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INTRODUCTION

 As companies become more innovative and the working climate changes, how and where people 
work will evolve as well. Popular terms such as mobile-commuting and flexible workspaces have been 
thrown into the mix; similarly, agile organizations and principles are steadily becoming popular. According 
to Paul Allsopp, Managing Director of the Agile Organisation, agile working is defined as “bringing people, 
processes, connectivity and technology, time and place together to find the most appropriate and effective 
way of working to carry out a particular task.” These organizations value employees and customers while 
practicing efficient teamwork. Learn about the aspects of agile organizations, how to become an agile 
organization, how to design an agile workspace, as well as how Unilever successfully implemented agile 
principles. 
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ASPECTS OF AGILE ORGANIZATIONS
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Role of the Manager

 In agile organizations, the manager is supposed to encourage employees to 
perform to their best abilities. The essential focus for both managers and employees is to make customers happy 
and remain loyal. As you can see, managers put their faith and trust into their employees. The employees and 
customers are the central focus. The agile manager puts their trust into employees who deal directly with the 
customers. These employees are well aware of their customers’ wants and needs, while also analyzing their 
purchasing behavior. 

 Compared to traditional organizations, businesses operating with agile principles consider the customer in 
charge, versus senior management. This uncommon way of thinking makes agile organizations newfound and 
innovative. Other focuses include delivering real value to clients, while also operating in the most efficient, yet 
effective way possible. The top-down theory of management is not favorable within agile organizations. Agile 
management principles will set the tone for interdepartmental and customer relations. 

 Managers and employees alike embrace failure. According to Martin McNulty, general manager of 
Forward3D, a digital agency, “with agile working there's no project management or quality control – everyone takes 
equal responsibility, and if you struggle with something you can guarantee you'll be given that task along with 
someone more experienced, so you can overcome your difficulties.” Failure allows employees to recognize the 
mistakes they have made and move forward with more wisdom. Agile organizations emphasize the team versus the 
individual, so when mistakes happen, the team is impacted rather than solely the individual. It is assumed that help 
can be provided and employees are not made to feel inferior after they make a mistake.

Effective Project Management & Team Roles

 Since teamwork is an essential agile principle, project management and team roles will also be important. 
Projects should be broken up into smaller segments to make feedback easy and restructuring possible. Project 
completion can take weeks and sometimes months to complete. Instead of having your team waste valuable time 
on a project that may need to be adjusted, break the project down into smaller tasks or goals so you can monitor 
the progress along the way. 

                                              



 Flexibility is also an important aspect of agile teams. Providing and maintaining flexibility in team roles is 
critical in eliminating miscommunication. Individuals in the organization will be exposed to new and different 
coworkers as new projects begin. You want your employees to be exposed to all the different in and outs of each 
team, employee, and department. This will give them a holistic view of the entire organization, giving them a solid 
background. 

 Open communication is encouraged and favorable in agile companies. Employees are exposed to all the 
various departments within the organization and face-to-face communication is ideal. This allows for coworkers to 
be on the same page and avoid conflict. 
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Agile Office Design

 Interaction, collaboration, and creativity are all aspects of agile organizations. The design of these 
workspaces must follow the same criteria as the organizations themselves. It is recommended to have a variety of 
different workspace areas to accommodate your business needs. For example, offer a mix of open areas, private 
booths, round tables, and lounge areas to give your employees the power of choice.  The open areas allow for open 
communication and interdepartmental conversation. The round tables can encourage teamwork and are ideal for 
groupthink activities.
 
 Agile offices can include recreational areas, quiet areas, conference areas, and more to accommodate both 
full-time and mobile employees. These offices should be flexible and support a variety of different working styles, 
while encouraging performance. Flexibility in office design is apparent throughout agile organizations, where 
employees can work in a variety of different areas. Agile workplaces also take advantage of every inch of real estate 
space possible more efficiently, while utilizing active space planning to lower property costs. With offices used more 
efficiently and employees given the freedom of choice, agile office spaces are flexible and dynamic enough for the 
new generation. 

 When designing agile offices, companies should make sure that employees are given their personal space 
and boundaries. This means that while collaboration and teamwork are essential, employees still value their own 
space and boundaries. Having employees crammed into a small space without boundaries can be damaging to 
productivity and morale. Designing a space that makes employees feel comfortable and encourages productivity 
seems to be important, coinciding with agile principles. 

