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ABSTRACT

Theability todetectandrespond tochangewithease,speed, flexibilityanddexterity– referred
to as agility–hasbecomeanecessaryability for almost any itorganization. In fact, today’s IT
organizationsneedtodeliverproductsandservicesfasterandinamoreagilemannerthanbefore.
Despiteitsimportance,thereisalackofresearchonwhatbarriersexiststowardsachievingagilityin
ITorganizations.Thisarticleexploreswhatfactorsinhibitagilitywithinanitorganizationinalarge
companyinSweden.Thedatawascollectedusinginterviews,internaldocumentsandobservations.
AnITorganizationagilitydimensionsframeworkwasusedtoidentifyandcontextualizethebarriers
toagility.Thefindings,showthatagilityisasmuchatacticalandmanagerialissueasitisoperational.
TheholisticapproachofexploringbarrierstoagilityinanITorganizationfillsaknowledgegapin
researchliterature,andextendstheexistingbodyofknowledgeconcerningagilityforITorganization.
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INTRODUCTION

Thecontemporarydynamicbusinessenvironmentposenewchallengesforinformationtechnology
(IT)organizations’whoneedtobefast,nimbleandflexiblewhilestillhavingstableoperationswith
highcontrolandlowcosts(Gerth&Rothman,2007).Theabilitytodetectandrespondtochange
with ease, speed, flexibility and dexterity is referred to as agility, also called “…the dominant
competitivevehicleforallorganizationsinanuncertainandever-changingbusinessenvironment…”
(Tseng & Lin, 2011, p. 3694). Companies’ are increasingly dependent on IT and the demands
fromthebusiness ischangingfast(Tapanainenetal.,2008)Therefore, theITorganizationitself
needtooperatewithagilitysothatitcanfacilitateITchangestothebusinessinafastandflexible
manner(Tapanainenetal.,2008).Theconceptofagilitycanbeappliedtoanytypeoffunctionor
organizationandhavegainedgreatinterestfromresearchersandpractitionersinseveraldifferent
fieldssuchasmanufacturing,logisticsandinformationsystems/informationtechnology.Inastudy
donebyKappelmanetal.(2017)agilityisrankedasatoptenITorganizationalmanagementissue
andisgenerallynotedasabigconcernforITorganizationsintoday’scompanies.Agilityhasbeen
associatedwithbeinganespeciallytroublesomeendeavorforlargeenterprises(Baker,2006;Stettina
&Hörz,2015;Kappelmanetal.,2017).WhilepriorresearchwithintheISfieldhavefocusedon
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agilityinmanydifferentways,agilityintermsofsoftwaredevelopmentandITinfrastructurehave
gainedthemostattention(Salmelaetal.,2015).Moreover, theresearchonagilitywithinITand
howITorganizationscanattainagilityisoftenisolatedtoacertainsub-areaofIS(i.e.,software
development)(Salmelaetal.,2015).Hence,thegrowthofknowledgeinscientificresearchabout
agilityischaracterizedasbeinginsilos(DeSouza,2007;Salmelaetal.,2015).Thesiloesresearch
enablesdetailedexplorationinspecificareasoftheITorganizationbutleavesalackofresearch
takingaholisticviewofagilitywithinITorganizations,wheretheconceptisstudiedinanintegrated
andholisticmanner(DeSouza,2007;Salmelaetal.,2015).Therefore,wearguethatthereisagapin
priorresearchonagilitythatconsidersallconstituentsoftheITorganization.Thisgap,andneedfor
aholisticunderstandingofITorganizationalagility,hasbeenhighlightedbyforexampleNurdiani
etal.(2014)andSalmelaetal.(2015).Thus,ITorganizationagilityneedanempiricalandholistic
explorationtoaidfurtherresearchinthisareainordertoprovideamorecomprehensiveviewof
agilitywithinITorganizationsinthefuture.

Fororganizationsingeneral,andITorganizationsinspecific,itcanbeconcludedthatagilityis
achallengingendeavor(Gallagher&Worrell,2007;Tseng&Lin,2011;Kappelmanetal.,2017).
Despiteitsimportance,andtheabundanceofresearchonagilityinisolatedIT/ISareas,wenoticed
thatitisnotwellelaboratedhowITorganizationagilitycanbeachieved(Salmelaetal.,2015),nor
isitwellestablishedwhatbarriersthereexisttowardsachievingdepartmentwideagilityinanIT
organization.Currentempiricalresearchistoalargeextentframedaroundtechnologiesandsoftware
developmentmethods(Salmelaetal.,2015).Thus,thereisaneedforempiricalresearchthatina
holisticmanneridentifiesandcontextualizesbarrierstoachievingagilityforITorganizations.Such
researchwouldcontextualize,clarifyandaddvaluetotheexistingbodyofknowledgeinthedifferent
sub-areasofagilityinIS/ITresearch,andalsofurtherbuilduponexistingresearchhavingaholistic
viewofagilityasinitiatedbyTapanainenetal.(2008).Toaddressthegapinresearchonagilitythis
studyaimstoempiricallyexplorethefollowingquestion:Whatarethebarrierstoagilityforalarge
company’s ITorganization?To identify thefactors that inhibitagilitywehaveconductedacase
studyinalargecompany’sITorganization(ITABC).ITABChasmorethan200employeesandserve
morethan12000enduserswithinthecompany.Thefindingsofthisresearchwillbringempirically
basedknowledgearoundagility,byidentifyingandcontextualizingthebarrierstoagilityinalarge
company’sITorganizationandshedlightontheincreasinglyimportant“agilitychallenge”posing
today’sITorganizations.

RESEARCH BACKGROUND

IT Organization and Agility
ITplaysanimportantroleinenablingagilitywithinanentireenterprise(Overbyetal.,2006).It
hasbeendescribedasadouble-edgedsword thatcanbebothanenableranddisablerofoverall
agilitywithinanycompanyororganization.Therefore,agilityintheinternalITorganizationwithin
acompanyisanimportantfactorintheoverallagilityofthecompany(DeMichelisetal.,1998;
Tapanainen et al., 2008). In this research, the ITorganization is treated as a sub-unit (function/
department)withintheoverallorganization.WesharetheviewofPatten(2004)whodescribesthe
conventionalITorganizationasaservice-basedinternalorganizationthatmanagestheinformation
technologyinfrastructure,informationsystems,andrelatedproductsandservices.Furthermore,the
customersofthedeliveredproductsandservicesoftheITorganizationareusuallytheothersub-units
andemployeesinallotherdepartmentswithinthefirm(Patten,2004).

PreviousISresearchaddressingagilitycanbecategorizedashavingthreebroadfocuses,being
eitherfocusedon(1)thetechnology’scontributiontoenterpriseagility,(2)theagilityofthetechnology
itself,or(3)onagilityforinternalITorganizationsinsideacompany/organization.Inthisstudy,we
focusonthelatterone–agilityforinternalITorganizations–whichmerelyisanorganisationalconcept
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