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INSIGHTS

Thomas Ronzon: In your experi-
ence, what does company-wide agil-
ity imply?

Jutta Eckstein: Company-wide agil-
ity is the organizational answer to 
today’s challenges. We’re living in a 
volatile, uncertain, complex, and am-
biguous (VUCA) world. Customer 
needs are changing rapidly, markets 
are disrupted, and digitalization hits 
every industry. Companies that aren’t 

agile (in the literal sense, meaning 
adaptive, responsive, flexible, and 
nimble) struggle keeping up with 
these challenges. In our experience, 
for example, in (the) car manufactur-
ing or banking (industries) agreeing 
on yearly budgets is too slow. The 
same mentality that likes yearly bud-
gets advocates a process of develop-
ing job descriptions and looking for 
people to fit the jobs. This process 
ignores the need to find people—re-
gardless of their job assignment—
who have the power to innovate and 
learn continuously. Without high pri-
ority for continuous learning on all 

levels and in all areas, processes that 
were adequate in the old world stabi-
lize and quickly become inadequate 
in today’s world.

Thus, company-wide agility com-
bines proven principles by synergizing 
Beyond Budgeting, Open Space, So-
ciocracy, and Agile (in short, BOSSA 
nova) into an overarching theory of 
agility, as detailed in “Background 
and Meaning of Budgeting, Open 
Space, Sociocracy, and Agile Nova.” 
This synthesis of four disciplines pro-
vides a framework for implementing 
safe probes that can address all the 
aforementioned challenges. This way, 

Making Companies 
Nimble—From Software 
Agility to Business Agility
A Conversation With the Authors
Thomas Ronzon, John Buck, and Jutta Eckstein

Digital Object Identifier 10.1109/MS.2018.2874321
Date of publication: 8 January 2019

From the Editors

Companies are facing turbulent times. Markets are changing or being disrupted, 

customers expect individualized products, and the demand for products seem to 

change continuously. These turbulent times require not only information technol-

ogy departments but whole companies to be agile. In this installment of “Insights,” 

Thomas Ronzon talks with Jutta Eckstein and John Buck on what is needed for 

 company-wide agility. You can learn more about their collected experiences in 

their book Company-Wide Agility With Beyond Budgeting, Open Space & Sociocracy: 

Survive and Thrive on Disruption.1
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a company can not only survive but 
also thrive on disruption.

Company-wide agility means ev-
eryone is included in agile processes, 
strategies, and structures. However, 
agility, as practiced by information 
technology (IT) departments, in-
cludes unique requirements of soft-
ware development and, therefore, 

doesn’t generalize easily to the 
C-suite. The BOSSA Nova synthesis 
seems better equipped to align spirit 
and inspiration.

John Buck: Company-wide agil-
ity means the whole company is 
in sync, including and especially 
the board of directors and even the 

shareholders and customers. For  
example, I recently encountered a 
striking example of a company with 
a significant disconnect between top 
management and the workforce. I 
was a speaker at a special daylong 
conference for employees at a large 
company. I had a hunch that while 
the staff and even the chief informa-
tion officer were quite alive with in-
spiration and creativity (operating in 
an agile way), there was a disconnect 
with the board, the chief executive 
officer, and most of the C-suite. I de-
cided to do a quick check of my intu-
ition by asking my audience to give 
me words and phrases that would de-
scribe the spirit of their corporation. 
The audience offered some inspiring 
descriptors, but I noted that none 
of the words or images matched the 
words of the company’s purpose and 
vision statement that appears in large 
lettering at the entrance to the com-
pany’s cafeteria! When I pointed out 
the discrepancy to the audience, they 
looked sheepish. It added credence to 
my hunch of a disconnect between 
the top and everyone else.

Thomas: How does your approach 
differ from approaches to scaling ag-
ile such as DAD, SAFe, and LeSS, to 
name just a few? 

Jutta: Our approach is not about scal-
ing Agile, it is about helping compa-
nies become agile. The difference is 
scaling Agile comes from an IT per-
spective and uses the (proven) soft-
ware development approaches for 
scaling these to, for example, the 
portfolio level. BOSSA Nova regards 
Agile as one discipline among several, 
and it takes a holistic perspective to-
ward the company not one coming 
from IT. Thus, BOSSA Nova focuses 
not only on the process(es) but also 
on the strategy and the structure.

BACKGROUND AND MEANING OF 
BUDGETING, OPEN SPACE, SOCIOCRACY, 

AND AGILE NOVA

Budgeting, Open Space, Sociocracy, and Agile (BOSSA nova) is a synthesis of 
the following four different disciplines:

1) Beyond Budgeting is a management model that is more empowered and 
adaptive (that is, it is beyond command and control) and encourages 
abandoning the practice of fixing budgets annually. 

