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Abstract	
In	today's	competitive	market,	established	organizations	need	to	adapt	in	order	to	survive.	One	way	
to	do	this	is	by	transforming	to	agile.	Since	its	origin	in	the	IT	industry,	the	agile	approach	has	been	
embraced	 by	 several	 different	 industries.	 One	 industry	 where	 several	 major	 players	 have	
undergone	an	agile	transformation	is	the	banking	industry,	an	industry	which	is	characterized	by	
strict	regulatory	requirements,	complex	organizational	structure,	and	extensive	use	of	technology.	

	

By	conducting	a	case	study	exploring	the	agile	transformation	inside	three	large	banks	in	Sweden,	
the	 motivating	 factors	 behind	 transforming	 to	 large-scale	 agile	 as	 well	 as	 the	 key	 aspects	 to	
consider	 when	 pursuing	 an	 agile	 transformation	 have	 been	 investigated.	 The	 study	 aims	 to	
contribute	academically	 to	existing	research	within	 the	 implementation	of	 large-scale	agile	 in	 the	
banking	industry	as	well	as	practically	by	outlining	driving	factors	and	critical	considerations	when	
pursuing	an	agile	transformation.	

	

An	understanding	of	 that	 the	 traditional	ways	of	working	did	not	suit	 today's	dynamic	market	 in	
combination	 with	 a	 need	 to	 increase	 market	 speed	 and	 faster	 respond	 to	 changes	 in	 customer	
needs	were	found	to	be	the	main	motivating	factors	behind	why	the	banks	decided	to	transform	to	
an	agile	approach.	The	theoretical	and	empirical	findings	led	to	the	identification	of	five	aspects	to	
consider	 when	 transforming	 to	 large-scale	 agile.	 The	 five	 aspects	 are:	 The	 role	 of	 management,	
adjusting	the	method	or	framework	to	the	organization,	the	people	side	of	change,	knowledge	and	
education	as	well	as	the	role	of	HR.	Out	of	these	five	aspects,	our	findings	indicate	that	the	people	
side	 of	 change	 is	 the	most	 challenging	 one	 but	 also	 the	most	 crucial	 one	 to	manage	 in	 order	 to	
accomplish	 a	 successful	 implementation.	 An	 active	 management	 support	 throughout	 the	 entire	
transformation	 journey,	 change-positive	 people	 in	 positions	 of	 leadership,	 adjustment	 of	 chosen	
methods	or	frameworks,	and	adequate	funding	for	knowledge	and	education	were	discovered	to	be	
critical	for	a	successful	transformation.	Furthermore,	it	was	discovered	that	by	integrating	the	HR	
function	early	 in	the	transformation,	many	of	 the	challenges	associated	with	change	management	
and	leadership	could	be	mitigated.	
 
 
 
Key-words:	Large-scale	agile,	agile	transformations,	organizational	change,	change	
management,	SAFe,	bank,	Frontit	
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Sammanfattning	
Etablerade	 organisationer	 som	 verkar	 på	 dagens	 föränderliga	 marknad	 behöver	 bli	 mer	
snabbrörliga	 för	 att	 bibehålla	 sin	 konkurrenskraft.	 Ett	 sätt	 för	 organisationer	 att	 bli	 mer	
snabbrörliga	 är	 att	 implementera	 agila	 arbetssätt.	 Sedan	 sitt	 ursprung	 i	 IT-branschen	 har	 agila	
arbetssätt	 implementerats	 av	 flera	 olika	 branscher.	 En	 industri	 där	 flera	 stora	 aktörer	 har	
genomgått	en	agil	transformation	är	bankindustrin,	en	teknikintensiv	industri	med	strikta	lagkrav	
och	komplexa	organisationsstrukturer.	

	

Genom	att	genomföra	en	fallstudie	om	den	agila	 transformationen	som	tre	stora	banker	 i	Sverige	
har	genomgått	kunde	de	underliggande	faktorerna	bakom	transformationerna	till	storskaligt	agilt	
arbetssätt	samt	de	viktigaste	aspekterna	att	tänka	på	vid	genomförandet	undersökas.	Studien	syftar	
till	 att	 bidra	 akademiskt	 till	 befintlig	 forskning	 inom	 implementeringen	 av	 agila	 arbetssätt	 i	
bankindustrin	samt	praktiskt	genom	att	beskriva	underliggande	faktorer	samt	viktiga	aspekter	att	
tänka	på	vid	en	agil	transformation.	

	

En	 förståelse	 för	 att	 de	 traditionella	 arbetssätten	 inte	 passar	 dagens	 dynamiska	 marknad	 i	
kombination	 med	 ett	 behov	 av	 att	 möta	 förändrade	 kundbehov	 visade	 sig	 vara	 de	 mest	
framträdande	 underliggande	 faktorerna	 bakom	 varför	 företagen	 i	 studien	 beslutade	 sig	 för	 att	
implementera	 agila	 arbetssätt.	 Studien	 resulterade	 i	 fem	 identifierade	 aspekter	 att	 beakta	 vid	
implementering	 av	 agila	 arbetssätt:	 Ledningens	 roll,	 anpassning	 av	 ramverk	 till	 organisation,	
människans	roll	i	förändringsresan,	kunskap	och	utbildning	samt	integrering	av	HR-funktionen.	Av	
dessa	 fem	 aspekter	 visar	 våra	 resultat	 att	 människans	 roll	 i	 förändringsprocessen	 är	 den	 mest	
utmanande	 att	 hantera	 men	 också	 den	 mest	 avgörande	 för	 att	 lyckas	 uppnå	 en	 framgångsrik	
transformation.	 Ett	 aktivt	 ledningsstöd	 under	 hela	 transformationsresan,	 förändringspositiva	
personer	i	ledande	positioner,	anpassning	av	valt	ramverk	samt	tillräcklig	finansiering	för	kunskap	
och	utbildning	visade	sig	vara	av	central	betydelse.	Dessutom	konstaterades	att	genom	att	integrera	
HR-funktionen	 i	 ett	 tidigt	 skede	 av	 omvandlingen,	 kunde	många	 av	 utmaningarna	 relaterade	 till	
förändringsledning	och	ledarskap	mildras.	

 
 
Nyckelord:	Storskalig	agil	transformation,	organisatorisk	förändring,	förändringsledning,	
SAFe,	bank,	Frontit	
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Introduction Background

1 Introduction

This chapter is dedicated to give a comprehensive introduction to the thesis.
Firstly, the background and the problem formulation is presented. Secondly,
the purpose along with the research questions are outlined, followed by a dis-
cussion on the thesis’ delimitations and scientific contribution. Lastly, an
overview of the disposition of the report is presented.

1.1 Background

In recent years, many organizations have been associated with the concept
of working agile. Agile has its original context in smaller software develop-
ment projects, but has over time been increasingly implemented in larger
development projects as well. With the aim to minimize risk and optimize
productivity, the concept has been implemented all over the world and thus
become one of the IT industry’s biggest trends. In simple words, the con-
cept can be defined as a chain of rapid development and deployment where
processes are followed in an iterative and incremental manner. (Kumar and
Bhatia 2012) Agile ways of working manage unpredictability by having con-
fidence in people and their creativity rather than on processes. In practice,
this usually means that a project is divided into sub-projects including plan-
ning, development, integration, testing and delivery. The work often takes
place in smaller teams where role interchangeability is encouraged, infor-
mal communication is common and the customer’s role is considered critical.
(Nerur, Mahapatra, and Mangalaraj 2005) The agile ways of working can
be applied to different tasks and situations, and there are over 20 different
agile methodologies and types to choose from. The choice and adaptation
of the preferred method depends on the project type, company, and their
employees. (Rasnacis and Berzisa 2017)

Today, organizations with traditional (non-agile) ways of working find it
difficult to adjust their processes quickly enough to meet evolving costumer
demands (Simonofski et al. 2019), putting their survival and competitiveness
at threat. In theory, this can be mitigated by adopting an agile approach
(Dumitriu, Mes,nit, ă, and Radu 2019). Although the implementation of agile
may sound simple in theory, challenges and obstacles arise in practice. One
of the major challenges that has been highlighted, which also is the one this
study will focus on, is moving agile to a large-scale context - scaling agile.
(Boehm and Turner 2005) The most common reason for scaling agile is the
willingness to reduce the time to market (Paasivaara et al. 2018).
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Introduction Problem Formulation

In practice, pursuing agile transformations at scale implies a wide range
of challenges. Large projects and organizations are usually based on large
complex systems, which makes efficient and appropriate coordination and
communication between teams difficult. There are also challenges related to
the adaption of agile methods and the existing organizational structure, as
well as challenges concerned with the learning of new agile concepts. Ad-
ditionally, one main challenge discussed in previous research is resistance to
change, a challenge indicating the need for heavy change management in the
transformation process. (Kalenda, Hyna, and Rossi 2018)

Despite the challenges of scaling agile, several organizations in various indus-
tries have embraced the agile approach. One industry where several major
players have undergone an agile transformation is the banking industry, an
industry which is characterized by strict regulatory requirements, complex or-
ganizational structure, and heavy use of technology. Strict regulations along
with an overall bureaucratic culture and strict hierarchies place high demands
on how the agile transformation is carried out (Diefenbach and Sillince 2011;
Kleppe Brittmark and Creusen 2018). While resistance in many places may
look like this: ”I’ve spent two decades working in banks, delivering success-
ful technology projects, and the time’s come to raise my hand and say what
desperately needs to be said: the Agile methodology and banks do not mix.”
(Kamath 2019), the banking industry has nevertheless chosen to adopt an
agile approach in order to be able to faster meet changes in customer demand.

In this thesis, the driving factors and key aspects to consider when pursuing
an agile transformation within the banking industry will be investigated. The
thesis is commissioned by the Swedish consulting company Frontit, who have
connected us with the banks included in the data collection for this study.

1.2 Problem Formulation

As described above, transforming to agile at scale is challenging, particularly
for established companies with traditional organizational structures domi-
nated by strict hierarchies and heavy bureaucracy. (Diefenbach and Sillince
2011; Ebert and Paasivaara 2017; Kleppe Brittmark and Creusen 2018) The
banking sector is considered one of the most traditional and well-established
industries’, with an extensive bureaucracy baggage that now is moving to-
wards the agile world (Kleppe Brittmark and Creusen 2018). This type of
shift involves a radical change with a critical uncertainty as to whether it
actually is possible to succeed with the transformation in practice or not.

2



Introduction Research Contribution

In existing research on the radical shift of agile, the agile frameworks and
tools have received more attention than the challenges related to the people
side of change. The fact that this is a major challenge is confirmed by the
14th Annual State of Agile Report (2020), where the most common answers
to challenges experienced when adopting and scaling agile were related to
change management. Since empirical research is lacking in this area (Ebert
and Paasivaara 2017), further research on the topic is needed.

1.3 Purpose

The purpose of this study is to investigate why organizations choose to trans-
form to agile as well as the most critical aspects to consider during a large-
scale agile transformation, with a focus on organizational, managerial, and
cultural aspects.

1.4 Research Questions

The following two research questions have been formulated to address the
purpose of the study:

RQ1: Why do organizations choose to transform to agile?

RQ2: What are the key aspects to consider when implementing large-scale
agile in organizations within the banking industry?

1.5 Delimitations

This thesis is delimited to focus on organizational, managerial, and cultural
aspects when implementing large-scale agile within the banking industry.
Therefore, the processes and structure specific to the case companies will
only be described on an overall level. Additionally, due to the scope of the
thesis, agile methodologies and frameworks have only been specified on a
general level.

1.6 Research Contribution

Seen from an academic perspective, this thesis aims to contribute to existing
research within the implementation of large-scale agile in regulatory envi-
ronments. This thesis also has a practical contribution, where the outlined
driving factors, approach, and key aspects to consider provide an increased

3



Introduction Disposition

understanding of how to succeed with an agile transformation in practice,
which in turn could be valuable for Frontit’s future endeavours.

1.7 Disposition

Chapter 1: Introduction
This chapter provides significant information about the context of the study
together with the problem formulation, purpose, and research questions.
Moreover, the delimitations of the research study and the contribution to
research are discussed.

Chapter 2: Literature Review
In this chapter, the literature in this study is presented. Initially, selected
theory within organizational change is provided, followed by an introduction
to scaling agile and its success factors and challenges. Lastly, selected parts
of the Scaled Agile Framework, SAFe, are presented, aiming to enhance the
understanding of the concepts addressed throughout the data analysis.

Chapter 3: Methodology
This chapter describes the research design and approach, research setting, as
well as how the data was collected and analyzed. Further, the research quality
is discussed, as well as the ethical considerations made when conducting the
research.

Chapter 4: Findings and Analysis
The findings and analysis are presented based on the empirical data collected
during the interviews and are presented in three parts. The first part presents
the case companies’ approaches and driving factors to transforming to ag-
ile ways of working, aiming to give the reader an understanding of how the
companies have executed the transformation in practice. The second part
outlines key aspects to consider when implementing large-scale agile within
the banking industry. Lastly, a perspective on Handelsbanken’s agile trans-
formation is given, with a focus on the HR aspect. The chapter ends with a
short summary, summarizing the key findings.

Chapter 5: Discussion
In the discussion chapter, the findings are discussed in relation to the liter-
ature. The chapter is divided into two parts, where the first part discusses
the driving factors and approach, and the second part the key aspects to
consider.

4
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Chapter 6: Conclusion
The final chapter in this report concludes the research questions’ answers,
as well as outlines the sustainability implications. Lastly, recommendations
and directions for further research are presented.

5



Literature Review Organizational Change

2 Literature Review

This section consists of three parts: organizational change, scaling agile, and
Scaled Agile Framework (SAFe). The first part covers the incentives for
change, the agile philosophy, as well as the shift from traditional ways of
working to agile. The second part includes the concepts of large-scale agile,
literature on how to manage an agile transformation as well as success factors
and challenges with scaling agile. The third part aims to give the reader an
overall understanding of the SAFe framework, which is the framework used
by the companies included in the data collection in this study.

2.1 Organizational Change

The literature included in the first part of this section aims to explain and
define the concept of organizational change rather than outlining the most
recent research on the topic.

2.1.1 The Need for Change

The underlying reasons to why organizations change differ, but external pres-
sure from the environment outside an organization tend to be more common
than an internal desire to change (Goodstein and Warner Burke 1991). Or-
ganizational change refers to any organizational alteration within a company
or business, and the way the concept is viewed upon differs between authors.
In many situations, it is seen as a sign of progress or improvement (L. K.
Lewis 2011). Jalagat (2016) highlights the importance of understanding that
change is unstoppable and stresses the need for organizations to continuously
adapt to change in order to stay competitive in today’s ever-changing envi-
ronment. The need for change is further supported by Helms-Mills (2003),
who claims that if organizations do not change, they will fall behind.

In comparison to scholars advocating change, scholars discussing the nega-
tive impacts of change have received less attention. Sturdy and Grey (2003)
argues that the way change is depicted in literature is somewhat misleading
since it is often described as an ideal state, where stability and and continu-
ity are considered problematic. The authors further suggest that instead of
focusing on the importance of change, the focus should lie on what types of
change organizations should pursue. The concept of stability in relation to
change is also discussed by Leana and Barry (2000), who claims that both
parts are needed in an organization in order for it to effectively function over
time. The authors describe this being shown in practice as ”push and pull”,

6
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where organizations pursue change to stay competitive in the market while
they at the same time seek stability in order to reach uncertainty reduction.
Another aspect of change that has been analyzed by scholars is the actual
need for it. It has been argued that adapting to changes and changing only
for the sake of it could lead to outcomes misaligning with organizational
goals (Zorn, Christensen, and Cheney 1999). Lucey (2008) supports this by
stressing the importance of considering organizational goal alignment in all
change efforts contemplated within an organization. Greve (1998) sees orga-
nizational change as a risky decision, and highlights the importance of con-
sidering the risk aspect when investigating the underlying reasons to change,
both on an individual and an organizational level. Even though the view on
the need for change differs between authors, there is a common agreement
that change, to some extent, is necessary in organizations (Hoag, Ritschard,
and Cooper 2002).

2.1.2 Theory E and Theory O

Beer and Nohria (2000) outline two different incentives for change, theory
E and theory O. Theory E is based on the economic incentive for change
and theory O on the organizational capability. In theory E, the increase
of stakeholder value is in focus. According to the authors, theory E is a
”hard” approach to change, where downsizing, layoffs and restructuring are
commonly occurring. Theory O on the other hand is considered the ”softer”
approach. Managers who advocate theory O believe that focusing only on the
economic value of change could impact the organization negatively. The focus
in theory O is instead to develop corporate culture and human capabilities
via both organizational and individual learning.