 According to popular office design trends, the focus for an agile office conversion must place an emphasis 
on focus, collaboration, meeting, and social areas. The focus areas should include open-spaces with private pods 
integrated, creating individual workspaces.   While agile offices stress teamwork, there still must be areas designat-
ed for personal work objectives. The collaboration areas are supposed to be creative zones for people to meet and 
have quick conversations.   These areas should be accessible to all employees, while still having some privacy.  The 
social and meeting areas can serve a variety of purposes, whether for lunch or important meetings, these areas are 
intended group activities. Agile offices are flexible in design and accommodate all the various needs of employees. 
When implementing agile office design, it is important to create workspaces that can help an organization achieve 
its goals moving forward.  
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See the breakdown of an agile office space configuration based on the Asure 2014 Hoteling Survey findings.

Source: Asure 2014 Hoteling Survey Findings

21% OFFICES

41% DESKS & CUBICLES

17% OPEN TABLES & COLLABORATIVE SPACES

21% CONFERENCE ROOMS

How to Become an Agile Organization
 

 There are five key adjustments that have to be made before an organization can officially become Agile. 26
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Making money becomes a secondary goal behind pleasing the customer. 

Individual work is transformed into self-organizing teams. Management helps teams succeed by not evaluating 
their work, but rather give valuable insight that removes any negative sentiment.  

Work is not organized by rules, but agile methods. Employees receive direct feedback from customers.  

An emphasis is placed on transparency and continuous improvement versus efficiency.  

Management and employee relations are more of a horizontal or equal playing field type of communication 
versus the top-down traditional management method.   



 It is important to implement agile principles over time, rather than too quickly27. In general, adjusting work-
place culture or principles can be a difficult process for employees. One must consider their feelings before making 
an impactful change. If staff members are not made aware of workplace adjustments, this can have negative impact 
on the cohesiveness of the team28.  If your company decides to transform into an agile organization, it is advisable 
to include all employees on the news. 

How Unilever Became an Agile Organization 

                                                   World leader, Unilever implemented agile principles, which helped the company        
                                                  increase revenues, while decreasing costs29. The company allows their 100,000 plus      
                                                  employees, except their factory workers, to work anywhere they choose and at anytime 
                                                  of the day30. Driven by HR executives within the company, Unilever has invested a 
                                                  great deal of funds in videoconferencing technology, smartphones, and laptops to 
                                                  connect employees31. The biggest selling points of the agile transformation was the 
                                                  reduction in travel costs with Skype, the competitive technology, the 30 percent 
                                                  reduction in real estate space, health facilities intended to foster wellness, better  
                                                  work-life balance, and sustainable practices32. It is easy to see that with the 
improvement in better a work-life balance and reduction in costs, Unilever saw both financial and social benefits of 
the agile organizational change.
  
 Making the corporation more flexible and keeping up with the times has had positive effects on the 
company’s bottom line and employee morale33. In a 2012 survey, 80 percent of employees reported that were 
extremely satisfied with Unilever, which rose from 78 percent in 201034. By encouraging health and wellness, while 
also remaining flexible, the company improved employee satisfaction. In 2013, Unilever was a Fortune Global 500 
company and increased revenues by $6.8 billion35.  Revenues and expenses can be examined in the year of 2011: 
selling and administrative costs (travel and real estate) decreased by 12.9 percent while revenue rose by 10.2 
percent36. After the implementation of agile principles, Unilever reduced its operating expenses by utilizing 
technology and adopting dynamic practices. This case proves the validity of agile principles: Unilever not only 
increased its bottom line, but also improved the lifestyle of its employees along the way.  
 
 .  
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Conclusion
 

 Agile organizations are the wave of the future. By creating flexible workspaces along with company policies 
designed with the customer in mind, agile organizations can create long-term value for both employees and 
customers. With a horizontal management approach, open lines of communication, and constant feedback, 
employees will receive a holistic perspective of the organization. Agile office design utilizes a variety of different 
working spaces to accommodate different tasks and to remain dynamic. Implementing agile principles takes time 
and employees must be included in the process. The success of Unilever demonstrates the real-world application of 
agile organizations in increasing revenues and employee satisfaction, while reducing costs. In conclusion, agile 
offices are dynamic and can keep a company relevant and competitive for years to come.  
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