2) Open Space is a facilitation technique that is also known as an unconfer-
ence style. Open Space is based on inviting everyone to bring up ideas 
and self-responsibly learning while helping others to learn. 

3) Sociocracy, meaning rule by the socios or people who know each other, is 
a method of organizing a company’s power structure such that everyone 
has a voice in policy decision making, either directly or through a repre-
sentative they elect.

4) Agile, which originated in software development, is based on continuously 
inspecting and adapting for delivering early and frequently the highest 
possible value to the customer. 

The acronym BOSSA Nova is related to “bossa nova” and represents the 
following:

1) It is a special kind of music, a fusion of cool jazz and samba, not unlike 
BOSSA Nova, which is a fusion of different disciplines.

2) It is an intricate dance. As a dancer, you adapt to the music being 
played, your dance partner, and everyone else on the dance floor. But 
the way you dance also influences the music being played as well as 
the other dancers. In the same way, a BOSSA Nova company is influ-
enced (changed) by implementing BOSSA Nova, but it also influences its 
ecosystem. 

3) And finally, bossa nova in Portuguese means new trend or new wave, 
and, of course, we hope that the same is true for BOSSA Nova.
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BOSSA NOVA PRINCIPLES

Budgeting, Open Space, Sociocracy, and Agile (BOSSA 
nova) (Figure S1) is based on four values:

 • self-organization
 • transparency
 • constant customer focus
 • continuous learning.

As mentioned previously, today, companies live in a 
volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) world. 
According to Cynefin, managing in complex environments 
calls for an approach of “probe, sense, respond.”S1 In other 
words, if you face a complex situation, there is no recipe or 
formula you can follow. You can make reliable predictions 
in complicated situations but not in complex ones. Rather 

than simple recipes, we suggest probes to help you start 
experimenting to test possible solutions. The probes can 
be used either as-is (if appropriate) or as an inspiration for 
your own best-fit probe. Note there is no failure, because no 
matter if the probe is failing or succeeding, the emphasis 
is always on the learning. Thus, you need to stress that the 
goal is learning, not whether the probe will be a success. 
This marks the probe as being “safe to fail.”

As an example, here is the probe: How can we leverage 
the existing network?

BACKGROUND
According to Karen Stephenson, in every company, there 
are many trust networks in place for different kinds of 
work.S2 The leaders of these networks often powerfully 

Transparency

Self-Organization Continuous Learning

Constant Customer Focus

Create transparency for all involved in
two directions by providing information

and lowering the barriers to those
seeking information.

Use accountable cross-functional
teams that select themselves and

follow their passion with
responsibility.

Always learn and contribute to others
learning, get feedback and adapt.

“Focus Wide” on every aspect of the
company: product and process,

structure and strategy, and individual
contributions and people.

Beyond
Budgeting

Open
Space

Sociocracy

Agile

FIGURE S1. The four values of BOSSA nova.

(Continued on next page)
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John: If I hear someone talking about 
“scaling Agile,” I hear them saying, ‘I 
am trying to develop something new 
without leaving my familiar frame-
work.’ In the world of education 
there is a concept called transforma-
tive learning, which means gaining 
new insights by jumping out of your 
familiar worldview. By synthesizing 
different streams of management de-
velopment, BOSSA Nova encourages 
“framework surfing.” The synthesis is 
something new and encourages you to 
be aware of your chosen “box.” Once 
you are aware of it, you can think out-
side that box.

T homas:  So you descr ibe how 
to bring the agile idea through-
out a whole organization. Who will 

benefit from reading your book 
then? The management or the staff?

John: Both! All four BOSSA Nova dis-
ciplines are pretty consistent in valu-
ing everyone’s voice and encouraging 
everyone to take leadership initiatives.

Jutta: Actually, not only manage-
ment and staff, but also consultants 
and coaches; everyone can influence a 
huge change like this. The key thing 
is, it has to start somewhere. And, 
exactly where and by whom doesn’t 
really matter. (See “BOSSA Nova 
Principles.”)

Thomas: Okay, but how can you get 
people to care about agility when 
they’ve never heard of it? When I 

think of some of my customers in 
certain old-fashioned companies, 
the managers are unfamiliar with it. 
How can they be “awakened”?

John: That’s simple. Give them a 
copy of our book (laughs). Hmm 
… you’d probably like a serious an-
swer, too. Personally, I really like 
the change-management frame-
work of Diffusion of Innovations. 
There are whole books about it 
and a good Wikipedia article.5,6 In 
diffusion-of-innovation parlance, 
the managers you’re talking about 
are probably “late-majority” folks.

Jutta: Well, before any kind of change 
starts, there has to be a need for a 
change. In my experience, also in 

influence the dynamic structure of the company. Can we 
directly address this often hidden leadership structure to 
get assistance in building alignment?

