b, 2017a, 2017b, 2018f,
2018g, 2018h, 2018k, 2018l, 2019c, 2019d, 2019h). Lately, there has also been considerable discourse
about Agile on various social media platforms and web blogs (e.g., Agile Anon 2016; Byker 2017;
Wischweh 2019).

6. The Demand-Side of Agile

6.1. Interest

Google Trends is an analytical tool that gives an indication of the evolution in the popularity
of different search terms (Choi and Varian 2012). In previous research, it has been suggested that
Google Trends can be used to gauge the interest in and salience of management concepts and ideas
(Madsen 2016b). Figure 2 shows the evolution of interest in three types of Agile (Agile Software
Development, Agile Management, and Agile Coaching). Figure 2 clearly shows that Agile Software
Development is more popular than the other types of Agile, for which the Google Trends curves are,
in comparison, nearly flat. This finding could be interpreted as an indication that the other types of
Agile have mostly had an impact at the discursive level and have not induced much search activity by
actors on the demand-side.
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Figure 2. Google Trends for three types of Agile (data source: www.trends.google.com, retrieved
5 December 2019).
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However, when looking at Agile Management separately, it appears that the search interest is on
the rise (Figure 3). This finding is more in line with the increasing number of articles on the topic in
high-profile business magazines.Soc. Sci. 2020, 9, x FOR PEER REVIEW 11 of 22 
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Figure 3. Google Trends for the search term “Agile Management” (worldwide) (data source: www.
trends.google.com, retrieved 5 December 2019).

6.2. Adoption and Diffusion

Due to the Agile concept’s nature and the multitude of variations of Agile, it is not easy to assess
the adoption and diffusion of the concept. The label and the actual practices associated with it have
become loosely coupled (Benders and Bijsterveld 2000; Benders and Van Veen 2001). Skeels (2018) notes
that most things can be labeled as Agile. It is clear that Agile thinking has become widely adopted.
Commentators have noted that Agile is currently prevalent and fashionable (The Economist 2018),
and that the concept has spread to nearly “every part and every kind of organization” (Denning 2018l).
Studies suggest that Agile is no longer a private-sector phenomenon but has spread to different types
of government organizations as well (Mergel 2016; Mergel et al. 2018; Soe and Drechsler 2018).

Several other recent surveys also paint a relatively optimistic picture of the adoption and diffusion
of Agile. The Annual State of Agile surveys (www.stateofagile.com) show a growth in the adoption and
use of Agile (Collabnet Versionone 2018; Versionone 2017). For example, in 2018, 97% of respondents
reported that their organization uses some types of Agile practices (Collabnet Versionone 2018).
Similarly, Bain & Company’s “Management Tools and Trends” survey provides some support for the
view that Agile is rising in popularity and use in practice. In 2017, Agile Management debuted in the
top 25 of Bain & Company’s “Management Tools and Trends” survey with an adoption rate of 24%
(Rigby and Bilodeau 2018). This recent development suggests an uptick in the popularity of Agile.
Furthermore, Rigby and Bilodeau (2018) have a relatively positive view of the future popularity of the
concept. They note that Agile is “[a] new concept still for many managers, it is not yet widely used,
but its high satisfaction rankings among those who do use it point to growth moving forward”.

6.3. Implementation

As shown in Section 4, the Agile concept is rather vague, elusive, and hard to define. As a result,
there are many different interpretations of Agile and this may lead to variations in how Agile is
implemented across organizations. The interpretive space of the concept means that users of Agile
tend to pick and choose elements to fit their needs and circumstances (George et al. 2018). Skeels (2018)
made the following observation concerning the implementation of Agile: “[T]heir Agile is all about
dozens of random organizational changes that are labeled “Agile,” and are cited as proof of Agile’s
greatness. Someone says they are doing or being Agile? Ipso facto, they must be.”

www.trends.google.com
www.trends.google.com
www.stateofagile.com


Soc. Sci. 2020, 9, 69 12 of 22

The implementation of management concepts in organizations is typically not a one-time event,
but instead should be viewed as a long, drawn-out and complex process. There is a multitude of
factors which can influence, for example, whether the concept becomes institutionalized or is quickly
discarded (Røvik 2011). In the context of Agile, researchers have noted that the implementation of the
concept is a continuous process. Therefore, the implementation of Agile could best be described as a
“journey” (Diegmann et al. 2018) or a series of stages (Denning 2018a).

Lastly, an important issue concerning the implementation of Agile is what effects the use of the
concept has on organizational performance. While the analysis in Section 4 showed that there is strong
rhetoric and lofty promises about the performance-enhancing effects of Agile, the research-based
evidence is less clear-cut. There is reason to believe that the high variance in terms of how Agile is
interpreted and applied in organizations will lead to differences in terms of the effects of the concept
(see e.g., Braam and Nijssen 2004).