In practice, it is common for organizations to adopt a mix of theory E and
theory O. Although the idea of combining the strategies could be a good one,
the combination of them is hard for leaders to manage due to the theories
being very different. Studies show that by understanding how to manage the
tension between the strategies, businesses have a greater chance of achieving
a sustainable competitive advantage. In order to succeed in combining the
two, leaders should clearly communicate and recognize the differences in the
theories in order to not confuse the listeners with the objectives of the change.
At the same time, leaders should focus on both the soft and hard sides within
an organization. Leaders are also advised to clearly set the direction from
the top, while at the same time engaging the people below. Furthermore,
creating opportunities for learning is an important part of managing the two
theories. Here, exploration and risk-free zones where failure is not penalized

7
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are key in order to promote an experimental and safe environment. When it
comes to economic incentives, those are advised to be used to reinforce the
change rather than to drive the change. (Beer and Nohria 2000)

2.1.3 Building the Capability to Change

D. Anderson and L. A. Anderson (2010) describe change capability as the
competency of improving all aspects of business performance. By recognizing
the importance of building an organization’s change capabilities, an organiza-
tion can excel in the planning, design, and implementation of change. By do-
ing so, organizations can efficiently work with committed stakeholders during
times of change, minimize the negative impacts of the change implemented,
as well as ensure that the change implemented is leading to the maximum
effects. In order to build change capability, resources, time, and commitment
are needed. It requires both investments in training and development and
the creation of the infrastructure needed to be able to support the execution
of change. By seeing change as a strategic discipline and an important part
of the organization, and thereby giving it the same type of standards as other
strategic functions within the organization are given, change capability can
be improved. (ibid.)

2.1.4 Three Different Types of Change

D. Anderson and L. A. Anderson (ibid.) outline three types of change tak-
ing place in organizations: developmental, transitional and transformational
change. Developmental change is the simplest one out of the three, and
represents an improvement of an already possessed skill or method. Those
type of changes are often motivated by the ambition to become better, or
the willingness to live up to current or future standards. Transitional change
is more complex than developmental change, since it is concerned with re-
placing what already exists with something completely different. Transfor-
mational change is the most complex and challenging one and is defined as
”Transformation is a radical shift of strategy, structure, systems, processes,
or technology, so significant that it requires a shift of culture, behavior, and
mindset to implement successfully and sustain over time.”(ibid.)

One major change, which this thesis focuses on, is the shift to agile. The
shift requires many years of change involving radical changes both in strat-
egy, structure, processes, attitudes, mindsets, principles, values, and ways of
thinking and communicating. (Olteanu 2018). This shift can thus be defined
as a transformational change.

8
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2.1.5 What is Agile: Philosophy and Principles

The term Agile software development was coined in 2001 by a small group of
software industry leaders who discussed new methodologies during a meeting
in Snowbird, Utah (Beck et al. 2001). Back then, agile ways of working were
not completely new to the software development community, but the way the
agile principles and practices were put together in a structured theoretical
framework was (Williams and Cockburn 2003). The agile philosophy is based
on the 12 principles of the Agile Manifesto (Beck et al. 2001), which laid the
foundation for the large number of frameworks and agile methods that exist
today. The 12 principles are:

• Highest priority is to satisfy the customer through early and continuous
delivery of valuable software.

• Welcome changing requirements, even late in development. Agile pro-
cesses harness change for the customer’s competitive advantage.

• Deliver working software frequently, from a couple of weeks to a couple
of months, with preference to the shorter timescale.

• Business people and developers must work together daily throughout
the project.

• Build projects around motivated individuals. Give them the environ-
ment and support they need, and trust them to get the job done.

• The most efficient and effective method of conveying information to
and within a development team is face-to-face conversation.

• Working software is the primary measure of progress.

• Agile processes promote sustainable development. The sponsors, devel-
opers, and users should be able to maintain a constant pace indefinitely.

• Continuous attention to technical excellence and good design enhances
agility.

• Simplicity – the art of maximizing the amount of work not done – is
essential.

• The best architectures, requirements, and designs emerge from self-
organizing teams.

• At regular intervals, the team reflects on how to become more effective,
then tunes and adjusts its behavior accordingly.

9
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All of them follow the four key values of the Agile Manifesto:

1. Individuals and interactions over processes and tools.

2. Working software over comprehensive documentation.

3. Customer collaboration over contract negotiation.

4. Responding to change over following a plan.

While the words on the right characterize the more traditional way of work-
ing, which also is of value in the agile world, the concepts on the left are valued
more in the various agile approaches. The values and principles should be
seen as guidance rather than rules, where reaction to change and communi-
cation among the people involved are in focus (Beck et al. 2001).

In agile software development projects, high-quality software is delivered in
an iterative manner. By delivering working software to users within short
intervals, business value is created continuously throughout the working pro-
cess. (Dingsøyr et al. 2012) Users feedback along the development process
plays an important role - by incorporating changes frequently, the end prod-
uct will align with customer expectations (Shankarmani et al. 2012). The al-
lowance for customer involvement along the working process also combats the
challenge of customers not being able to formulate all requirements needed
for a product in its planning phase, resulting in a higher quality end product.
Another advantage of the iterative approach towards developing software is
that it facilitates schedule estimation. Software issues are both unpredictable
and reoccurring, and by dividing large tasks into smaller sub-tasks, the time
each task will take to complete will be more accurately predicted. (Edeki
2015)

Transforming from traditional ways of working to implementing agile method-
ologies is no simple task since the way work is executed is fundamentally
changed. According to research on agile methods, there are three major
risks with implementing agile software development: That agile methods are
easy to misunderstand, that it is more complex to do agile correct than one
might think, and that the way agile methods make value visible puts pressure
on the employees within a team (Dingsøyr et al. 2012). The challenges are
often related to learning, managerial, cultural or legal aspects (Hekkala et al.
2017), and some common ones are a low level of agile skills within a team or
within the whole organization, budget constraints and an overall resistance
to change (Dingsøyr et al. 2012).
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2.1.6 The Shift from Traditional Way of Working to Agile

Throughout this study, we contrast the agile way of working with what we
call the traditional (non-agile) way of working. There are several different
traditional working models or methods and for many different development
projects, the waterfall method is commonly used. According to Simonofski
et al. (2019), methods such as the waterfall method are highly dependent
on detailed preparation and process standardization, and they presume that
customer requirements stay constant during the development process. This
is a sequential work process, meaning that the work is performed in a series
of steps where the final product or service is delivered after the work is
completed. As a result, organizations are unable to rapidly adjust their
processes to changing requirements. (Simonofski et al. 2019; Olteanu 2018)

It is well known that organizational survival and competitiveness in the con-
stantly changing market is dependant on organizations ability to manage
change, both internally and externally. Many well-established organizations
thus operate in a dynamic market where their survival and competitiveness
are threatened. In today’s market, the ability to adjust to inevitable changes
while maintaining a high degree of productivity and delivering products to
the customer as fast as possible at reasonable costs is crucial. (Melo et al.
2013; Dumitriu, Mes,nit, ă, and Radu 2019). To meet the current require-
ments in today’s market, the agile way of working has evolved as a counter
reaction to the more traditional (non-agile) way of working. The concept of
agile aims to increase performance and adaptability while reducing avoidable
specification, administration, paperwork, and unproductive work. (Nuottila,
Aaltonen, and Kujala 2016)

2.2 Scaling Agile

The initial assumptions behind agile approaches suggested that it is best
suited for small projects and small development teams. Over time, as it has
grown to become a trend and norm in the IT industry (Kumar and Bhatia
2012), it has also been increasingly applied in various contexts, such as in
large organizations and projects with larger teams and more developers.

2.2.1 Defining Large-Scale Agile

A large-scale agile transformation means that the agile way of working is
implemented in several levels in the organization, alternatively in an entire
department (Dumitriu, Mes,nit, ă, and Radu 2019). Some organizations at-
tempt to adopt it for the first time and some have already implemented the
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approach but are expanding the scale of their adoption. The expansion has
created the need for a broader set of tools and methods, as well as a need for a
better understanding of what it means to implement it at the organizational
level. (Shalloway, Beaver, and Trott 2009) The difficulty with implementing
it at the organizational level is that conflicts between the agile way of running
projects and the organizational structure arise on a larger scale as the trans-
formation include changes in both organizational behaviors and the roles and
responsibilities of the people involved (Gandomani and Nafchi 2016). The
challenges are usually related to resistance towards adopting the approach.
Resistance exist in various types of organizations, but is particularly common
within large, well-established organizations with high stakeholder population
and heavy interaction between departments (Dingsøyr et al. 2012). A large-
scale agile transformation is therefore a complex and lengthy process, and
what makes it even more complicated is that the concept itself does not
really provide guidance on how it fits at the enterprise level, as it is origi-
nally adapted to and practically effective at the individual level (Shalloway,
Beaver, and Trott 2009; Paasivaara et al. 2018).

In literature, various formulations have been used to describe the term large-
scale. The lack of general consistency of an actual definition makes it diffi-
cult to recognize a clear classification of existing research flows. (Dumitriu,
Mes,nit, ă, and Radu 2019) The term has in some research been placed in more
general contexts such as large-scale setting or large organization whereas
some have put it in context with more definite terms such as large software
projects or large teams. Size has been interpreted as the size of individuals or
teams, project budget, annual sales, project length, company name, and oth-
ers. (Dikert, Paasivaara, and Lassenius 2016; Dumitriu, Mes,nit, ă, and Radu
2019) In a case study conducted at a large-scale R&D product development
program within the company Ericsson, the term large-scale was referred to
as the amount of teams and number of distributed global sites (Paasivaara
et al. 2018). The definition used in the case study was defined in a systematic
literature review (SLR) paper written by Dikert, Paasivaara, and Lassenius
(2016), where they stated that large-scale agile is software development orga-
nizations with 50 or more people, or at least six teams. In another large-scale
agile transformation project, the large organization Salesforce was described
with phrases such as two hundred person team, 85 million transactions a day
and over 646 000 subscribers (Fry and Greene 2007). Other studies have used
the definition from an article written by Dingsøyr and Moe (2013), defining
large-scale agile as when the number of teams in development exceeds two
(Olszewska et al. 2016). This concludes that the term large-scale in agile
contexts is generally defined at two levels, either at an organizational level or
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at an individual level. However, most of the literature available today con-
cerns the definition at the individual level, with focus on project and teams.
In some cases, the agile transformation and its challenges are discussed at
an organizational level, but later the approach and results are more directed
towards large-scale agile development or large software projects. (Dumitriu,
Mes,nit, ă, and Radu 2019)

Due to the multiple definitions of the term large-scale agile presented above,
this thesis does not focus on one specific definition.

2.2.2 Managing the Agile Transformation

As mentioned in Section 2.2.1. Defining large-scale, implementing large-scale
in an organization is a challenging and complex process. Research conducted
on the implementation of agile highlights the need for a disciplined and com-
prehensive change management strategy. The strategy should consider all
important aspects included in the change: people, processes, organizational
structure, technology and management. (Gandomani, Zulzalil, et al. 2013)

A lot of organizations have attempted to introduce change programs but not
succeeded, and both internal and external factors are said to be common
reasons for failure (Hoag, Ritschard, and Cooper 2002). Some of the factors
brought up in literature are poor planning, a lack of milestones along the
change journey and a weak understanding in regards to what needs to be
monitored and controlled. Additionally, both a lack of resources and nec-
essary knowledge within how to manage change tend to negatively affect
the outcomes. Further, if practices and corporate policies are not adjusted
to align with the aim of the change, the willingness to change among the
employees may be negatively affected. (Gill 2002) Extensive research on
hundreds of organizations that have experienced major change shows that
in order to successfully manage change, the focus should lie on understand-
ing and facilitating change at the individual level rather than on the visible
surroundings and activities concerned with the change (Hiatt 2006).

D. Anderson and L. A. Anderson (2010) discusses the importance of not
viewing transformational change as static and thereby applying static mod-
els in an attempt to control it. The authors highlight that change should be
facilitated rather than managed. According to the authors, the key is not
to control the change process but rather to be flexible in altering the strat-
egy based on feedback received and learnings made throughout the change
journey. Connecting back to the three types of change presented in Sec-
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tion 2.1.4. Three Types of Change, one of the key aspects differentiating
transitional change and transformational change is the large impacts trans-
formational change has on people. In transformational change, the human
factors are key drivers and there is an emotional transition people must go
through. Due to people feeling most confident when they are in control and
a transformational change imply people feeling out of control, challenges re-
lated to how people can handle and function in uncertain times are commonly
occurring. Therefore, when implementing transformational change, change
leaders must create supporting processes for the people involved, with a focus
on how to effectively deal with the unknown. In order for a transformational
change to succeed, people must transform along with the organization. (D.
Anderson and L. A. Anderson 2010)

The large impact of a transformational change also puts pressure on the lead-
ers, who not only go through the emotional journey themselves but also have
the responsibility to manage others. It is therefore a need for leaders to not
only put their own feelings aside but also to address the human dynamics
to the same extent as process and content are attended to. This is a quite
complex but important task to manage, since it requires assisting the people
involved in the change in their emotional journey. (ibid.) There is a general
agreement in the literature that leaders play a critical role when organiza-
tions plan for change. According to Belias and Koustelios (2014), leaders
need to be knowledgeable with both existing organizational culture and the
current organizational strategies in order to define a suitable change manage-
ment strategy. Additionally, leaders operating in change should contribute
towards creating a flexible environment by favoring change and encouraging
continuous learning.

2.2.3 Success Factors and Challenges With Scaling Agile

Success factors and challenges that arise when scaling agile have been dis-
cussed in various studies and surveys, and what has been proven to be a
success factor in some studies has been classified as a challenge in others. In
this study, we have compared different success factors and challenges that
have been discussed in a Systematic Literature Review (SLR), a practice
paper and a survey.

The Annual State of Agile Report is the largest and longest running agile
market survey. In the survey, over 40.000 people participate and share in-
sights from agile practicing companies. The 14th Annual Report (conducted
in 2019) revealed responses cited as challenges experienced when adopting &
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scaling agile. The most common obstacles for success in many organizations
were general organizational resistance to change, not enough leadership par-
ticipation, inconsistent processes and practices across teams, organizational
culture at odds with agile values, inadequate management support and spon-
sorship and an experienced lack of skills/experience within agile methods. In
the survey, the two most commonly cited measures for defining success were
business value delivered and customer or user satisfaction. (State of Agile
2020)

Kalenda, Hyna, and Rossi (2018) reviewed practices, challenges and success
factors for scaling agile both from literature and within a large software
company. One success factor identified at the software company was company
culture and prior agile and lean experience. The company did not suffer
from a lack of knowledge or experience as many people had prior agile and
lean development experience. However, the results from reviewing literature
in their study showed that one of the most common challenges was a lack
of knowledge, training, coaching, or understanding, which in many cases
became the source of other difficulties. There is an example in their study of
a case where the organization lacked adequate expertise, and due to financial
restrictions, refused to hire external knowledge. Instead, managers who were
new to agile assumed the position of agile coaches. In this specific case, lack
of coaching and training had a number of negative effects. Teams found
it difficult to change their practices as efficiently as they were expected to
do and assumptions were merely theoretical due to the rapid change and
lack of expertise and experience. As a result, plenty of unforeseen issues
arose. As described in the beginning of this section, a challenge in some
cases is often a success factor in others. Given that the most commonly
reported challenge in the literature of the study by Kalenda, Hyna, and
Rossi (ibid.) was a lack of knowledge, the most reported success factor was
the attempt to increase knowledge and expertise. Hiring external expertise
with extensive and deep experience was the most recommended method of
acquiring knowledge. (ibid.)

Another success factor that emerged at the software company explored by
Kalenda, Hyna, and Rossi (ibid.) was executive sponsorship/management
support. Here, management support was considered a success factor due to
the management being the ones who initiated the change and were actively
involved. They also showed interest and helped employees to grow. Unifica-
tion of view and values was also considered a success factor as the company
had defined a manifesto with shared values, clear rules, and statements about
values and principles to enforce the change. Regarding challenges, some of
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the critical challenges identified at the software company in the scaling pro-
cess were resistance to change, overly aggressive roll-out time-frame, quality
assurance concerns, and integration of previous and non-agile parts of orga-
nization. (Kalenda, Hyna, and Rossi 2018)

Dikert, Paasivaara, and Lassenius (2016) conducted a SLR of empirical stud-
ies and experience reports on large-scale agile transformations. 52 papers
describing 42 different organizations were analyzed. In total, 29 success fac-
tors grouped into eleven categories were discussed. The categories standing
out the most were: Choosing and customizing the agile approach, manage-
ment support, mindset and alignment, and training and coaching. There
were also 35 challenges identified (grouped into nine categories), where the
most mentioned categories were agile being difficult to implement, integrating
non-development functions, change resistance, and requirements engineering
challenges.