HYPOTHESIS
If we identify hidden trust leaders and get them together, 
they will, together, be able to improve the company’s align-
ment for customer focus. 

EXPERIMENT
Conduct surveys to determine “Who in the company do 
we trust the most regarding our relationships with our 
customers?” The survey process should identify persons 
who “know how the system really works,” “won’t blab if 
I share a problem or mistake with them,” “have a good 
relationship with the customers,” and/or “intuits the cus-
tomers’ needs.” The persons identified are now visible. 
They build the trust network that aligns with customer 
focus. Introduce the people identified to each other and 
invite them to participate in an ad hoc cross-functional 
team. The team builds the company’s culture by coming 

up with improvements, such as decreasing the response 
time for customers’ requests, repeating business, or mini-
mizing waste (for example, unsold inventory, unneces-
sary or very complicated processes, output rather than 
outcome, and so on). All of these improvements should pre 
and postmeasured. 

ALL IN ALL
So, BOSSA Nova, in short, means “ to never stop trying, 
learning, changing.” The next step is for you to try this 
or other experiments. You can do so even if your orga-
nization is confronted with budget and workload chal-
lenges; in fact, that might be the best time to start! 
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old-fashioned companies, people talk 
about, for example, digitalization and 
how this will impact their business. 
This means that currently all compa-
nies are wondering how they need to 
change to survive and thrive the dis-
ruption that’s going on right now. And 
yes, as this is related to change, as John 
points out, there might be people (and 
thus companies) who will try to ignore 
the need for change as long as possible, 
and maybe for too long. And note, we 
talk about company-wide agility, not 
about using Scrum or something of 
the like, because a stand-up meeting 
doesn’t necessarily help a company be-
come more adaptive, flexible, respon-
sive, and nimble.

Thomas: I agree. And what do early 
adopters of your principles and the 
probes report?

John: For instance, Titansoft in Sin-
gapore and Taiwan is experimenting 
with the whole BOSSA Nova synthe-
sis. However, a number of companies 
contributed insights sections to our 
book that describe how they have been 
probing and experimenting, looking 
for better ways to organize, which is a 
core message of our book. The compa-
nies include ING, Walmart, Ericsson, 
Spotify, and Statoil.

Jutta: The great thing about the 
BOSSA Nova synthesis is that all these 
principles are tried and proven. Many 
were created starting in the 1970s (Be-
yond Budgeting and Sociocracy).2–4 
However, what’s new is the synthesis 
of these principles. We are aware of 
many companies (and our own clients) 
who have combined the principles of 
two or three of the four disciplines 
(such as Agility, Sociocracy, and Open 
Space; or Agility, Beyond Budgeting, 
and Open Space), but not many are 
combining all four of them. We can 

only wonder where Titansoft’s “Never 
Stop Improving” journey will take 
them next! (See “Feedback from the 
Early Adopter Titansoft.”)

Thomas: How did these early adopt-
ers get started and become successful?

John: The earliest adopters have 
strongly valued (the notion of) al-
ways developing. You can’t learn 
to dance by being a shy wallflower. 

Even classic companies can enjoy 
trying a few BOSSA Nova dance 
steps. It all begins with intention of 
seeing what’s outside our current 
framework of viewing the world. 
And, that may involve courage; forg-
ing ahead in the face of anxiety, fear, 
embarrassment, and skepticism.

Jutta: Early adopters experience that it 
is more and more difficult to stabilize 
on structure, strategy, or processes. 

FEEDBACK FROM THE EARLY  
ADOPTER TITANSOFT

A 12-year-old company with 200 employees in Singapore and Taiwan, Titan-
soft offers games as well as software development and systems services in 
10 languages and 50 countries. Its motto is “Never Stop Developing.” 

In 2014, Titansoft started to adopt Agile and Scrum because “Agile seems 
faster.” Production improved, and they also found themselves facing new prob-
lems such as communications across departments. They next began experi-
menting with Open Space. There was a day when the entire company took a 
break from work, came together, and discussed topics related to the theme of 
communication. They were delighted with the outcome and later in the year 
held a second Open Space gathering with the theme of “How can we create 
the most impact in the next three months?” The difficult part emerged after the 
Open Space happened, for example, “How do we sustain momentum for the 
action topics generated?”

Among other problems, the action arenas did not fit into teams’ daily tasks, 
and there were no official chains of controls from departments to teams. They 
introduced the Sociocracy framework to the organization in early 2017 to ad-
dress these issues, with an initial focus on creating the circle structure and 
double linking for a more transparent flow of information. The key driving fac-
tor behind this adoption was the need to scale effectively. They found that the 
double-linking model encouraged participation in policy decision making by 
members of both circles; each circle had its own focus and in-links to encour-
age the team to drive forward. Yet, Sociocracy had its limitations, such as its 
complex framework consisting of many patterns and principles. 