7. Discussion

7.1. Emergence

The historical review has shown that there seems to be some disagreement about the exact origins
and birthplace of Agile. However, there appears to be some consensus that the concept is rooted in the
software development community (Meyer 2014; Prange and Heracleous 2018b) and that the concept
was popularized in the aftermath of the release of the Agile Manifesto (Beck et al. 2001). Therefore,
it can be argued that the genealogy of Agile is clearer than for many other management concepts.
For example, in the cases of Lean and SWOT Analysis, the genealogies are more complex, and there is
considerable disagreement concerning the critical events, inflection points, and influential publications
(Holweg 2007; Madsen 2016a).

One interesting aspect of the emergence of Agile is that it has been mostly practice-led. There was
little academic involvement in the early phase of the concept’s life-cycle. As a result of this, Agile is
not a very theoretical concept. However, over time, the concept has been picked up and embraced by
academics who have theorized and developed it further, resulting in numerous books and articles on
the topic. As noted by Perkmann and Spicer (2008), such work can contribute to turning fashionable
management concepts into more permanent organizational practices. The emergence of Agile, therefore,
shares some similarities with other concepts (e.g., Benchmarking and Total Quality Management) that
have also been spearheaded primarily by actors from the practice domain. For example, in the case of
Total Quality Management, academics were passive in the early phase, which gave the quality gurus
almost a monopoly over the development of the concept (Wilkinson and Willmott 1996).

7.2. Evolution

This section will address several interesting aspects concerning the evolutionary pattern of the
Agile concept. With regards to the concept’s popularity trajectory, the findings indicate that the
supply-side of Agile has played a key role. Over time, the supply-side has become increasingly more
active and diverse, as new actors have “hitchhiked on the hype” (cf. Benders et al. 1998) around the
Agile concept. Together, the actors supplying Agile have formed what has been called the “Agile
Industrial Complex” (Mezick 2016; Wischweh 2019). In the management fashion literature, these
actors are referred to as the management fashion arena (e.g., Jung and Kieser 2012; Klincewicz 2006;
Madsen and Slåtten 2013). The various sources of evidence reviewed in Section 5 show that there has
been—and still is—an active management fashion arena backing and supporting the Agile concept.

Concerning the conceptual evolution of Agile, several interesting observations can be made.
The Agile concept is no longer perceived as “exotic” as it was in the beginning (Wischweh 2019).
Instead, as shown earlier in this paper, the concept has morphed from a narrow concept (Agile Software
Development) to a considerably broader concept (Agile Management), which is presented as being
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applicable in nearly any setting. However, the broadening of the concept has made it harder to define
(Prange and Heracleous 2018b; Yip 2016).

The generalization and mainstreaming of Agile bears some similarities with the conceptual
evolution of comparable management concepts. For example, Lean started as a specialized concept
(Lean Production) focusing mostly on manufacturing but has, over time, become a much broader
approach (Benders et al. 2019; Wittrock 2015). One illustrative example is the use of Lean in preschools
(Thedvall 2018).

In practice, there are also indications that the Agile concept is increasingly combined with other
related management concepts and ideas. There appears to be a process of convergence between Agile
and other management concept movements, such as Beyond Budgeting (Bogsnes 2016; Sahota et al. 2014)
and Lean (Mason-Jones et al. 2000).

Both Beyond Budgeting and Agile are concepts that share a focus on organizational agility,
adaptability, and bottom-up thinking. Moreover, both concepts prescribe moving away from the
command-and-control thinking associated with bureaucratic organizations (Bogsnes 2016). Similarly,
the concepts of Lean and Agile have been integrated (Medinilla 2012b) into what is sometimes referred
to as “Leagile” (Mason-Jones et al. 2000). There have even been attempts to combine all three previously
mentioned concepts; i.e., Lean, Agile, and Beyond Budgeting (Sirkiä and Laanti 2015).

From a management fashion perspective, it is interesting to examine the competitive dynamics
between these three contemporary management concept movements. After all, all three concepts
are competing in the same management knowledge market, offering slightly different prescriptions
on management. For the time being, it is unclear what effects the convergence between the Agile,
Lean, and Beyond Budgeting concept will have on the respective movements. Will this have a positive
impact on all three movements, or will one of them be swallowed by one the others? In previous
research, it has been shown that proponents of particular management concepts often try to undermine
other management concepts, which occurred in the cases of Benchmarking and Business Process
Reengineering, for example (cf. Longbottom 2000).

7.3. Current Status and Likely Future Trajectory

Lastly, the paper reflects on the current status of the Agile concept and its likely future trajectory.
Taken as a whole, the findings of this study suggest that the Agile concept is “alive and well”. Agile
is currently dominating public management discourse, both in print and social media. The various
sources of evidence reviewed in this paper indicate that Agile fits the definition of a management
fashion. Jung and Kieser (2012) point out that management fashions are those “management concepts
that relatively speedily gain large shares in the public management discourse” (p. 329).