One of the differences between the scientific articles and the 14th Annual
State of Agile Report is that management support was identified as inade-
quate in the survey, while it was considered a success factor in both articles.
One similarity is that the articles and the survey described resistance to
change as a major obstacle. Another similarity standing out is the challenge
of agile being difficult to implement (from SLR) and lack of skills/experience
with agile methods (from the survey). The SLR further evaluated the cat-
egory by discussing how difficulties were caused due to misunderstandings
of the agile concepts, which in turn resulted in the methods being poorly
adapted and people reverting to old ways of working. Some organizations
were also disturbed by the excessive enthusiasm shown for agile methods by
change leaders or teams, which led the workers to take a stand on the con-
cept, either for or against it. Both Kalenda, Hyna, and Rossi (2018) and
Dikert, Paasivaara, and Lassenius (2016) highlight the importance of tailor-
ing the process to the organization’s own needs to make a good fit and gain
the best benefits. They also emphasize that an understanding of the core
values and principles of agile methodologies and practices is important.

2.3 SAFe - Scaled Agile Framework

To respond to the challenges that arise with large-scale agility, various agile
scaling frameworks have been developed. The existing methods and ap-
proaches for scaling agile mix both agile and lean methods to meet real
industry demands. The frameworks are intended to be used as a recipe for
adopting agile on an organizational scale. (Ebert and Paasivaara 2017) The
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three leading scaling agile frameworks are Scaled Agile Framework (SAFe),
Large-Scale Scrum (LeSS) and Disciplined Agile Delivery (DAD) (Choudary
2019). In this study, the focus will be on SAFe as it is the framework used
in the companies included in the study. Additionally, it is the most popular
method according to the Annual State of Agile Report conducted in 2019.
Given the study’s limitations of not discussing agile tools in depth, only se-
lected parts of the framework are presented, with the aim to enhance the
understanding of the concepts mentioned in the data collection.

2.3.1 Core Values

The SAFe framework takes a prescriptive approach in showing organizations
what to do and when. It is based on existing lean and agile principles that
have been combined in a template framework specifically adapted for large-
scale projects (ibid.). The framework is intended to guide organizations in
achieving adaptation, collaboration, maximum flexibility and delivery across
multiple teams. (Lynn n.d.) SAFe’s fundamental ideals and beliefs are de-
fined by the four core values described below. How these values are commu-
nicated, demonstrated and emphasized by leaders and how they guide the
organization to embrace agility, play a significant role in the effectiveness of
the framework. (Scaled Agile Inc 2021e; Choudary 2019)

Alignment

Since misalignment can cause serious problems, alignment is necessary to
keep up with rapid changes and competitive forces. To reinforce this value,
it is suggested to communicate the mission by instituting and conveying
the portfolio strategy and solution vision. The enterprise business objec-
tives should be emphasized more than the goals at the team level. In ad-
dition, relevant briefings and participation in the Program Increment Plan-
ning (PI Planning), a face-to-face event, is suggested as it is an essential part
of SAFe. (Scaled Agile Inc 2021e; Choudary 2019)

Built-in quality

If quality is not provided, there is a risk that the organization will end up
with large batches of unverified and invalidated work. To ensure commitment
to quality, every element and every increment that has been built should
have the same standard of quality throughout the development life cycle.
(Choudary 2019)

17



Literature Review SAFe - Scaled Agile Framework

Transparency

Transparency enables trust, and is especially important when many people
are involved. To increase transparency, it is suggested to visualize all relevant
work and to own and show responsibility for errors or mistakes. Learning
should be celebrated and a friendly environment should be created. (Scaled
Agile Inc 2021e)

Program execution

SAFe focuses intensively on work systems and business results because what
ultimately matters is that the teams can perform and continuously deliver
the best results to the end user. To strengthen this value, it is important to
adjust the scope so that the demand matches the capacity. (Scaled Agile Inc
2021e; Choudary 2019)

2.3.2 Key Concepts and Roles Within SAFe

Below is an explanation of the relevant key terms used in this study to further
understand the analysis and discussion.

Levels of SAFe - SAFe has four different levels. The team level contains
roles, activities and processes for the teams that run the Agile Release Train
(ART). The team level is an essential part of the program level, which
includes the roles and activities required to continuously deliver solutions
through an ART. The value stream level is optional and provides the roles,
responsibilities and activities required to build large and complex solutions,
which usually require multiple ARTs and suppliers. Organizations with the
biggest system challenges use this level. Lastly, the portfolio level contains
roles, principles and processes required to institute, arrange and manage the
value streams. (Choudary 2019)

Agile Teams - Within SAFe, agile teams are cross-functional groups with
five to eleven individuals who define, build, test, and deliver value in short
time-boxes called iterations. Scrum Master and Product Owner are two key
roles which all agile teams have. The responsibilities of the agile teams are
well-defined but vary based on team type. (Scaled Agile Inc 2021b)

Agile Release Train (ART) - The trains are responsible for delivering large
solution value and are operated by the agile teams. All teams in the train
work together to support its vision and road-map. Just like the agile teams,
ARTs are cross-functional and can include 50-225 people (five to twelve agile
teams). In order to deliver the right value at the right time, the ART uses
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agile product delivery practices and work within time-boxes called Program
Increments (PI). (Scaled Agile Inc 2021a; Scaled Agile 2020)

Program Increment Planning (PI Planning) - All teams come together
at the beginning of the PI in a PI Planning event to plan their work and
identify what can be delivered. The PI Planning is facilitated by a Release
Train Engineer (RTE). (Scaled Agile 2020)

Release Train Engineer (RTE) - The RTE acts as a coach for the ART
and helps facilitate processes, events and implementation of an ART. They
help with risk management, delivering value, communication with stakehold-
ers and continuous improvement. (Scaled Agile Inc 2021f)

Value Streams - The series of steps that an organization uses to implement
solutions is represented by value streams. Solutions are products, services or
systems delivered to customers and produced by value streams in a continu-
ous flow of value. The value streams are performed by the ARTs and are the
primary way to understand business goals, organize teams and ARTs, and
deliver value. (Scaled Agile Inc 2021h)

Lean Agile Center of Excellence (LACE) - The difference between or-
ganizations practicing agile only by name and those who are fully committed
to adopting lean-agile methods is the LACE team. It is a small team of peo-
ple who are responsible for driving and supporting the change. LACE helps
the organization to achieve short-term wins by defining and launching ARTs.
The team can differ in size and be distributed in different ways depending
on the size of the organization. (Scaled Agile Inc 2021d)

Business Agility - This term refers to the ability of an entire organization to
be able to quickly switch and act on new opportunities and changes in a way
that creates rapid effects and long-term sustainability. SAFe is in line with
business agility as the framework guides enterprises to focus on customers,
products, innovations and growth, and enables them to quickly reorganize
without disrupting much of the existing hierarchy. Business agility requires
that everyone involved in delivering solutions in one way or another, i.e. the
entire organization, use lean and agile methods.(Scaled Agile Inc 2021c)

Implementation Road-map - The implementation road-map, see Figure
1, is a series of twelve article describing the steps an organization can follow
to implement SAFe. The road-map is based on the experience of hundreds
of global enterprises who have adopted SAFe. (Scaled Agile Inc 2021g)
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Figure 1: SAFe Implementation Road-map (Scaled Agile Inc 2021g)
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3 Methodology

This chapter outlines the utilized research methodology of this study, begin-
ning with a section presenting the research design and approach. Further, the
research setting is described. Then, the prestudy and the main study are ex-
plained, followed by the data collection procedure, including the conducted lit-
erature review and interviews. Lastly, the data analysis process is presented,
followed by a section discussing research quality and ethical considerations.

3.1 Research Design and Approach

The overall research design consists of four parts: problem definition, pre-
study (including brief data analysis), main study and data analysis. An
overview of the research design and the activities included in each part is
presented in Figure 2. In Appendix A, a gantt chart displaying the research
design process can be found.

Figure 2: Overview of research design

Due to the explorative nature of the research problem, this research was con-
ducted as a case study. The choice is supported by Yin (2008), who suggests
a case study approach when examining contemporary events where the re-
search question asked is either a how or why question and when the researcher
has little or no control over behavioural events. Further, a case study ap-
proach is designed to give a detailed understanding of the participants’ views
by incorporating multiple sources of data (Tellis 1997), generating in-depth
understanding of a complex problem or situation (Yin 2008).

In this research study, an abductive research approach was utilized. This
enabled alteration between the literature and the empiricism studied, and
hence allowed the understanding of the subject to gradually grow throughout
the research process (Saunders, P. Lewis, and Thornhill 2015). This type of
spiral approach entails a great sensitivity to the empirical material but is
at the same time relatively time-consuming since a lot of time is spent on
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continuously studying new literature in order to understand the results from
the study (Blomkvist and Hallin 2015).

The methodological approach for this research was qualitative data collec-
tion, which aligns with the investigative nature of the research problem. This
implies that the data collection was not standardised before hand - questions
and processes emerged during the research process (Saunders, P. Lewis, and
Thornhill 2015). The qualitative data collection consists of primary sources
in the form of interviews with the companies included in the study. Due
to the interactive nature of qualitative data collection, it was of key im-
portance to plan the research process as an interconnected one, where data
was collected, analysed and interpreted continuously throughout the research
process (ibid.).

3.2 Research Setting

The commissioner of this research study was Frontit, a Swedish consultancy
firm operating in the borderland between business and IT. The company has
worked within change for over 40 years and today consists of more than 200
consultants. By offering consulting services, Frontit aims to help companies
and organizations succeed in various change projects. The company is com-
pletely independent regarding the choice of methods, models and solutions.
As the commissioner of this thesis, Frontit has initiated the contact with the
companies included in the data collection of the study. Additionally, once
the findings and analysis were finalized, the results were presented to Frontit.

The case companies included in the study were two Swedish commercial
banks: SEB and Swedbank. When studying these two banks’, the focus was
on their approach when pursuing the transformation as well as on experienced
success factors and challenges. In addition to the case study companies, one
more bank, Handelsbanken, was included in the data collection. Handels-
banken contributed with an additional perspective to this study by sharing
how they have integrated the HR function in their agile transformation. This
means that the data collected from Handelsbanken is limited to how the HR
function played an important role in their transformation, hence has a dif-
ferent focus than the data collected from the other banks. All companies
included in the data collection of the main study are further presented in the
section Section 5.1. Empirical Setting.
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3.2.1 Prestudy

The primary objective of the prestudy was to concretize the problem, to
ensure that the study was properly targeted as well as to gain a deeper
understanding of the topic. The prestudy consisted of three short interviews
with three consultants from the commissioner of this thesis, Frontit, a brief
analysis of the data collected, as well as a short literature review.

To ensure that the formulated problem and research questions aligned both
with academia and practitioners, the prestudy was executed with an abduc-
tive approach. Since the abductive approach allows an alteration between
theory and empiricism (Blomkvist and Hallin 2015), an understanding of the
topic based on both theory and practice has successively emerged. Deter-
mining the scope of the study was an iterative process, where the interviews
held at Frontit and the literature study were executed simultaneously. Dur-
ing the pre-study, the data collected from the literature and the interviews
were continuously discussed with supervisors both from Frontit and KTH to
ensure an overall alignment of the problem definition.

When conducting the brief literature review, the focus was to build knowl-
edge within organizational change and the agile philosophy, as well as to gain
a deeper understanding of how to manage change. Additionally, literature
within areas related to the subject, such as project management and tra-
ditional system development processes, were also studied to understand the
origin of agile methodologies and to ensure relevant theoretical aspects of the
problem were not excluded.

The prestudy interviews were conducted with three consultants from Frontit
involved in change processes within several different industries. The focus of
the interviews was to investigate both in what stage of maturity in regard
to the implementation of agile ways of working the consultants experienced
companies within different industries to be, but also to find out more about
the challenges related to the implementation processes.

The data collected in the prestudy was analyzed on an overall level, where
change processes within the industries pointed out by the consultants and
common challenges related to the implementation were outlined. Based on
the insights from the prestudy, the problem formulation was further con-
cretized. Additionally, as an outcome based on both the brief literature
review and the interviews conducted, possible themes that could be of in-
terest for data collection in the main study emerged. The insights from the
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prestudy then served as a starting point for the main study.

3.2.2 Main Study

In comparison to the prestudy, the main study was conducted with a more
holistic approach, including a larger number of more in-depth interviews con-
ducted with the three companies (banks) included in the study. The main
study mainly consisted of an extension of the literature review, interviews
held at the companies as well as data analysis. The abductive approach
utilized in the prestudy was also used in the main study, resulting in a con-
tinuous evaluation of the findings. In practice, this was an iterative process
where the empirical findings guided the choice of literature and vice versa.

3.3 Data Collection

The data collection was conducted continuously throughout the research pro-
cess, from the beginning of January to the end of April. To facilitate acces-
sibility to the data collected, a shared digital database was used between the
researchers.

3.3.1 Literature Review

The literature review was conducted to provide an overview of areas where
research is diverse and interdisciplinary, but also to serve as a basis and
support for the analysis of the empirical data collected in the study. The
disposition of the literature review consists of three main parts: organiza-
tional change, scaling agile, and SAFe. The choice of these three main topics
was based on the direction of the study, and it was decided to focus on the
integration of organizational change, agile and change management.

The majority of the sources consist of scientific journal articles and academic
literature. The repositories utilized were KTH Primo and Google Scholar,
and the reason why these repositories were chosen was mainly because they
offer a high availability of accessible sources. Additionally, both KTH Primo
and Google Scholar offer a wide reach of databases, which facilitated the
breadth of topics covered. The fact that Google Scholar includes grey liter-
ature widens the theoretical foundation further. This was especially useful
when searching for studies on how change management has been integrated
when implementing agile methodologies, since the existing research on this
area was rather scarce. When conducting the search for sources, keywords
in combination with filtering based on a number of set criteria (which are
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further developed below) were used. The search process was executed in an
iterative manner. In the beginning, a broader search was made to evaluate
the topics of interest. As the research proceeded, the search was narrowed
down to align with the direction of the study. As a complement to the search
based on keywords, the references stated in the articles found were evalu-
ated as well. The keywords used in the searching process can be found in
Appendix B.

As a first evaluation of the sources, the title and abstract of the articles were
judged for relevance. The articles were then evaluated based on the following
two inclusion criteria:

• The sources included must be published in English

• The sources included must have been cited by others

The first inclusion criterion was chosen due to the willingness of allowing a
large audience to locate the sources included. The second criteria was chosen
to increase the quality of the research. The publication year of the sources
was also evaluated, where more recent articles were given greater emphasis
throughout the literature review. An exception to this is in Section 2.1.
Organizational Change, where some of the theory provided aim to explain
and define the concepts rather than outlining the most recent research on
the topic.

3.3.2 Interviews

The choice of interviewees and companies to include in the main study were
based on three criteria defined by us and Frontit. The first criteria was
that all companies included in the study should have been involved in a
large-scale agile transformation. A choice was made to strive towards in-
vestigating comparable cases, hence the first criteria. The second criteria
concerns what stage in the transformation the companies were currently in,
where it was decided to strive for interviewees who were able to look back
and reflect upon the implementation. Hence, a criterion was formulated that
the companies included in the study needed to have come quite far in the
agile transformations. In practice, this meant that the companies partici-
pating needed to have passed the planning stage and thereby in some way
executed actions towards implementing large-scale agile. The third criterion
concerns the interviewees and states that the interviewees need to have been
involved in the transformation, driving the transformation forward. Here,
a limitation was made to not include workers on team level affected by the
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change. This choice was made due to the focus of the research problem being
on the managerial level.

All interviews conducted both in the prestudy and the main study were
semi-structured, with questions prepared before hand. Semi-structured in-
terviews open up the opportunity to direct and change track of the posed
question based on the interviewee’s response, which gives the respondent the
opportunity to bring up subjects that might not be obvious to people outside
the organization but that still could be of interest for the study (Saunders,
P. Lewis, and Thornhill 2015). Further, semi-structured interviews align
with the investigative character of the research questions posed in this study.
When preparing the questions, the focus was to formulate them in a short
and concise way. This is supported by Ritchie et al. (2013), who argues that
the most effective interview questions are straight-forward and easy to un-
derstand by the respondent. When conducting the interviews, the interview
questions were posed one at a time, meaning double questions were avoided.
This is also supported by Ritchie et al. (ibid.), who highlights the impor-
tance of facilitating the interview process for the respondent to not create
unnecessary confusion with the information sought.

