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1. Summary 

A hundred years ago, Frederick Winslow Taylor wrote his book, The Principles of Scientific 
Management, and set the agenda for management for the next century. Command and control 
became predominant. Workers were exchangeable objects in machinery, and if something broke 
you fixed it by switching the broken part. You became a successful manager by knowing the 
business skills best of all. 

Nowadays, we are not managing simple production-environments were all employees do the 
same tasks. We are handling complex, competence-based organizations, where we need many 
different skills to meet the goals of the organization. It is a gigantic eco-system where many 
kinds of knowledge are needed to complete the work. As a manager, you can no longer optimize 
single parts in order to solve issues; that will only create bottlenecks and waste. You need to 
focus on the whole. 

The agile methods that are beginning to conquer the IT area need environments that encourage 
responsibility and ownership, learning, innovation and an ability to respond to change. This 
requires a leadership that does not focus on measuring, giving orders and controlling, but paves 
the way, builds trust and sets the frameworks. What challenges do these gardeners of 
management face when they lead an agile business within a non-agile organization? What 
challenges will you face when you try to implement agile practices and change the culture of the 

organization that you are leading? 

2. The new manager – a gardening type! 

The Swedish Council for Higher Education is a government agency with responsibilities spanning 
widely across the educational sector. The department for Application Management and Operations 
within the council manages various administrative IT systems used by the Swedish universities and 
university colleges. The department has gone through an agile transformation during the last 5 
years. Completing an agile transformation normally takes a long time, mainly because you are not 
only trying to implement a new methodology, new processes and roles. You are also trying to change 
the culture of the organization, all people’s ways of thinking, their actions and values, including 

your own. 

 

There can be many reasons for adopting agile methods. Most organizations want to achieve better 
quality in the product and higher customer value. But you may also strive for better sustainability in 
the product, adaptability and more innovation within your organization. These outcomes are like 
fruit on an agile tree. If you want to be able to pick the fruit, you need to develop an environment 
in which the tree will grow and flourish. This environment contains the values we want the teams to 
have, as well as the organization as a whole: ownership, collaboration, learning, visibility and 
discipline. It is very unlikely that you can create this environment by being a manager of the old 
school. The command and control will unable every attempt to make the teams take responsibility 
for their own work. Measurements will stop or slow down collaboration and learning and instead 
create an individualistic and competitive workplace where it is tempting to take shortcuts. Solving 
issues by exchanging “broken parts” will spread a fear of failing. That in turn will make people want 
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to hide mistakes as long as possible, and problems within a project might be visible to the 

management very late. Fear makes people want to play safe and will not encourage innovation. 

 

Your tools as a manager to grow the envisioned environment, no longer includes being the most 
skilled in the organization, or command and control. You need to own the vision and own the 
system, meaning that you take responsibility for the direction of your organization and the 
ecosystem that you are managing. You create and maintain the environment, your garden. You 
define the end of your garden, you ensure that no plants take over at the expense of others; you see 
to that everything stays within its limits. You empower your teams and the individuals in them by 
letting them take the decisions that they can take on their own. Make sure the teams get what they 
need to do their job. That can be with tools, decisions or resources of different kinds. Be an 
example. Facilitate improvement and innovation, by letting the teams fail safely and early on. Invest 
in learning. See to that the whole organization do retrospectives, inspect and adapt, and 
continuously take small steps forward. Use scrum boards that enhance the visibility. That builds 
trust through feed-back, thereby creating opportunities for change and innovation and better 
solutions for our end-users. Visibility also exposes problems earlier and enables better decision 

making.  

 

What kind of manager can do this? There are plenty of different models for making personality 
profiles, often used for describing different communication or management styles. These models 
usually divide humanity into four corners, four colors or four types, like the DISC model, DISA, RAT 
or IPU. They usually contain one type that is dominant, fast moving and competitive. One that is 
analytic and cautious and structured one that is social and team focused, and one that is creative, 
communicative and inspiring. The traditional successful manager has high scores on the dominant 
and analytic side but he or she might not be so strong on people skills. In an agile culture, where 
management is set out to create empowered, successful agile teams that take responsibility for their 
own work and their own processes, there will be more focus on the people skills, and the ability to 
communicate the vision and point out the direction for the organization.  There will still be a 
demand for the traditional skills in the dominant and analytic field, for the responsibility of owning 
the system and defining the framework, but I suspect that the most successful management groups 
will need to cover all communication styles in order to enable a sustainable agile transformation and 

the growth of the successful agile teams.  

 

In order to achieve a sustainable agile transformation you need to change the values and behavior of 
all people. Processes, roles and responsibilities change, and the way of doing things will be 
different. Not only for your team members, will it also apply to all kinds of managers, from project 
managers, application managers and managers on a very high level. Now, there is nothing harder to 
do than cultural change. To do this you will need people skills and a communication ability, to make 
them want to change themselves. You must take care of the eco-system in your garden. It may seem 
like a hard task to adapt a gardening approach on the whole leadership of an organization, and at 
UHR we have only just started. But there is a big reward. Sometimes you get to sit in your garden 

and see how beautiful it is. 

 