It is difficult to say anything substantive about the future trajectory of Agile and whether it will
stay popular or go out of fashion. While the concept currently has many supporters, there are also
critical voices pointing out the weaknesses of the concept. In recent years, there has been considerable
debate about the future trajectory and viability of the Agile concept. Despite the current popularity of
the concept, there are also potential problems looming on the horizon. There are many critics pointing
out the vagueness of the concept and the considerable confusion regarding what the concept really is
about. For example, Wischweh (2019) argues that Agile is in a crisis, while Kern (2016) goes as far as to
proclaim the death of Agile. In Forbes Magazine, there has recently been a back-and-forth debate about
the “end of Agile” (Cagle 2019a, 2019b, 2019c). The last word has probably not been said on this matter.

8. Conclusions

8.1. Contributions

This paper has shed light on the Agile phenomenon, one of the latest management trends to
spread widely in the business community (The Economist 2018). The paper has provided a birds-eye,
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historical view of the concept’s emergence and evolution. It is one of few attempts to view Agile
through the lens of management fashion theory.

Theoretically, the case of Agile is important to discuss in the context of management fashion
theory, as it shows that the Agile movement has yet to slow down. Rather, the concept appears to
be picking up speed and attracting new followers across different communities. Moreover, the Agile
concept has morphed from a rather narrow and specialized concept to a much broader and general
management concept that is impacting a wide range of communities and related discourses. This
finding lends further support to the view that management concepts should not be viewed as static
entities, but as dynamic and fluid concepts that are translated and may change form as they spread
across and within organizations (Benders and Van Veen 2001; Clark 2004; Røvik 2011; Swan 2004).

While it may, at first sight, be difficult to recognize the practical relevance of and direct managerial
implications of a detailed case study of the historical emergence and evolution of a popular management
concept, it can be argued that taking a critical outside-in view on Agile can be useful for the Agile community
as well since it may facilitate self-reflection. The Agile movement tends to be an insular community, which,
according to some critics, feels cult-like in its beliefs in the power of Agile (Agile Anon 2016).

Therefore, academic researchers must continue to scrutinize the Agile concept and the views,
assumptions, and activities of the members of this community. After all, Agile-inspired thinking
is currently influential in many of the largest companies of our time and is seemingly spreading to
the public sector as well (Denning 2018b). A better understanding of the phenomenon could enable
potential adopters to be more critical consumers of the latest management fashions and organizational
trends. This could lead to more realistic implementations, less disappointment and disillusionment,
and possibly greater success rates.

8.2. Limitations and Future Research

Due to the exploratory nature of the paper, the research has several limitations that should be kept
in mind. The research reported in the current paper is based on a desk-research approach. One key
limitation related to this type of research is the lack of primary data about the Agile concept. Instead,
the paper relies heavily on secondary data, which is a pragmatic choice given the aims and constraints
of the study. However, using secondary data to research management concepts has limitations
(Nijholt and Benders 2007). Therefore, it is important to stress that the findings of this study only
provide a “mosaic picture” of the emergence and evolution of the Agile concept.

The limitations do, however, offer plentiful opportunities for follow-up studies. In this paper,
the focus has been on the historical emergence and evolution of Agile at the macro-level. In future
studies, researchers could focus on whether being agile is an individual specific characteristic. The
literature on unobservable managerial characteristics could be useful here (Coles and Li 2019a, 2019b).
Unobservable managerial characteristics include risk aversion, managerial ability/skills, and possibly
managerial agility. For example, Graham et al. (2012) find that such characteristics could play a role in
determining executive compensation.

In future studies, researchers could gather primary data from actors involved in the marketplace
for Agile; e.g., by interviewing experts with a historical overview of key developments and events
shaping the Agile field. There is also a wide range of other research methods that could be used to
investigate the Agile concept, such as surveys, observations, and textual analyses (Benders et al. 2007;
Madsen and Stenheim 2013; Strang and Wittrock 2019).

This paper has taken a mostly big picture and bird’s-eye view of the international evolutionary
trajectory of Agile. In future studies, researchers could focus on Agile in a particular region, country,
or industry. This might allow for comparative analyses and possibly the distillation of factors that
could explain similarities and differences.

Another possibility would be to conduct a follow-up study in a few years to examine developments
in the popularity of Agile. As noted earlier, the Agile concept is a relatively new phenomenon and one of
the relatively few new management concepts introduced since the turn of the millennium. This means
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that many processes are, to a large extent, still unfolding. Future studies could determine whether
the positive and optimistic projections of, for instance, Rigby and Bilodeau (2018) will materialize in
future years.
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