The tools used when conducting the interviews were Microsoft Teams and
Zoom, where the choice of tool in each case was based on the respondents’
preference. In total, 16 interviews were conducted, three in the prestudy (see
Section 3.2.1. Prestudy for details) and 13 in the main study. All interviews
lasted between 30-45 min and both interviewers attended all interview ses-
sions. The interviews with SEB and Swedbank mainly covered the approach
the organizations had when transforming to agile, management’s role, the
choice of method, how to manage the people impacted by the change, and
knowledge and education. The interviews with Handelsbanken had a slightly
different focus. Due to a limited number of interviews conducted with re-
spondents from Handelsbanken, a choice was made to focus on what made
their transformation special, which was their decision to integrate the HR
function in the transformation. Hence, the focus in the interviews was on
how the HR function played an important role in their transformation. The
role of the respondents and the company each respondent worked for are
presented in Table 1. The interviews were booked by email, where the initial
contact with the respondents was made by supervisors at Frontit. Regarding
how the interview booking process was carried out, it was really helpful to
receive support from the supervisors at Frontit, since this enhanced the pro-
cess of getting in touch with the interviewees. Concerning the research design
of this thesis, where Frontit as a consultancy firm were the ones initiating
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the contact with the interview participants, no issues were encountered from
the interviewee point of view. All interviews were recorded and stored in a
shared database, with access limited only to the interviewers. By recording
the interviews, the interviewers were allowed to fully concentrate on the in-
terview rather than taking notes, which otherwise could have been a source
of distraction affecting the flow of the interviews (Ritchie et al. 2013). The
recordings also facilitated the data analysis, since all interviews could be
transcribed and equally treated. Before the interviews were recorded, all
respondents were asked for permission.
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Table 1: List of interviews conducted for this thesis

Interview Person Company Role

Pre-Study - Frontit Consultant

Pre-Study - Frontit Consultant

Pre-Study - Frontit Consultant

Main study 1 SEB
Senior Enterprise

Agile Coach

Main study 2 SEB
Head of Lean Agile
Center of Excellence

Main study 3 SEB
Operative Sponsor

Agile

Main study 4 SEB
Senior Enterprise

Agile coach

Main study 5 SEB CIO Function LC&I

Main study 6 Swedbank Chief Epic Owner

Main study 7 Swedbank
Head of Value

Stream Coordination

Main study 8 Swedbank BIO

Main study 9 Swedbank Release Train Engineer

Main study 10 Swedbank Release Train Engineer

Main study 11 Handelsbanken Coordinator

Main study 12 Handelsbanken HR Function

Main study 13 Handelsbanken CIO Function

28



Methodology Research Quality

3.4 Data Analysis

There is no one-way approach towards analyzing qualitative data - no clearly
defined procedure or rules exist (Ritchie et al. 2013). The choice was therefore
made to combine a set of existing approaches suitable for this specific research
study. The data analysis process consisted of two different parts. First, the
data was reduced. Reduction of data is a central part of analyzing qualitative
data and it can be done in different ways (ibid.). As a first step in reducing the
data for this research study, all interviews were transcribed. This was done
manually by the researchers. The second part of the data analysis consisted
of identifying key themes and categories. The approach when defining themes
and categories usually vary between researchers (ibid.). In this study, some
themes were identified before-hand, whereas others derived when analyzing
the data. During the whole analysis process, the researchers strived towards
staying as close to the raw data as possible. This is supported by (ibid.) who
highlights the importance of building the analysis on the evidence collected
rather than on analytical or abstract thoughts.

3.5 Research Quality

The methodological choices made in this research have been carefully eval-
uated and argued for continuously throughout this section, with the aim to
achieve high-quality research and trust-worthy results. Despite being a clear
advocate for case study as an approach, Yin (2008) openly expresses the com-
mon criticism concerned with it - due to the approach often being based on
a few number of samples, conclusions could be difficult to generalise. This is
also supported by Blomkvist and Hallin (2015), who highlight the importance
of responding to this criticism by carefully explaining how the case study was
conducted. A case study should be characterized by a systematic approach
where the choices of cases, data collection methods and analysis methods are
carefully considered and clearly explained. Further, since a case study does
not generate statistical generalizability, reflections concerning analytical gen-
eralizability is of importance in order to account for how the results of the
study may be applied to other cases (ibid.). To increase the trustworthiness
of this research study, generalizability is therefore further elaborated upon
below.

3.5.1 Generalizability

Generalizability, also referred to as external validity or transferability, is de-
fined as the extent to which the obtained results in a research study can
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be generalized to other contexts (Ritchie et al. 2013). The attention paid
to generalization in research differ between authors - some dismiss it com-
pletely whereas some give it serious attention. As a consequence, there is no
set of rules or specific process concerned with the extent to which qualitative
findings can be generalised. (ibid.)

Somewhere along the research process, a decision concerning deep under-
standing or broader explanations applicable to a wider audience must be
made. In this research study, generalizability could be argued to be fairly
low due to the study being built on a limited number of cases where each
of the case companies’ studied had their own approach when transforming
to agile, targeted specifically to the company. However, since the cases con-
sist of three major banks, they could be considered typical cases within the
banking industry, which in turn increases the generalizability of the study.

Due to all cases included operating within banking industry, the generaliz-
ability to other industries outside banking could be argued to be fairly low.
However, since this research has not focused on how to incorporate regula-
tions specific to the banking industry in the agile transformation but rather
on how to manage an agile transformation in a regulatory environment, the
findings could be seen as applicable to other companies operating in regula-
tory environments as well. Additionally, large parts of the analysis are not
specific to regulatory environments, which in turn indicates that the findings
are applicable to other large companies seeking to transform to large-scale
agile as well.

Since this is a qualitative study, rather than generalizing, the aim of the re-
search is to provide a rich contextualized understanding of human experiences
through a study of particular cases.

3.6 Ethical Considerations

Every research design will imply potential ethical concerns, which is of im-
portance to consider in order to understand how those can be minimised
throughout the research process (Saunders, P. Lewis, and Thornhill 2015).
Since qualitative research is unstructured by nature, ethical considerations
are particularly prominent in qualitative research studies (Ritchie et al. 2013).

The conditions for anonymity and confidentiality were explained clearly to
the participants prior to conducting the interviews (ibid.). To ensure confi-
dentiality and protect personal privacy, all respondents names have been ex-
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cluded in the study. Further, the roles of the respondents have been slightly
adjusted to more homogeneous ones in order to not reveal detailed positions.
This was given particular thought when conducting the report - since both
direct and indirect attribution must be avoided (Ritchie et al. 2013), minor
changes concerning the level of detail in some of the comments were made.
The conventions of confidentiality have been questioned by, among others,
Baez (2002), who argues that trust is of higher importance than confidential-
ity when striving for as honest discussions as possible. Although the trust
aspect was not valued as more important than confidentiality in this research
study, it was carefully considered in the data collection phase. In practice,
this was done by explaining to the respondents what the purpose of the re-
search study was, who the researchers were, in what way the collected data
was going to be used and what topics the interviews would cover. Here, the
researchers strived towards a balance in how much details that were given
in order to avoid being over-specific with the objectives of the study since
this could affect the respondents spontaneity when answering the questions.
(Ritchie et al. 2013) Further, all respondents were informed that participat-
ing was completely voluntary. To avoid bias results, no compensation apart
from results of the research study was offered to the respondents.
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4 Findings and Analysis

In this chapter, the findings that emerged during the interviews are presented.
Initially, the empirical setting is outlined, aiming to give the reader a clear
understanding of the companies included in the study. The findings from
SEB and Swedbank are then presented in two parts. The first part outlines
the banks approaches when transforming to agile. The second part presents
the identified factors that were shown to be of key importance to consider
when transforming to agile. The findings from Handelsbanken are then pre-
sented. Due to the focus of the data collected at Handelsbanken being limited
to the HR function’s role in the transformation, these findings are presented
separately. Lastly, a short summary of the results is presented.

4.1 Empirical Setting

This section briefly introduces the companies included in the study. Through-
out the subsequent chapters, the companies’ business divisions are referred
to, where relevant, in terms of where the agile transformation is taking place.
To provide structure for the reader, those business divisions are therefore in-
cluded in the descriptions below.

SEB

SEB, short for Skandinaviska Enskilda Banken, is a Nordic Financial Ser-
vices group founded in 1856 with around 15.000 employees and 4.4 million
customers spread around the world. SEB offers a wide range of financial ser-
vices and financial advice in Sweden and the Baltic countries. In Denmark,
Finland, Norway and Germany, the operations focus on full-service offer-
ings, both to corporate and institutional clients. The company is organised
into four divisions: Large Corporates & Financial Institutions, Corporate &
Private Customers, Life Investment Management & Baltic.

Swedbank

Swedbank, former Föreningssparbanken, is a commercial bank offering loans,
payments, and savings for individuals and companies. The bank has its roots
in the Swedish savings bank movement, which dates all the way back to 1820.
Swedbank operates through three business areas: Swedish Banking, Baltic
Banking and Large Corporations and Institutions (LC&I). The company has
close to 16.000 employees, around 7.25 million private customers, as well as
over half a million corporate customers.
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Handelsbanken

Handelsbanken was founded 1871 and is Stockholm Stock Exchange’s oldest
company. Handelsbanken is a decentralized bank, locally established in six
home markets: Denmark, Finland, the Netherlands, Norway, the United
Kingdom and Sweden. Handelsbanken has just over 12.000 employees, of
which 40 percent are employed outside Sweden. The bank does not explicitly
communicate the number of customers.

4.2 Driving Factors and Approach

To provide the reader with a clear understanding, the approach and driving
factors are presented separately for each bank. The current scope of the agile
transformation within SEB include their business divisions Large Corporates
& Financial Institutions, Corporate & Private Customers and Life Invest-
ment Management. Within Swedbank, there are ongoing transformations in
several areas of the bank. The business division who has come the furthest in
implementing agile within Swedbank is LC&I, which is why there is a focus
on this division.

SEB

To remain competitive in the market, both today and in the future, all re-
spondents at SEB agree that being agile is a must. The time it takes from
identifying an opportunity until acting upon it needs to be reduced, which
is what SEB refers to as business agility. When asked what functions or
departments that currently are involved in SEB’s agile transformation, Per-
son 4 emphasized that the aim is for the agile transformation to involve the
entire bank and thus help SEB’s business growth. However, since banking
is nowadays mainly IT-based, the importance of being agile is more empha-
sized within this function. Person 2 explained that the level of agile maturity
within SEB can directly deduce to the technology used - There tends to be
more agility where the latest technology is adopted than where old systems
are used.

Around 2012, SEB realized how the traditional way of working created rather
high alternative costs and that the existing structure was far too rigid.
The old structure was not flexible enough to meet the market and a more
adaptable structure was needed - a structure that creates flow under SEB’s
own conditions. The transformation towards agile ways of working initially
started within the IT department around the same year. Person 3 explained
that the breakthrough moment in the transformation was when the person
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who became responsible for the entire IT operations and the person responsi-
ble for the development unit were newly employed. They had some previous
experience of agile ways of working and wanted to look more closely at how
to manage SEB’s need of obtaining a flow-creating structure. Person 3 stated
that it is much easier for new people in new positions to consider new ways of
working without having any historical decisions or debt to take into account.

Initially, SEB decided to implement a governance model based on agile prin-
ciples with the help of an external company. Although the model was not
completely adopted, it set the groundwork for SEB to build upon and de-
velop further. In 2018, the organization decided to take a more structured
approach regarding how the agile transformation was executed. One major
decision made at that time was the initiative Agile all in, which was later
changed to Agile at SEB. The initiative was described as:

”In terms of development, we at SEB have decided that this [ini-
tiative] should apply to the entire bank, all geographies, all areas,
and all products. We should also include the financial governance
in this, because that is usually what hinders much of the devel-
opment. It is the business models that remove the revenue that
you say no to, so in this case the financial governance must be
involved in this.”

- Person 3, SEB

In this newer approach, it was also decided to take inspiration from the
framework called SAFe. SEB does not have the ambition to implement the
framework, but rather consider the principles and approaches described in the
material as an example. Since the decision was made to take inspiration from
SAFe, there has been a lot of emphasis on creating the conditions for making
it work in practice. This includes setting up basic conditions such as teams,
roles and surrounding governance structure. Person 5 elaborated on it by
stating that in order to achieve the agility that the bank requires, SEB needs
to scale down its current structure and dependencies. The respondent also
mentioned that, rather than seeing it as they are scaling agile, they consider
themselves as already scaled, and that part of their approach is to look at
how other organizations have scaled, imitate, and then integrate and build in
the results SEB wants to achieve. This is further supported by Person 2 who
explained that there is a collective experience of many different companies
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that gives SEB inspiration to move forward, and that SAFe is considered an
enabler to get the power of innovation going and align the movement.

Before the decision to take a restructured approach was made, the strategy
was to hire outside consultants, but as SEB wanted to ensure a long-term
ownership they decided to instead push the change through everyone. Per-
son 2 explained that if the change is not pushed through everyone in the
organization, there is a risk of falling back to old ways of working when the
people driving the change forward leaves. Since the decision to restructure
was made, the organization decided to in-source instead. The transforma-
tion at SEB is now being supported by a LACE team (see chapter 2.5.2 key
concepts and roles within SAFe). The LACE team is regarded as an inte-
gral part of the organization, and is intended to serve as a long-term support
function. In practice, the LACE team supports the whole organization in the
transformation by having a train the trainer approach where they support
and educate the people involved. At the start of 2020, SEB decided to es-
tablish a new structure with a virtual organization responsible for managing
IT deliveries.

Today, SEB focuses on making the whole system of change and business
development connected, making all parts work together. There is also a
focus on how to measure and follow things up as well as about stabilizing
and evaluating what can be improved.

Swedbank

At Swedbank, the respondents emphasized the need for all organizations, not
only those in the banking industry, to become faster in capturing changes and
trends in customer behavior. Person 7 explained that since traditional ways
of working are built on the ability to forecast, they are unsuitable in today’s
fast-paced world. In addition to keeping up with market speed, Swedbank
wanted to improve the way project time-plans and budgets were managed.
There were a lot of projects going on simultaneously, and it was difficult
to prioritize and finalize. As described in Section 4.1. Empirical Setting,
Swedbank operates in three business areas, and in their agile transformation,
their business division LC&I is at the forefront.

Person 8, who is described by the other respondents from Swedbank as the
key person driving the agile transformation for LC&I forward, explained
that it all started in 2016, when the respondent first joined Swedbank. The
respondent, who had previous experience in agile transformations within the
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banking industry, noticed that the way the development unit was operating
back then was not very efficient. The respondent highlighted that in order to
get the full effects of an agile transformation, combining both IT and business
is key. In an initial stage, the respondent explained that this was in focus -
to open the eyes of the organization and thereby creating the understanding
for that agile is much broader than just an IT thing.

Person 8 further explained that the timing back then was favorable for em-
barking on an agile journey, due to a need of improving both customer ex-
perience and the ability to deliver. This enabled the respondent to raise the
question of looking into agile in a larger context, not deriving only from the
IT side. Person 6 explained that one of the driving factors more specific to
LC&I was the fact that new technical solutions started to enter the market,
especially within the currency trading area. This gave rise to discussions
within the business area, where questions arose concerning how to continu-
ously develop the existing solutions in order to create new solutions for the
customers in the fastest and most flexible way possible. Furthermore, Person
8 pointed out that there is in general an extreme business interest in agile,
since the result of this work directly benefits both the customer and business
organizations.

LC&I was the first division within Swedbank to implement the framework
SAFe, where the first step in practice was to set up a pilot of two teams
which started to work according to agile principles. After around three to
four months, the positive effects of the pilot could be seen. Based on those,
a plan for how to gradually transform to agile in a slightly larger context
was developed. This resulted in one value stream being launched at a time
during a period of one and a half year. Shortly after LC&I having begun its
transformation, the transformation of the rest of the bank also began. One
decision made during the transformation, which according to Person 8 was a
brave one for a major bank, was to move IT operations under the business
units in order to enable the teams to work cross-functionally.

Today, there are ongoing agile transformations within several areas of the
bank and since LC&I was transformed, it has been decided to use the SAFe
framework throughout the whole bank. Person 6 highlighted that an agile
transformation in a large organization takes time, and that Swedbank still
has a bit left until the entire organization can be considered agile. The
respondent further explained that there are two dimensions of Swedbank’s
plan forward:

36



Driving Factors and Approach Results from both banks on their chosen approach

”Within our dimension at LC&I, business agility is something
we are currently discussing how to obtain, but for the bank as a
whole, I would say that the focus is on scaling the agile structure
of the development organization.”