Titansoft has started experimenting with the 12 principles of Beyond Bud-
geting to integrate its personnel and financial management systems into its 
agile philosophy and reap the productivity benefits that can flow from a deep 
trust culture. They believe it will provide an infrastructure vital to the company’s 
future growth.
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Because things are changing so 
quickly, companies need to be able to 
adapt and adjust constantly. So, for 
the early adopters, it is key to be open 

to experimentation and this requires 
courage. For example, like many of 
my fellow Germans, I like to plan 
things out thoroughly. However, it is 

important to be able to let go of the 
plan! Today’s world requires respond-
ing to today’s needs and not sticking 
to a plan based on yesterday’s needs.

Thomas: If I want to follow the early 
adopters, how do I get started?

John: Set aside some time to re-
flect. Do it regularly. Reflection leads 
to “wondering about” thoughts. (The 
BOSSA Nova synthesis can help 
stimulate lots of “wondering about” 
thoughts.) That wondering can lead 
to the idea that “we could implement 
experiments that probe alternatives 
to current management practices.” 
And now you’re on the BOSSA Nova 
dance floor. 

Jutta: The good thing is you can start 
anywhere—strategy, structure, or pro-
cesses—because, wherever you start 
the other two, one will be influenced by 
the change you’re making. And yes, as 
we sketch in the following picture, you 
start by reflecting on your situation, the 
needs, the pain points, and then design 
a probe, consisting of a background, 
a hypothesis, and one or several safe- 
to-fail experiments that help to im-
prove your current situation by ad-
dressing the earlier detected needs and 
pain points. After having tried at least 
one experiment, an important final step 
in the spirit of being a good scientist 
or reflective practitioner, is to publish 
the results of your experiments to your 
peers—both internally and externally. 
For example, for the public, you can 
present at conferences, write an expe-
rience report for the Agile Alliance, or 
submit to IEEE Software’s “Insights” 
department (Figure 1).

Thomas: Do you think that it is a 
problem if an agile company wants 
to work with a “classic” one? What 
should they do or avoid?
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FIGURE 1. Design your own probe by first reflecting on your current situation.
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John: The dimension of inspiration 
can help. Find what spirit and val-
ues inspire you the most. A common 
inspiration is the basis of great part-
nerships, such as the one I mentioned 
previously about the company with 
a significant disconnect between top 
management and the workforce. Al-
though that example describes an 
internal partnership between top 
management and the workforce, the 
principle of common inspiration is the 
same, (for example, between a classic 
company and its agile supplier).

Jutta: I think it doesn’t make a dif-
ference. Any company is acting in its 
environment. If the supplier of an ag-
ile banking company is working in a 
classic way, then that classic company 
is also part of the environment of the 
banking company. The environment 
of companies is defined not only by 
the companies they interact with but 
also by society and the regulations en-
acted by agencies like the Food and 
Drug Administration; all of these in-
fluence the way an (agile) company 
acts and can act.

Yet, companies also inf luence 
that environment. We compare this 
to dancing—probably because of 
the bossa nova metaphor—while on 
the dance floor you adapt to other 
dancers and to the music, but the 
way you dance will also influence 
the other dancers and the music be-
ing played.

Thomas: Did you get feedback from 
managers?

Jutta: Indeed we do get feedback 
from managers. Currently, it seems 
that mostly the finance and re-
tail industry is looking for ideas 
to become more agile as a whole 

company. At least , most of the 
management feedback is provided 
by these industries.

John: We published the book in 
time to announce it at the Business 
Agility Conference in New York 
in March 2018, and we’re follow-
ing up on a number of expressions 
of interest from that and subse-
quent conferences.

Thomas: What are your plans for 
the future?

Jutta: We hope that people will un-
derstand and leverage the power of 
company-wide agility. We provide, a 
home for the book, on the one hand, 
and, on the other hand, a platform 
for sharing experiences on company-
wide agility.8 Currently, these expe-
riences are shared through our blog 
but also via articles from colleagues. 
We hope that this platform will en-
able mutual learning.

John: Besides social media and ar-
ticles such as this one, we will pres-
ent at various conferences in the 
coming months.7 A colleague re-
cently asked me when we will offer 
BOSSA Nova training. We need to 
mull over that strategy.

Also, I have a dream of a system 
or network where people from lots 
of different companies and indus-
tries publish the results of their con-
tinuous improvement experiments 
the way scientists do in other disci-
plines. It would mean that everyone 
would be governance-system scien-
tists as an adjunct to their regular 
work; all society would benefit from 
their regular sharing of their innova-
tions. I have no idea at this point if 
that dream will ever materialize.

Thomas: Thank you for this very in-
teresting discussion. Best wishes to 
you!  
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