- Person 6, Swedbank

Results from both banks on their chosen approach

Some of the respondents discussed how the approach when transforming
to agile methods affects the journey and the expected outcomes. Person 6
described that even if it is difficult to launch an agile transformation within
the whole organization simultaneously, the whole organization needs to be
mature enough to transform in order to obtain the full effects:

”I think that when transforming to agile, there needs to be in the
future plans to scale the entire production chain, not just parts of
it. As an example, if we were a car manufacturer with the goal
to build a car... I mean, building financial products is not really
the same thing but almost. Therefore, it is still the case that if
you work agile with development for the gearbox but you still work
very strictly and traditional with the chassis, then it is not certain
that you get the full effects. Thus, I think that even if it is difficult
to launch an agile transformation within the whole organization
at the same time, the organization should still be mature to do
the transformation.... because if you want to get the full effects
of it, other parts of the organization must also change.”

- Person 6, Swedbank

The respondent further described that even though a lot of efforts have been
put on scaling the division LC&I, the same type of transformation is needed
within the rest of the bank as well to get the full effects.

Person 2 and Person 5 pointed out that SEB’s approach of implementing agile
across the whole business is a rather unique one, since it involves the entire
IT, all business development within the business areas as well as operations.
Person 2 explained that even though it took some time to make all parts work
together, they now finally start to see the results and benefits of implementing
it across the whole organization and not just within IT.
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Person 9, who discussed what factors to consider regarding determining which
approach to take, highlighted that one factor that matters is the size of
the organization. According to the respondent, the bigger the organization,
the more divided or partial the implementation should be. The respondent
motivated this by explaining that change and change management takes time,
people are different and manage change differently.
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4.3 Key Factors to Consider when Implementing Agile

In this section, the key factors that were shown to be of specific importance
to consider when implementing agile will be presented, see Figure 3. The
factors are presented within the following five categories which derived from
the data analysis: the role of top management, adjusting the framework to
the organization, the people side of change, knowledge and education, and
integrating the HR function. Aspects with a low degree of unanimity are
presented separately in Section 4.3.5. Other Key Aspects.

Figure 3: The five key aspects to consider

4.3.1 The Role of Top Management

In terms of the role of management, two findings emerged from the data. The
first one concerns the need for management support throughout the whole
agile journey, whereas the second one is related to the preferred competences
and characteristics among people within leading positions.

39



The Role of Top Management Management support

Management support
All respondents from both SEB and Swedbank stressed the importance of
management support in an agile transformation, where a buy-in all the way
from the top is critical for making it work in the long run. Person 6 at
Swedbank emphasized the significance of it by stating that because the agile
transformation is a completely new way of operating, the management sup-
port is essential because they are the ones who make the decisions. This was
further supported by Person 1 at SEB with the following statement:

”You need to have the management on your side. That is the
starting point. This is where it all begins and where the overall
direction is set. This is a key factor.”

- Person 1, SEB

Person 4, who has prior experience working in an organization where support
was confined to middle and local management levels (with no buy-in from top
management), described that it is pointless to even try without the support
of leading functions within an organization. The respondent explained that
in situations where management support is lacking, there is a risk for the
change journey to hit the ceiling after a few years, and then majority of the
work will be wasted. Person 2 also discussed on how important it is to have
a commitment from the top management, as well as why the communication
of the initiative should come from them:

”It is critical to obtain commitment from top management in or-
der to succeed. I believe that regardless of whether you make an
agile, lean, or a modular investment, if you do not have the ap-
proval of, essentially the CEO, it [the change] will hit so hard
on the various departments out there. If it [the change] is driven
solely from an IT or business perspective, then it will be seen as
an IT thing having huge impacts on, say, finances or deliveries,
and then maybe you oppose it. So it cannot be an initiative that
emerges from just one side of the organization. Therefore, it is
very important to communicate it from the top management.”

- Person 2, SEB

Several respondents also specifically highlighted that management support
is needed, not only at the start of the agile journey when decisions are made

40



The Role of Top Management Management support

and directions are established, but also throughout the transformation itself.
Person 8 clarified that an agile transformation is more than a change of
model or method; it is mostly a cultural shift that affects budget processes,
financial management, customer communication, among other things. The
respondent further indicated that because the transformation affects various
parts of the organization, an active management with an understanding of
the shift is needed. This was also supported by Person 9 who expressed that
an active management, not only supportive, is usually received and embraced
in a completely different way:

”Leaders who have the mentality of ’I am here to support, but I
am not going to be active and understanding of what is happen-
ing’ creates room for people to complain, thinking ’this does not
work’ or ’this was the wrong decision’ in an attempt to influence
senior management to change their decision. I strongly believe
that leaders in such positions need to be both supportive of the
decision and actively involved throughout the change journey.”

- Person 9, Swedbank

When it comes to Swedbank’s agile transformation, all respondents high-
lighted that the strong management support within their business division
LC&I has had a positive impact. What distinguishes their business division
LC&I and positions them at the forefront within Swedbank is, according to
the respondents, that they have received a lot of attention and active support
from the very top of the management. Person 8, who has prior experience
implementing agile within another bank, stated that this was crucial for their
success.

Regarding SEB’s agile transformation, the respondents provided different
perspectives on management’s role in their agile transformation. Person 5
stated that, while the commitment could still be improved, the involvement
and the understanding of the value of the agile transformation is there. Per-
son 3 described that a more active management possibly would have enhanced
the transformation, highlighting that there is a difference in supporting the
decision from outside and actually facing the challenges in practice. Both
Person 2 and Person 4 explained that the decision has been very clear all the
way up to group management. Seen from that perspective, the respondents
believe that there has been good support throughout the agile transforma-
tion, both from top management and from those who work locally. Person
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2 further explained that the agile transformation was one of the top pri-
orities in the bank’s five year plan forward, which the respondent believes
shows both the strength of communication and the importance of the agile
transformation.

Competence and characteristics

Another aspect of the role of top management that was mentioned by half
of the respondents was the competence and characteristics needed among
people within leading positions. Person 4 elaborated on this by stating that
the key to success is involving people in the management who support the
change and have an understanding of how to be part of the shift.

The distinguishing feature that has emerged as important for both banks is
to have people who are characterized as being change-positive. Person 7, who
works at the LC&I department at Swedbank, discussed why other business
areas within the bank may not have come as far in the transformation as
LC&I has. The respondent explained that their colleagues who have fought
to introduce the change in their departments have in some cases had senior
leaders who do not understand why the change is needed and therefore do
not support it. The respondent further stated that it is not important for
them to understand scrum or kanban boards, they rather need to see the
value in why the change is important and needed. This is also supported by
Person 6 who elaborated on it by explaining how difficult it is to know if a
person has these qualities before they are given a leading position:

”It is important to fill key positions with people who are change-
oriented. When the wrong person or someone who is relatively
unwilling to change ends up in a leading position, it can be very
difficult to undergo a transformation. And, who is unwilling to
change? Such qualities are not prominent on the resume, which
is why you have to be a little careful with that.”

- Person 6, Swedbank

Person 2, who previously worked in the manufacturing industry, pointed out
a skill and competence that, according to the respondent, is more apparent
among management within the manufacturing industry than the banking
industry. Person 2 explained that the entire management team at the com-
pany where the respondent worked, originated from the production line, so
they were familiar with, for example, how things flowed through conveyor

42



Adjusting Framework to Organization Aligning business and agile methods

belts or how to find bottlenecks. The management could thus see where
to start working or what to change, which the respondent believes is not
equally common within the banking industry. The respondent also discussed
the difference between business administrators and engineers in the following
context:

”An engineer understands the importance of being present and
understanding people better than a business administrator. I be-
lieve it would be much simpler if you have engineers on board.
Business administrators believe that you can keep track of ev-
erything through reporting in spreadsheets and excel. However,
I believe it is better to go out and observe with your own eyes -
which business administrators find challenging and difficult... so
there is such a vast difference between the cultures.”

- Person 2, SEB

Person 10 also addressed the difference between business administrators and
engineers, but from another point of view. The respondent described that
if someone has experience from working with the lean concept, the person
usually has an understanding for the agile concept as well. Therefore, the
respondent believes that it is much easier to both lead and work in an agile
context if one has lean experience, since it forms the basis for the agile way
of working.

4.3.2 Adjusting Framework to Organization

Another category that emerged from the interviews was how to combine the
chosen method or framework, which in this case is SAFe, with the organiza-
tion. The two findings that arose were the need to adjust the organization
and agile methods in order to succeed in practice and the importance of pay-
ing special consideration to the regulatory requirements within the banking
industry.

Aligning business and agile methods

When implementing agile, adjusting the chosen method or framework and
organization was brought up by all respondents as being of key importance
to succeed in practice. Person 3 explained how each agile transformation is
unique because it is tailored to each organization’s specific needs:
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”Every agile transformation is different for the simple reason that
each transformation is based on the reality you have in your or-
ganization. It does not matter if you are a handball team, KTH,
SEB or a startup, the transformation should always be based on
your reality - your strengths, your brand, your employees, your
customers and your products. Then, you have to adjust from
there.”

- Person 3, SEB

The majority of respondents believe it is important to tailor the chosen frame-
work to the organization. Due to the fact that both banks have used SAFe,
the discussions centered on it. Person 2 at SEB stated that there are orga-
nizations implementing each and every part of the framework, but that this
can result in a suffocating amount of documentation in the end. Person 9 at
Swedbank supported this by saying that in order to deliver the best possi-
ble value, the method, regardless of which one it is, needs to be adapted to
the organization’s own services and concepts. The respondent further stated
that it is about finding the best way to improve operational efficiency and
profitability. Person 7 agreed and further emphasized the importance of tai-
loring the framework to the organization by discussing how it is impossible for
someone to write a framework that suits everyone. The respondent referred
to the framework SAFe as an example, pointing out that the framework is
built on best practices in the market and thus governed by the organizations
themselves:

”I believe it is completely impossible for someone to write a frame-
work that suits everyone. If you rely on the mindset to just read
somewhere and take everything straight off, then I think it will be
difficult, and you will encounter problems when you need to find
adjustments and adaptations. Also, SAFe is based on best prac-
tices in market, in other words they pick up things that happen in
the market, which means that we [companies implementing SAFe]
are the ones who run the framework. SAFe is, therefore, always
one step behind the real world.”

- Person 7, Swedbank

Person 10, on the other hand, described it from a different perspective, em-
phasizing that it is not the method itself that needs to be changed, but rather
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the traditional banks that need to become more agile in regard to how they
are structured:

”I would say that you need to adapt the organization to the method,
and I would say that this is also what we are doing now to some
extent. An old bank cannot just throw everything in the air and
change, but I would say that what we need to do now, and this is
not how a bank is organized traditionally, is to organize around
value. That is what we are currently reorganizing within certain
parts of the bank, and that is how the method works. Because
we notice that when we put a method, a kind of framework in a
traditional bank, then it does not work. Then it is not the method
we have to change, but it is our own organization. We cannot go
the other way, we actually have to make our organization agile
instead of trying to lump in... it is like putting a size 42 in a shoe
that is size 36, it kind of does not work.”

- Person 10, Swedbank

When it comes to inventing new ways of working versus implementing parts
in an already existing framework, Person 5 at SEB explained that there
needs to be a balance. According to the respondent, new things should not
be invented just for the sake of it, and there needs to be a reasonableness
in how the adjustments are made. The respondent further highlighted that
to succeed with an agile implementation in practice, one of the key factors
to keep in mind is to avoid getting stuck in the chosen model or framework.
The respondent explained that by constantly motivating and explaining why
something needs to change or why a new role should be created, a balance
can be obtained. This was also brought up by Person 9 at Swedbank, who
agreed that one success factor to make it work in practice is to not focus too
much on the method. The respondent stated that what is important is to
understand it and adapt it to own principles and services, and to what the
company stands for.

Person 1, who is an agile coach, described that there in some cases can
be a sense of ticking off a SAFe implementation, which is not where the
focus should lie. The respondent elaborated on this by explaining it from a
coaching perspective:

”There can sometimes be a feeling of ’check’, when implementing
SAFe. That is not the goal, instead we must think about what we
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want to achieve. We need to constantly set ambitions, that is the
important thing. Because then we can help the organization to
coach them in achieving it in the best way, which will then align
with principles and values.”

- Person 1, SEB

Regulatory requirements and compliance

The majority of the respondents pointed out that when implementing ag-
ile within the banking industry, the regulatory requirements should not be
viewed upon as blockers making it impossible to transform to agile, but
rather as an aspect that needs to be taken into special consideration. Person
9 explained that the challenges lie in how to fully transform to agile while
still following what is allowed and what is not in regard to the services banks
provide.

Person 9 further explained that one of the reasons why banks must implement
agile gradually is that compliance and regulations must be reviewed before
making changes. The respondent further evaluated it as:

”It is definitely specific to the banking industry and companies
that work with money and services around it. And it can, I would
not say stop, but result in some parts not being able to go fully
according to the concept. Because if you look at the SAFe concept
and where it comes from, as far as I have read and researched,
it is mainly from an IT perspective - how to become much better
at delivering services in the systems you have. And banks deliver
services, but many times the type of services they deliver, such
as accounts, money and loans, have a lot of regulations around
them. It is not the same as delivering an application that you
use.”

- Person 9, Swedbank

Person 4 emphasized that other major organizations working in regulatory
markets face similar challenges as banks do. The respondent who has pre-
vious work experience from the gaming and gambling industry mentioned
that in those industries, it is even more regulated. However, the respon-
dent underlined the importance of not considering regulations as complete
blockers, even if they can create extra resistance to the transformation and
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add a slightly different touch to it. Person 5 described one challenge in this
case as forgetting the long-term requirements because banks can sometimes
be too busy focusing on the short-term regulatory requirements decided by,
for example, the Swedish financial supervisory authority. However, Person 4
stated that although banks may have to face this type of extra resistance, it
is still possible to apply the regulations in an agile context if the focus is on
the intentions rather than on how they are exactly described.

At SEB, the SAFe framework is used as a source of inspiration, rather than
as a framework to implement by the book. Person 5 explained that they
strive to constantly challenge themselves and understand how to apply the
method to their own bank. According to the respondent, this is especially
important since SEB has a lot of processes from the past that constantly need
to be taken into consideration. In practice, this has meant that SEB partly
has created their own structures, their own version of the governance model.
Person 1 and Person 3 also pointed out that adjusting the framework to the
organization has been an important part of SEB’s agile transformation.

In the same way, Swedbank uses the framework as a guideline and a structure
for them to work in, where the structures can be filled with their own content.
Both Person 7 and 8 stressed the importance of tailoring the approach to
business’ needs in the banking industry as banks have regulatory elements
that must be complied with to be able to operate at all. Person 8 specifically
highlighted that in an agile context, these elements must be integrated, and
if an organization follows a framework literally, it will be difficult to align
with the regulatory elements. When Person 8 was asked if regulations are a
stumbling block for banks, the respondent stated that there are two different
perspectives on the issue. On the one hand, the respondent described that
there is a common belief that agile equals not being able to meet deadlines.
If seeing it that way, the respondent explained that it can be considered
a stumbling block. However, the respondent highlighted that this is not
what agile is about. According to the respondent, agile is about getting a
predictability in how much workload a team or an agile train is capable of
managing. By being aware of this, the respondent explained that it is easier
to be agile and meet deadlines, since there is an understanding of how much
work that could be managed. The respondent elaborated on the advantages
of being agile due to the formation of regulations being an iterative process:

”Since the regulations that exist are rarely finished - you first get
an approximate framework, which you then work on, and then
comes the deadline. By being agile, you can make tiny-tiny efforts
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that lead you in the right direction to be sufficiently ahead once
the rules have been set. So I would like to say that you have to be
agile to be able to cope with the pace of implementation and cope
with the way you work with the set-up of rules. The regulations
are iterated and end up in different instances, built on as they are
refined and so on.”

- Person 8, Swedbank

4.3.3 The People Side of Change

The importance of leading people when implementing change was highly
emphasized by the respondents. This section presents the findings concerned
with the people side of change. The findings revolve around five main themes:
introducing change, involving people, managing resistance to change, practice
versus theory as well as making the change permanent.

Introducing the change

According to the majority of the respondents, when introducing change and
new ways of working within an organization, the way the change is decided
upon, formulated, and communicated is of key importance. Person 9 ex-
plained that before making a decision on how to introduce the change and
deciding upon the extent of it, one of the factors to consider is the orga-
nization’s maturity in terms of change. The respondent stated that if the
organization has been more static in the last five or six years, the transfor-
mation will need to be broken down into smaller steps to meet the mindset
and culture among the people within the organization. However, if the or-
ganization has changed, adapted, and tried to take in what is happening in
the market in the last five to six years, the organization is mature enough
to undergo a greater change with larger scalability. The respondent went on
to say that in cases where there have not been any changes in the last five,
six, or even ten years, the degree of maturity and the pace of change in the
culture may not be in place. The respondent meant that in these situations,
the organization would take a bigger step than it would have taken if it were
more adaptable and prone to change.

Person 3 touched upon the same finding, but discussed it based on how to
communicate the change while at the same time confirm people and their
history. The respondent explained that it is much easier to communicate
that there already is an existing and stable base to build upon rather than
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expressing that it is time to build something completely new, since that cre-
ates more stress than commitment. Furthermore, the respondent described
that learning from successes and calibrating what could be improved is a
much better approach to take. The respondent further elaborated on this
by explaining the importance of viewing the receivers, the people who the
change is introduced to, from their perspective:

”I would say that if there is one trait in a person that is more
important than any other, it is to be able to look at oneself from
the perspective of ’how am I perceived if I go in here?’ and look at
those who listen from within - ’how does that person think?’. And
why is it important? Well, because if you have discussed whether
you should drive an agile change or not within your management
team for six months, then you have likely debated the pros and
cons and come to a conclusion. Then, when you present it for
45 minutes and wonder ’why don’t they think this is as good as I
think?’ Well, it is because you have been doing this for the past
six months. It is part of change management, and if you do not
have that kind of understanding, the agile transformation will not
succeed.”

- Person 3, SEB

Person 3 described that the approach at SEB of implementing agile across
the whole bank simultaneously has been both a strength and a weakness.
The respondent explained that the strength in this case, is that they are
pushing this all out, whereas the weakness is that there is a risk of people
not feeling completely comfortable due to them receiving limited support.

In terms of Swedbank’s agile step by step transformation, Person 8 explained
that ever since implementing agile at LC&I, they have had the mindset that
sharing is caring. This has been shown in practice by LC&I inviting everyone
who wants to, from other departments, come and see how they work. The
respondent further explained that all documentation made in LC&I’s agile
transformation has been free to copy for other departments as well. Accord-
ing to the respondent, this has resulted in an overall increased interest in
agile ways of working within the bank.

Involving people

The importance of involving people in the transformation has been brought
up by the majority of the respondents. Person 3 stated that even the best
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idea in the world will not succeed if people are not involved properly. The
respondent further explained that by involving people in a constructive way,
it makes them feel part of the solution. This was further supported by Person
4, who suggested a strategic approach to change management, where each
step in the change journey should be treated as part of change management.
Here, the respondent stressed the importance of communication, especially
in terms of how to update the people involved and make them feel like they
are part of every move. Both Person 1 and Person 4 mentioned a guiding
coalition (community of people within an organization that are the change
initiative’s social leaders) as a useful way of reasoning when discussing how to
involve people in an agile transformation. Person 1 further elaborated on it
and explained that SEB focus a lot on co-creation, where people are gathered
together and create the change together. The respondent highlighted that if
people feel part of the solution, they tend to have a more positive attitude
towards it.

Person 7 at Swedbank also stated that knowledge about change management
in general and having great respect for people are two important factors to
consider when talking about change. According to the respondent, people
and change are closely associated, which is why change leaders must see
the implementation of agile as a large change involving a large number of
people. Person 7 further explained that at Swedbank, this has been handled
by putting large emphasis on communication, both in broader terms towards
the larger mass but also individually. The respondent also mentioned that
another thing which have enhanced the visualization of the benefits of agile
has been the measurements on team level. Person 7 told from personal
experience that measuring has proven to be good to show people when things
are going well and also to show the underlying factors to motivate them
further.

The importance of involving people is also supported by Person 9 who de-
scribed that one success factor is to be very close to the people undergoing the
change - to support, involve, and confirm them. The respondent believes that
people need support throughout the change journey as people have opinions
and are differently prone to change. Since people are unique and different
from each other, it is important, according to the respondent, to work differ-
ently with different individuals depending on their personality and how they
absorb change. The respondent meant to say that it is important to not
have the same approach for everyone because it can tire the early adapters
if everything is constantly repeated. The respondent concluded that energy,
strength and support should be in focus and adapted depending on who is
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undergoing the change both in terms of team and individual.

Resistance to change

In relation to the involvement of people, two of the respondents described
people and resistance to change as the biggest challenges in an agile shift.
Person 9 discussed that people are both an organization’s greatest strength
and biggest challenge, since people are the ones driving and delivering so-
lutions but also the ones controlling and influencing the direction and per-
formance of the organization. The respondent connected this to resistance
to change, and explained that everything else can be solved in one way or
another, but resistance to change is reflected in the delivery.

Person 8 also listed resistance to change as the biggest challenge. In addition,
the respondent spoke about how the banking industry’s hierarchical culture
affects this:

”[Our biggest challenge is] people’s fear of change, fear of the un-
known, fear of doing different, fear of being pinned down position-
wise and especially I would like to say in the banking and finance
industry, which is very hierarchical and traditional, to feel that
one is losing power I believe is such a thing that I experience
hinders us, and has hindered us.”

- Person 8, Swedbank

The majority of respondents agree that some people will simply not see their
place in the new structure and what is important then is, according to Person
8, to humbly think that there always is a place for everyone. The respondent
further evaluated that sometimes there may be some difficult conversations
that need to be taken as well, but at that time, the most influential thing to
do is to inform about the resistance and present it openly to everyone that
this is a process everyone must go through. The respondent stated:

”It is called transformation for a reason - it is about coming out
as something completely different than what you went into.”

- Person 8, Swedbank

Person 7 emphasized that all people follow a type of curve where they are
first questioning why the change should occur. According to the respondent,
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leaders should at that time think that the questions are good and instead
of seeing them as resistors, the questions should be considered as a way to
process the change. The respondent further stated that those who have many
questions in the beginning may be the biggest promoters later.

Both Person 1 and 2 at SEB supported what Person 7 (at Swedbank) stated
about questioning. They described that a certain amount of scepticism is
good, since questioning a change could lead to useful insights on why it
should be implemented. Person 1 further explained that in a situation where
ideas that are not well thought-through are sent out from the management,
it could be quite risky if people just accept and execute any changes without
reflecting upon them. The respondent also reflected on the importance of
delivering results, both when experiencing resistance to change and not:

”When fighting in headwinds, it becomes extremely important that
you constantly bring home results. In tailwind I would say that it
will be at least as important to bring home the results, because that
wind will stop blowing sometime and then you will find yourself
standing there thinking ’What did we get then?’. If you have
not measured from the beginning, you have nothing to show later.
When we do not have resistance to change, it is easy to think that
’okay, but then it’s just smooth sailing’, but there will come a day
when the cards will be put on the table. It is important to not
forget that.”

- Person 1, SEB

Person 3 discussed the topic of resistance to change from different perspec-
tives. The respondent explained first that in an organization with, for exam-
ple, 1.500 employees, some will be employed to drive the change and some
will be employed for the sake of stability. According to the respondent, this
can be seen as either a problematic or a quite healthy collision. The second
perspective discussed was how to manage those who are not employed to
drive the change:

”The people who are not employed to drive the change could be
seen as either a part of the problem or a part of the solution. My
advise is to invite them. Be interested and try not to be interest-
ing. Lead by trying to influence and not by snapping people on
the nose. The most important thing is to try to find a common
ground.”
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- Person 3, SEB

The third perspective concerned the critics who believe that the change is
useless. According to the respondent, those critics can be sorted into two
piles - those who are critics who do not want it to work and those who are
critics who want the same as those who drive the change, but see the risks
and perspectives that they do not see. The respondent believes that the lat-
ter are the ones who should be listened to the most. Often, driving change
might seem useless from an outside perspective until the day the good effects
are shown. The respondent further stated that when working with change, it
is important to have the right mindset - by viewing obstacles or challenges as
opportunities or possibilities, the resistance will be easier to manage. Here,
Person 3 agrees with other respondents that listening, confirming, and in-
volving people in the organization is key in order to succeed.

Person 4 had a similar explanation as Person 3. Person 4 described that
in a normally distributed population, there are around 10-20 % who are
extremely willing to try everything no matter what it is, 5-10 % who always
resist very strongly and who do not want to join and then the majority who
are somewhere in the middle. The respondent elaborated on how to manage
the majority in the middle of the curve:

”It is very much about: ’Where do you spend the energy in your
change journey?’ Do you spend it on praising those who are in-
volved and try new things, or do you spend it on persuading those
who do not want to be involved? The large majority will gravitate
towards the direction in which the energy is spent.”

- Person 4, SEB

Practice versus theory

The majority of the respondents highlighted that a common mistake when
implementing change is relying too heavy on theory and frameworks, and
thereby underestimating the need of focusing on the cultural and psychologi-
cal aspects of change. Here, an understanding of the importance of addressing
fundamental principles and values was pointed out as particularly important
among the respondents. Person 3 expressed it in this way:
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”I think that a risk with all types of agile implementations is that
you rely very much on the theory and the rationality of an or-
ganization and the employee. One must understand that we are
all people, with emotions. [...] So I would focus much more, for
those who are driving the change, on understanding how we as
colleagues and people think and react in order to be able to look
at our colleagues much more constructively”

- Person 3, SEB

Person 3 further explained that by understanding how individuals think
and feel, the agile transformation could be built on the organization’s own
strengths. The respondent elaborated on this by describing that this is par-
ticularly difficult to manage for agile coaches who are new to an organization.
The respondent suggested that to merge the existing culture with new per-
spectives and ways of working, it is good to have a mix of people driving the
change forward. The importance of addressing the organization’s culture in
the transformation was also brought up by Person 7, who described that this
should be considered when choosing agile coaches. The respondent pointed
out that coaches need to be pragmatic and have the focus of building the
transformation through the people within the organization, rather than on
optimizing the methods.

Another respondent who brought up the cultural aspect of an agile transfor-
mation was Person 8, who expressed it as following:

”Agile is so much broader than a method and a process. It is like
a mindset and a very strong cultural question if I put it that way.
[... ] To me, agile is principles, values, attitudes and mindset. It
is not a method. I mean, there are tools there to help, but it is
the other factors that matters.”

- Person 8, Swedbank

Person 10 also addressed the importance of fully understanding the agile
mindset. The respondent explained that ordering someone to work according
to agile principles and do regular stand-ups, for example, without explaining
the why, is similar to asking someone in a team to create a link between two
systems without explaining why it should be built. The respondent went
on to say that this might not be meaningful because that individual will
neither understand why it should be built nor feel responsibility for what
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is built. Furthermore, the respondent pointed out that if the why is not
communicated and understood, there is an increased risk of building the
wrong thing. The respondent clarified that this is a typical scenario in many
cases because people are used to receiving instructions on how to build things
without understanding why they are doing it. Person 10 further stated that
when implementing agile, a lot of time needs to be spent on making sure
that the agile mindset, with its principles and values, is fully understood by
everyone involved.

Making the change permanent

Principles and values were also brought up by the respondents in relation
to how to make agile ways of working stick within an organization, to pre-
vent people from returning to old ways of working. Person 7 explained that
repeating the why and making sure that it is fully understood among the
people involved is of greatest importance. The respondent also explained
that creating a general understanding of a sense of urgency, that the change
really is needed, also contributes to making the change permanent.

Apart from highlighting the importance of addressing the reasons why the
agile transformation is needed, Person 7 pointed out that when falling back
into old habits, it can be good to look back and reflect upon what has changed
since starting the agile transformation journey. The respondent explained
that they have temporary efforts called agile refreshes, opening up for the
possibility to look back and reflect. The respondent further pointed out
that it is important to remember that the journey of change is constant,
highlighting that how it looks today might not be how it will look like in the
future. The respondent explained that the pillar of continuous improvement
within the agile concept is an important one, and that the agile mindset
needs to be built into the organizational culture in order to make it stick.

Person 1, Person 4, and Person 10 brought up measurements of results and
expected outcomes as being of importance to consider in order to be able to
later prove the benefits of working agile. Person 1 pointed out that it is very
hard to secure the effects in the right way. The respondent explained that in
many cases, there is a lack of a solid baseline in the beginning, which in turn
results in difficulties when tracking and following up results. The respondent
further pointed out that if just holding educations or implementing new ways
of working without properly measuring the results, it is hard to prove and
secure that what is delivered actually increases customer value. Person 10
also pointed out the importance of having a clear baseline to follow up, and
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described that this is how they clearly have seen the benefits of working agile
within Swedbank.

Person 6 also described how people may want to go back to old ways of
working, adding another perspective on why it might feel comfortable. The
respondent expressed it in this way:

”If you perceive that it [agile ways of working] does not work, you
may choose to go back to what did not work either, but where you
at least knew what did not work.”

- Person 6, Swedbank

Person 8 also reflected upon how to make agile stick, and explained that it is
important to have the awareness of that it is easy to fall back to old ways of
working to be able to prevent it from happening. The respondent explained
that there are usually two waves of backlash in an agile transformation.
The first one is usually right after a transformation where the benefits of it
are clearly shown and the people driving the transformation forward might
change roles or disappear, whereas the second one is more related to the agile
context itself. The respondent explained that in an agile context, it is very
clear what is not working, and if the fundamental issues are not addressed
properly, people may want to go back to how it was before. According to the
respondent, it is therefore very important to work with the root causes and to
constantly be active in the change journey. Another respondent mentioning
the need of addressing the root causes was Person 3, who explained that a
common mistake or risk when implementing agile is to believe that it is the
solution to everything. The respondent expressed it in this way:

”One challenge is the common belief that just because you im-
plement agile principles, you will solve your root issues. For ex-
ample, if we initiate more than we have capacity to finish, agile
methods will not help finishing things, but it can support along the
way. [... ] I mean, there are high expectations on that just because
you implement agile methods you will solve the basic problem or
the rotor cause as well.”

- Person 3, SEB

Person 1 also stressed the importance of constantly creating movement within
an agile transformation to make it stick. The respondent explained that one
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thing they always do is to keep asking themselves what the next challenge will
be. According to the respondent, the goal is to have a leadership within the
organization that challenges the organization in a way that makes it possible
for the organization to respond. To obtain this, the respondent described
that the key is to engage as many people as possible, work with continuous
and fast feedback as well as with transparency. Person 9 pointed out that not
becoming static is what actually matters, highlighting that the key to success
is to constantly adapt, change and be flexible. According to the respondent,
if becoming static, there is both a risk of falling back to old ways of working
and a risk of getting stuck in the processes and routines that have been run
for a while, which in turn leads to a lack of development.

4.3.4 Knowledge and Education

Knowledge and education is a category discussed by all respondents. The
data revealed the following two findings: the importance of providing relevant
training and education, and the need for building knowledge internally.

Providing training and education

All respondents emphasized the importance of providing relevant training
and education. Both practical and theoretical education has been given by
SEB. Person 2 said that to fully benefit from educations, what is learned in
theory must be put into practice quite fast. Since Person 2 began working
at SEB around 2 years ago, 2500-3000 people have been trained in vari-
ous roles. The respondent explained that it is important to not limit the
knowledge and education to only a few, since people who are given new roles
and responsibilities need preparation and training to succeed. Regarding the
types of education, the respondent described that educations based on the
SAFe framework are good enough to get the agile movement going, which is a
better option in the beginning than spending time on inventing own courses.

Both Person 4 and Person 5 mentioned that a large part of SEB’s current
focus is on continuous training, support, and boot-camps for central positions
such as scrum master, RTE, team member and product owners. Person 4
stated that these positions receive specialized training to improve expertise
in the organization and to foster a sense of community and practice where
exchange of experience within the roles can take place.

At Swedbank, a fairly large budget was set aside particularly for education,
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which according to Person 7 was the key. Person 7 further explained that
they started by educating the managers about what agile is before moving on
to the rest of the organization. The respondent also mentioned that Person
8, who was the driving force, directed the general education programs based
on what Swedbank wanted to place extra emphasis on, that may not have
been included in the general completed education programs.

Person 7 further stated that a close collaboration with agile coaches who have
been on site all along has been perceived as a key success factor. According
to the respondent, two days of training where the organization is then left to
take it further on its own is impractical. Therefore, having coaches who can
advise and assist throughout the journey is important. In practice, what has
worked well with agile coaches according to the respondent, is the possibility
of replacing them along the transformation. Coaches who worked closely
with the teams and thereby could clarify, for example, what stories were and
why sprint planning were necessary were in high demand during the initial
phases. However, the respondent further stated that this form of coaching is
no longer needed today, since it is more important at this stage to look into
portfolio management and how to work with an agile budget.

Person 10 mentioned that the education provided at the LC&I department
(Swedbank) was very good and extensive, and that they spent a significant
amount of time on both formal education and discussions of values and prin-
ciples. According to the respondent, these education occasions had plenty
of room to address questions around values and principles which formed the
foundation for what followed later. To further illustrate, the respondent drew
the illustration below, see Figure 4, and said:

”At the top we have values, which is basically about why we are
doing this and what we want from it. Then there are the princi-
ples, which you must adhere to at all times. Then at the bottom
we have the agile events, such as PI Planning, daily stand-ups
and so on. What often happens is that you only teach this bit at
the bottom - the agile events. It is similar to learning a new com-
puter system: yes you can learn how to use it, but you will not
learn why you are doing it. When you do not know the ’why’, it
will not make any sense, and it will just be an extra task on your
table. [...] The events are not difficult to learn; they do not re-
quire 17 days of training, and, as we now know in retrospect, it is
the other parameters, not the events, that are difficult to teach.”
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- Person 10, Swedbank

Figure 4: Picture illustrated by Person 10, Swedbank

Person 6 stated that the importance of learning and repetition should not be
overlooked. According to both Person 6 and Person 9, before making a shift
in the banking industry, one often expects to have as much information and
knowledge as possible. Person 6 assumes that with this mentality, deciding
on an agile transformation will be challenging because it will be impossible
to provide all answers before making the change or doing it exactly right
from the start.

Building the knowledge internally

Both banks have the approach to build the knowledge internally in the or-
ganization. Person 6 and Person 7 at Swedbank mentioned that rather than
bringing in a large number of external staff, they chose to train and focus
on their internal personnel. Person 6 described that, in the long run, this
approach will help them to build up Swedbank’s own internal coaching sup-
port. Nonetheless, some external help was needed, and the reason for it was:

”It is often the case that no matter what change you make, it is
quite difficult to have... either you have to buy that knowledge
or you have to hire that knowledge, and the hire option is often
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the most realistic and practical choice in the start, because in the
initial phases you have no idea what the outcome of the transfor-
mation will be.”

- Person 6, Swedbank

This is further supported by Person 1 and Person 2 at SEB who shared a sim-
ilar philosophy - that the change needs to be built from within, based on the
employees in the organization. Person 1 expressed how they strive towards
creating a change which improves itself by building it on the organization’s
employees:

”I believe you should focus on increasing the organization’s in-
ternal capability. It is actually the derivative we are looking for.
Exponential growth may be the extreme answer, but we want to
start something that can improve itself. You want to create roles
that can contribute to the ”train the trainer” concept, which in
turn can act as an extended arm in the organization to take it
further. You want to ensure that it is scalable. That, I believe is
a key success factor, something that needs to be ensured.”

- Person 1, SEB

Person 2 expressed how the agile transformation is built through the employ-
ees, which has made them knowledgeable enough to continue the change on
their own:

”We have built it [the agile transformation] through the employ-
ees. So when we leave, they still have enough knowledge. Some-
times we need to go back and challenge them.... But I think that
has been the key.”

- Person 2, SEB

4.3.5 Other Key Aspects

In addition to the key aspects to consider stated in the previous section,
some other aspects were discussed during the interviews. These are presented
separately in this section, due to the low extent of unanimity.

60



Other Key Aspects Decision-making mandate and responsibility

Leadership visions

Agile leadership was brought up in various settings by a number of the re-
spondents. Person 8 compared agile leadership with traditional leadership,
pointing out that allowing traditional leaders to push agile change can be
challenging at times. When compared to a more direct leadership style with
high assertiveness and low expressiveness, the respondent clarified that ag-
ile leadership is very different. According to the respondent, some people
manage to make that shift and others do not. Person 6 also brought up the
differences in traditional and agile leadership. The respondent described how
traditional leadership is, in some situations, based on control, which is very
different to agile leadership where responsibility is delegated to the value
streams. The respondent further elaborated on this by explaining that these
two leadership visions sometimes clash, which in some cases when support
within the organization is lacking, result in situations where responsibility is
only partly delegated. The respondent expressed how leaders should manage
this:

”Leaders have to dare to say that ’We believe in the benefits of
working agile and we are ready to try it fully’. If you really do
that throughout the whole organization, then I think it is possible
to actually distribute the responsibility. I think you can not hold
on to it partly yourself, and only share a little. It is hard as well,
and I think that it is an important mental barrier to get over.”

- Person 6, Swedbank

Decision-making mandate and responsibility

Several of the respondents mentioned the decentralization of decision-making
within the agile context as one of the larger changes when transforming from
traditional ways of working to agile. Two of the respondents elaborated on
it further by connecting it to change management. Person 6 expressed one
of the challenges when changing the way decisions are usually made:

”It is a very big mental change if you are used to a more tra-
ditional leadership style. [...] We try to get the mandate and
decision-making quite far out in the value streams and thereby
make sure that they feel a mandate to be able to make decisions.
But then you must also have the confidence that you can make
decisions and that is a pretty important turning point to make it
work.”

61



Other Key Aspects Systems and structures within banks

- Person 6, Swedbank

Person 9 also mentioned decision mandate, but in a slightly different con-
text. The respondent explained that in many cases, the decision mandate
is connected to responsibility. The respondent further described that when
discussing responsibility, some people tend to get anxious or take a step back.
The respondent described how this should be managed:

”It is also an important part of change management and the jour-
ney of change, to have clear mandated areas and really push that
mandate down to the last person in line. So those people under-
stand that ’you are also part of the decision here’, ’you are also
part of the change here’. It is not just me who comes as man-
ager or senior business owner or CEO etc. It is about pushing
down the mandate. I think is a very important part in this change
journey.”

- Person 9, Swedbank

Systems and structures within banks

Some respondents also discussed how big banks are reliant on their old sys-
tems and structures, which must be taken into consideration. Person 5 at
SEB mentioned that there is a misunderstanding about how banks are re-
lated to other companies, such as Spotify, since they are considered to have
the same form of business. The respondent went on to say that banks are
different and more complex in its structure than, say, a business that only
creates mobile apps. When it comes to banks, the respondent mentioned
that there are many other factors at play, including the fact that they are
old with a very old culture and structure, as well as a lot of hard-to-influence
and conservative values that affect employees consciously or unconsciously
in daily life.

Person 2 at SEB stated that banks have an old architecture built on a lot
of interdependence, which makes putting the synchronized puzzle together
difficult. Person 8 at Swedbank backed this up, saying that what most banks
have in common is an extremely long and massive legacy structure with a lot
of old systems involved. The respondent described that an agile organiza-
tion requires a system infrastructure, and a structure, that makes it simple
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and quick to operate, which is something that distinguishes banks from star-
tups. The respondent further evaluated it by saying that startups have a
completely different type of opportunity to put decoupled structures in place
and maintain the right things from the beginning. Person 8 stated that
Swedbank has around 2000 systems with the same information displayed in
slightly different ways, which makes it very complicated if the systems were
to be changed.

The role of HR

Person 10 from Swedbank reflected upon the role of HR in an agile trans-
formation. The respondent described that within their first launch, which
went really well, HR was not particularly involved. However, they later got
to a point where they discovered that there were certain consequences of
the transformation where there was a need for HR to be involved. Two ex-
amples of this described by the respondent was the personal development
plans and salary requirements not being built for agile work. The respon-
dent pointed out that regarding that, it is pretty clear that HR should have
been involved. The respondent later got the role to hold lectures for both
HR and the training department about the agile ways of working. According
to the respondent, the training department taught leadership in a complete
different way than how they were actually working after the transformation,
which resulted in the recruitment of leaders not having the right criteria. In
hindsight, the respondent pointed out that HR should have been involved
from the beginning - even though it did not affect the launch itself, it is
important that they have an understanding of the competence needed.
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4.4 Handelsbanken - A Bank Integrating Their HR
Function in the Agile Transformation

Another bank who has undergone an agile transformation is Handelsbanken.
In an early stage of their transformation, Handelsbanken decided to inte-
grate their HR function. This section focuses on how the HR function was
integrated in practice and what this has meant for their agile transformation.

According to all respondents from Handelsbanken, the HR function is an
important part of Handelsbanken’s agile transformation. The decision to
integrate HR in the transformation was quite a given one, due to the man-
ager responsible for the personnel department on the IT side working very
closely with the management team at the time when the discussions on im-
plementing agile took place. Person 11 described that the manager has been
a strong driving force throughout the transition, particularly contributing to
an understanding of how the existing organizational structures would be chal-
lenged. This has also led to the decision to start a cooperation within HR,
where HR managers from all other departments of the bank involved in the
transformation were invited. During the early discussions, it was explained
for the managers why the agile transformation was needed. The challenges
related to the agile transformation were also discussed, and it turned out that
many of the challenges the HR manager for the IT department experienced
was experienced by the other managers as well.

In practice, the HR department has been involved in various ways in the
agile transformation. Person 13 described that when forming the process for
transforming a new area to agile, HR has helped out a lot with documenta-
tion. The documentation has concerned both structure and process changes
but also parts more specific to the HR function. This has led to the function
being able to provide valuable input concerning how the planned changes
will affect the overall work environment. Clarifying and writing down the
processes has also been particularly helpful in regards to ensuring that the
processes and procedures implemented are followed. Person 12 described that
the HR function has a lot of processes and responsibilities running across the
whole organization, such as recruitment, co-determination, union contacts,
and functional responsibility for leadership development. The function is also
responsible for skills development and learning, including change manage-
ment, which according to the respondent is a crucial part when transforming
to agile. Additionally, the function is responsible for gender equality, diver-
sity, and inclusion. The respondent pointed out that all these areas will be
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affected when transforming to agile, and therefore argues that HR can be a
strong guiding light in this work considering the network and the functional
responsibility that HR has. The respondent explained that HR serves an es-
sential function when training leaders and managers in change management:

”Changing without leaders and managers is quite difficult and
here we have a great influence to train and raise the skills of our
managers in change management, which the managers in turn
have a responsibility to carry out to their operations... So HR is
incredibly important in that regard.”

- Person 12, Handelsbanken

The respondent explained that this is a work in progress, and that change
management is very much about creating an understanding of how people are
affected by the change. To do this, they have worked a lot with e-learning
to quickly get the message out. HR has also had group discussions with
managers and leaders, where change management has been a central topic.

Person 13 also touched upon the aspect of supporting managers and leaders.
The respondent explained that since they use the framework SAFe, which
does not include a lot of guidance on the role of the managers in the agile
context, HR has been valuable in supporting managers towards agile ma-
turity. The respondent pointed out that it is important that the managers
receive the support they need to be the change management leaders that
they actually need to be to manage the challenges occurring along the way.
The importance of supporting managers in the agile transformation was also
brought up by Person 11, who described that one of the biggest challenges
when transforming to agile is the time it takes for people to understand the
impacts of change. It takes around six months to fully understand the width
of an agile transformation, and this should, according to the respondent, not
be underestimated. The respondent also connected this to change manage-
ment and explained that in an agile transformation, a lot of pressure is put
on the leaders, since the leaders suddenly become responsible for driving the
change forward while receiving very little support in how to handle people
in large changes. The respondent explained that it takes some time before
managers understand what should be done, and that they often do not have
the time to finish processing it before they need to start supporting the peo-
ple involved in the change. This is, according to the respondent, something
that they currently are addressing and working towards improving.
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All respondents discussed the importance of involving HR. Person 13 de-
scribed that without the involvement of the HR function, the agile transfor-
mation would be much harder to execute. The respondent explained that
transforming to agile is a large change both in terms of mindset and roles,
where responsibilities, work environment and management are affected. Ad-
ditionally, the respondent pointed out that a lot of questions in the agile
transformation concern both HR and IT, which makes it even more impor-
tant to collaborate.
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4.5 Results Summary

Driving factors and approach

A need to deliver faster, the realization that traditional working methods
do not suit today’s dynamic market and a need to be able to faster meet
changes in customer demand were found to be the main reasons behind why
the banks chose to transform to agile. In regards to how the agile ways of
working were implemented in practice, the banks had different approaches,
where each approach has its advantages and disadvantages. What stands
out, however, is that in order to achieve the full effects of working agile, the
entire organization needs to become agile.

Key aspects to consider

The following five key aspects to consider when transforming to large scale
agile emerged from the interviews: the role of top management, adjusting
framework to organization, the people side of change, knowledge and ed-
ucation, and the role of HR. Below, the findings related to each aspect is
summarized shortly.

The role of top management
Concerning the role of top management in the transformation, the respon-
dents pointed out that a buy-in all the way from the top is crucial for the
agile transformation to succeed. An active management support is needed,
not only when making the decision but throughout the whole agile journey. In
addition, it is important that people in leading positions are change-positive.
This applies not only to the top management, but also to other key roles
that drive the transformation forward.

Adjusting framework to organization
When it comes to the framework or method chosen, the need of adjusting it
to the organization was highlighted by the respondents. Here, it was found
that the framework should be used as a guide and inspiration rather than a
method to be followed literally. Additionally, when implementing agile within
the banking industry, it was found that regulatory requirements should be
taken into special consideration.

The people side of change
In regard to the people side of change, how the change is introduced, the
involvement of the people affected by the change and the ability to manage
resistance to change were brought up by the respondents as particularly
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important parts to consider. Additionally, addressing agile principles and
values rather than relying too heavy on theory, or processes and events, were
also commonly mentioned.

Knowledge and education
When it comes to knowledge and education, the respondents emphasised the
need for providing relevant training and education. Learning and repetition
should not be underestimated, and the knowledge should be built internally
throughout the organization. By striving towards making the employees
knowledgeable enough to continue driving the change on their own, the agile
transformation will continue without the need for specific people to drive it
forward.

The role of HR
Our findings show that even if an agile transformation is possible to start
and partially implement without involving HR functions, it will sooner or
later become a must. The respondents pointed out two areas where HR
can support in the agile transformation. The first one is documentation.
A transformation to agile change both ways of working and how things get
measured, and here HR can be a helping hand. The second is HR’s function
in supporting the leaders and people in the organization during a transfor-
mation. Leaders and managers in the organization also undergo a change
journey, and it is important that they get the conditions they need to be
able to support their employees.

Other key aspects
In addition to above mentioned five aspects, there were a few other aspects
to keep in mind when transforming to agile that were brought up by the
respondents. These include the importance of understanding the differences
in traditional leadership versus agile leadership, the challenges related to the
decentralization of decision-making mandates and responsibilities, as well as
the need for taking old systems and structures within banks into special
consideration.
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5 Discussion

In this chapter, the findings are discussed in relation to the literature. The
discussion begins with an introduction, and is then divided into two parts. The
first part discusses the findings related to the driving factors and approach,
and the second one the findings concerned with the key factors to consider.

5.1 Introduction to Discussion

The objective of this thesis is to investigate what key factors to consider when
implementing large-scale agile. In this thesis, the banks SEB and Swedbank
have been used as case study companies, where their approach as well as
their experienced success factors and challenges when transforming to large-
scale agile were explored. Additionally, Handelsbanken have contributed by
sharing their experiences with involving HR in their agile transformation.

In this thesis, a wider view on the implementation of large-scale agile has been
incorporated from the beginning, where the key aspects to consider when
implementing large-scale are not specifically targeted to each case company
but rather to large organizations operating in regulatory environments. It is
therefore plausible that the key aspects to consider pointed out in this thesis
is applicable to other large organizations who plan to implement large-scale
agile as well. Additionally, due to this thesis being based on a limited number
of cases, there are some obvious limitations related to the generalizability
of this study. At the same time, the companies included in the study are
among the top three largest banks in Sweden, hence the validity of the results
are strengthened and the findings should be of relevance and applicable to
other companies operating within either the banking industry or other strictly
regulatory environments as well.

5.2 Driving Factors and Approach

In literature, the need for change and the underlying reasons are widely dis-
cussed. According to Melo et al. (2013) and Dumitriu, Mes,nit, ă, and Radu
(2019), it is critical to be able to adapt to inevitable changes while main-
taining a high level of productivity. Furthermore, Goodstein and Warner
Burke (1991) described that external pressure from the environment outside
an organization tend to be more common than an internal desire to change.
Looking at the incentives for transforming to agile, the most common rea-
son for scaling agile has been described by Paasivaara et al. (2018) as the
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willingness to reduce the time to market. Our findings align with what lit-
erature says on the topic - SEB and Swedbank have both brought up these
factors, where both banks have highlighted that one of the underlying rea-
sons for undertaking the agile transformation was to stay competitive in the
market and to keep up with the market pace. Both banks have also men-
tioned that they saw the need for certain processes to be handled differently
from the traditional way of working. SEB, for example, highlighted that
the time from identifying an opportunity until acting upon it needed to be
reduced. The bank wanted flow creating structures, and the traditional way
of working created high alternative costs. In the same way, Swedbank saw
the urgent need for improving customer experience and the ability to deliver,
and thereby wanted to improve how project time plans, and budgets were
handled. An eminent common driving force in practice has been that both
banks have had individuals with prior agile experience who have pushed the
decision to transform to agile forward. When these forward-thinking indi-
viduals first started working, they saw how the agile way of working was the
solution to the processes that needed to be improved. As per the informa-
tion we collected during the interviews, these certain individuals were in both
cases new to the bank and had previously worked in agile environments. We
can thus conclude that having someone who pushes the agile transformation
forward seems to be key when proceeding with the implementation process,
particularly in the initial stage. Even though adapting to market speed and
customer needs might be the driving factors behind the need for agile, those
factors in themselves may not be what propels the decision forward in prac-
tice. However, these types of driving factors lay the foundation for the need
for change. As Zorn, Christensen, and Cheney (1999) highlighted, adapt-
ing to change and changing only for the sake of it could lead to outcomes
misaligning with organizational goals.

Unlike the driving factors both banks have in common, their approaches
have been quite different. SEB has chosen to have an all-in approach, as
they call it, which includes their business divisions Large Corporates & Fi-
nancial Institutions, Corporate & Private Customers, and Life Investment
Management. Swedbank, on the other hand, has ongoing transformations
in several areas of the bank, but the division that has come the furthest is
LC&I. In literature, various formulations have been used when describing
the term large-scale, and the lack of general consistency of an actual defini-
tion makes it difficult to recognize a clear classification of existing research
flows (Dumitriu, Mes,nit, ă, and Radu 2019). The same goes for the approach
to undertake when transforming to large-scale agile, there is no one-way ap-
proach that is suggested to pursue. As can be seen in our interview data,
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both banks have had different approaches, where each approach has had its
strengths and weaknesses. The success factor with SEB’s approach has been
that everyone has been on the change journey together at the same time,
while at Swedbank, other parts of the bank have been inspired by LC&I
and learned from their successes and challenges. Swedbank has also been
transparent with all documentation within the LC&I division, allowing the
rest of the bank to take part of it. We can therefore draw the conclusion
that there is not a one-way approach towards transforming to large-scale ag-
ile. Which approach that is the better one to undertake depends on several
different factors, where the organization’s maturity regarding change, includ-
ing its culture and current knowledge about the agile ways of working were
standing out as important ones to consider. Due to an agile transformation
affecting many parts and functions of an organization, we have found that to
obtain the full effects of the agile ways of working, the scope, or the end goal,
of the transformation must involve the whole organization. It could therefore
be argued that the approach of involving all functions is the better one to
undertake. However, this also results in a larger change to process for the
people involved, where the support received throughout the journey becomes
particularly important. If instead transforming the organization gradually,
the change will be easier to process and learnings learned along the way can
be incorporated when transforming the rest of the organization. However,
this could also lead to a misalignment within the organization, where some
parts work according to agile principles and some do not. This in turn may
affect the deliveries, making it hard to obtain the full effects.

We also want to highlight that since the journey of change in an agile trans-
formation has no end, evaluating how far an organization has progressed is
challenging. As there is no clear definition of when an organization is agile or
how far into the transformation it must be to be classified as agile, companies
perceive it differently, resulting in approaches not being truly comparable.

5.3 Key Factors to Consider

Through interviews, five main categories were found to be of importance to
consider when implementing large-scale agile. The five categories are: the
role of top management, adjusting framework to organization, the people
side of change, knowledge and education, and integrating the HR function.
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5.3.1 The Role of Top Management

Despite different views among the respondents on how the management sup-
port within the different organizations was experienced during the transfor-
mation, all respondents pointed out that it is of utmost importance to have
a buy-in all the way from the top when implementing large-scale agile. It
was also highlighted that the support from management needs to be active
throughout the whole agile journey. In relation to this, it was pointed out
that even though it is possible to start implementing agile within certain
parts of an organization without full management support, it will, without
management support, sooner or later get to a stage where the full effects
cannot be obtained. In the Annual State of Agile Report, one of the most
commonly mentioned obstacles for success when implementing large-scale
agile was inadequate management support and sponsorship (State of Agile
2020). Other studies also highlighted management support as being of partic-
ular importance when transforming to agile. In the case study conducted by
Kalenda, Hyna, and Rossi (2018), management support was highlighted as
a success factor with the motivation that management initiated the change,
was actively involved as well as showed interest and helped the employees to
grow. This strengthens the finding that active management support is needed
throughout the whole transformation, which in turn may indicate that the
way management decides to support the organization in an agile transforma-
tion both has impacts on how those involved in the change experience it and
how successful the implementation turns out to be in practice.

Several of the respondents also discussed management’s role in relation to
leadership. When analyzing the data, it was found that regarding driving
an agile transformation forward, there were different views on what is the
responsibility of top management versus what is the responsibility of the lead-
ers. On the one hand, one might argue that actually facing the challenges in
practice is what counts. However, top management’s role in general tend to
be more strategic than operational. Research conducted on the implemen-
tation of agile methods stresses the importance of having a disciplined and
comprehensive change management strategy covering people, processes, or-
ganizational structure, technology, and management (Gandomani, Zulzalil,
et al. 2013). Moreover, some of the factors brought up in literature on the
common reasons for failure when implementing change are poor planning, a
lack of key milestones along the journey, a weak understanding of what to
monitor and control and a lack of resources and knowledge in how to manage
the change (Gill 2002). Additionally, not enough leadership participation was
listed as number two of the most cited challenges in the State of Agile report
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(State of Agile 2020). We can thus debate that the responsibility areas and
involvement of both management and leaders are of importance to consider
when implementing large-scale agile. We would therefore like to stress the
importance of making sure that these aspects are well thought-through and
clearly defined in the change management strategy.

Another noticeable observation from the results is the stressed need for filling
the key roles driving the change forward with change-positive people. Ac-
cording to Belias and Koustelios (2014), leaders operating in change should
actively work towards creating a flexible environment by favoring change and
encouraging continuous learning. A challenge related to this concerns how to
judge whether someone is change-positive or not when planning for change,
since those types of qualities are not always as prominent on a resume. It
could be argued that the attitude towards change is what matters, however
an understanding of why the change is needed could affect the attitude to-
wards it. A few of the respondents who had experience in implementing agile
within several different industries pointed out that they have experienced a
greater understanding for how agile works among leaders who have, in one
way or the other, originated from the production line. What is particularly
prominent here is that those leaders usually had an understanding of the
concept of lean and the flow of value, which made it easier for them to see
and know what to start changing. It could thus be debated that if having
practical experience from another industry, or something similarly concrete
to relate the agile ways of working to the attitude towards change could be
positively affected.

One respondent specifically highlighted the difference between working in an
environment with business administrators and engineers. The respondent
stated that it is easier to work with engineers because they tend to have
the willingness to understand how value flows in practice. However, as we
concluded in the previous paragraph, we believe that it is not the education or
profession itself that determines whether someone understands the benefits
of agile or not, but rather how much knowledge or experience one has in
terms of understanding the flow of value. The engineering profession surely
fits right in the description because the engineering degrees often cover lean
and similar subjects, but that does not exclude the fact that a business
administrator may not be as well-educated in the same subject.
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5.3.2 Adjusting Framework to Organization

A notable observation from the results is that both banks listed the align-
ment of business and agile methods as important. All respondents agree
that SAFe, or any other framework, cannot be implemented literally in an
organization that wants to switch to an agile way of working. To increase
operational performance and value, the majority of the respondents stated
that the chosen framework must be tailored to their own organization. This
mindset is in line with both Kalenda, Hyna, and Rossi (2018) and Dikert,
Paasivaara, and Lassenius (2016) who also emphasized the importance of
adapting the process to the specific needs of the company to achieve the
best results. However, one respondent disagreed, arguing that the organi-
zation should adapt to the method rather than the other way around. The
respondent meant that the method is not what needs to be changed, it is the
organization - the traditional banks, that need to be agile and adapted to
the method instead.

Due to the fact that both banks have used SAFe, this can be further discussed
by taking a closer look at the framework’s origin. As mentioned in 2.5.2 Key
concepts and roles within SAFe, the SAFe implementation road-map is based
on the experiences of global companies that have adopted the framework
(Scaled Agile Inc 2021g). As a result, we can argue that the framework
does not take into account how organizations are structured, or is not aimed
at any specific industry, and should therefore be adapted and customized
to the organization’s own needs. This is further emphasized by Ebert and
Paasivaara (2017) as well, who state that agile scaling frameworks are meant
to be used as a guide for implementing agile on an organizational scale.
One aspect to consider here is, as one respondent also mentioned, that since
the framework is based on the experiences of other organizations, it will
always be one step behind the real world. The formation of the framework
is thus governed by the organizations themselves. This further strengthens
the argument that it should only be used as a guide and not a method that
is followed literally.

In addition to aligning business and agile methods, regulatory requirements
and compliance were mentioned as something that needs to be considered
when implementing agile within banks or other organizations working in
strict regulatory environments. Two respondents specifically highlighted that
this aspect can create some sort of resistance in the transformation as it
can be difficult to see how the regulations can be implemented in an agile
setting. The opinion that banks and agile methodology do not mix was
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cited by Kamath (2019) at the beginning of this thesis. In this context, one
of the two root causes he listed was that banks work in highly regulated
environments which agile methods do not provide any support for. From our
findings, it is evident that the respondents believe that the regulatory part
should not be perceived as a stumbling block in the agile transformation.

One difference we see in our findings from the banks is that a respondent
from Swedbank compared banks with tech companies and stated that banks
cannot have an all-in approach, which tech companies can afford, because
regulations do not stop, but prevent banks from doing so. SEB, on the other
hand, refutes this, appearing to have implemented an all-in strategy that its
respondents consider to be successful. One SEB respondent even indicated
that it is entirely possible to undergo the transformation if the intention of
the regulations is taken into account instead of delving deeply into what they
describe.

5.3.3 The People Side of Change

The importance of considering the people side of change when introducing
change should not be underestimated. A variety of different factors to keep
in mind when introducing change were brought up among the respondents,
which resulted in four findings.

The first finding concerns the need for an open and pragmatic approach
when the change is introduced, where the people impacted by the change
are carefully considered already from the beginning. Here, being aware of an
organization’s maturity in terms of change and adjusting the communication
and change approach accordingly was found to be of particular importance.
According to D. Anderson and L. A. Anderson (2010), building change capa-
bility within an organization is key in order to be able to efficiently execute
and implement change. This requires both resources, time, and commitment.
Change should be treated as a strategic discipline, and it should be given the
same type of standards as other strategic functions within the organization
are given. We can thus argue that by focusing on building change capability
within an organization, the organization’s maturity regarding change will be
strengthened and the implementation of change will be enhanced. Addition-
ally, when setting the tone and introducing the change, we suggest to strive
towards having an open dialogue with the people involved in the change,
where questions are encouraged from the start.

The second finding is related to resistance to change and the importance
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of involving people in the change journey. People and resistance to change
was highlighted by two of the respondents as the biggest challenges in the
agile transformation. To manage resistance to change, people need to feel
like they are part of the solution. Here, a strategic approach towards change
management is suggested, where the people involved in the change should feel
as a part of every step. Change and people are closely associated, and this
must be incorporated in the change management strategy. In State of Agile
(2020), resistance to change is cited as the biggest challenge when implement-
ing large-scale agile. Resistance to change in relation to the implementation
of agile is also commonly discussed in literature. In the SLR conducted by
Dikert, Paasivaara, and Lassenius (2016), resistance to change were one of the
most commonly mentioned categories. Furthermore, according to Dingsøyr
et al. (2012), resistance to change is particularly common within large, tradi-
tional organizations with high stakeholder population and heavy interaction
between departments. We could therefore argue that addressing and manag-
ing resistance to change in an agile transformation is an important aspect to
consider. When it comes to managing resistance to change, leaders play a key
role. This is also brought up in literature, where there is a common agree-
ment that leaders play a critical role in the agile transformation. In regards
to how leaders should deal with resistance to change practically, supporting,
involving and confirming the people involved in the change was found to be
of specific importance. The importance of supporting the people affected
by the change, including the leaders, is also discussed in literature. D. An-
derson and L. A. Anderson (2010) points out that transformational changes
require leaders to both process the change themselves and at the same time
support the people affected by the change. Due to this, transformational
change increases the pressure on the leaders. We could therefore debate that
since leaders serve such an important and supporting function in transfor-
mational change, one aspect to consider is to ensure that those leaders get
the right conditions to support the people involved. Transforming to agile is
a large change, and therefore, some resistance to it should be expected. By
putting greater emphasis on preparing and ensuring that leaders have the
tools they need to be able to support the people involved in the change, the
agile transformation could be facilitated.

The third finding emerging from the interviews in relation to the implemen-
tation of change concerns the common mistake of relying too much on theory
and frameworks and too little on the people side of change. Here, it was par-
ticularly pointed out that rather than striving towards optimizing methods,
the change should be built through the organization and its culture. The
focus on people versus surrounding activities in regards to managing change
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has also been discussed in literature. Hiatt (2006) highlights that the fo-
cus should lie on facilitating change at the individual level rather than on
the visible surroundings and activities concerned with the change. It might
be appealing to work according to specific frameworks or guidelines since
this may create a sense of comfort and safety, especially when implementing
something new. However, if not understanding why certain activities are
performed, there is a risk of following the procedure just for the sake of it,
which in turn could lead to unwanted results. The importance of questioning
why something should be implemented was also strengthened by several of
the respondents in relation to resistance to change, where the respondents
explained that some resistance is good since this ensures that what is im-
plemented actually is what should be implemented. It can thus be argued
that when implementing and working according to agile methodologies, one
should question why events and activities are performed, and continuously
evaluate if what is executed actually leads to an increase of customer value.

In relation to building the change from within and thereby basing it on
the organizational culture, it was also found that when people from outside
who did not have knowledge or experience about the organizational culture
was hired to drive the change, the transformation was negatively affected.
According to Belias and Koustelios (2014), leaders operating in change must
be knowledgeable both about the existing organizational culture and the
current organizational strategies. We could thus debate that when creating
teams and planning for transforming to agile, the team should consist of
people aware of both change strategies and the organizational culture.

Several of the respondents also brought up that agile is much more than a
method of specific activities and events that need to be performed. It was
constantly referred to as a mindset rather than a method, with underlying
principles and values that must be fully understood by everyone involved.
This is further discussed in Section 5.3.4. Knowledge and Education.

The fourth finding also touches upon the importance of addressing and under-
standing the agile principles and values to make it stick and prevent people
from returning to told ways of working. Here, addressing the why and re-
flecting upon the progress achieved along the way were brought up by the
respondents as being important aspects to consider. Additionally, an under-
standing of that agile methodologies in itself do not solve the root issues was
described to be of importance because otherwise, if having too high expec-
tations on what agile will result in, one might believe that the agile way of
working is the problem rather than the root causes. In relation to this, it
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was discussed that if perceived that agile is not working well, there is a risk
of people going back to old habits because then, they at least know what did
not work well. We could therefore argue that addressing and ensuring that
the expectations of what the transformation to agile will lead to are fully un-
derstood by the people involved is an important thing to do. Furthermore,
root causes still need to be solved, and these should not be confused with
what the agile way of working solves.

5.3.4 Knowledge and Education

Creating learning opportunities is an important part of change transforma-
tions, especially when it comes to managing the economic incentives for
change (theory E) and the organizational capacity (theory O) (Beer and
Nohria 2000). This is further supported by Gill (2002) who believes that
both a lack of resources and necessary knowledge tend to negatively affect
the outcomes. The value of providing learning opportunities have also been
proven by various studies and surveys conducted on success factors and chal-
lenges within scaling agile. Training and coaching, for example, was identified
as one of the most critical success factor categories by Dikert, Paasivaara,
and Lassenius (2016). This category was linked to direct investment where
its shortage is an obvious problem. It was documented that teams with insuf-
ficient training struggled to apply agile practices correctly, causing people to
return to old ways of working. (ibid.) Furthermore, the 14th Annual Report
(2019) also presented one of the most common obstacles as lack of skills and
experience with agile methods.

Our findings confirm that the value of learning and coaching should not be
underestimated. The importance of budgeting this part was also emphasized
by a Swedbank respondent, who cited it as a key success factor in their
transformation. We can thus argue that if these initiatives are not adequately
financed, the transformation process will then be hampered and people will
be more likely to revert to old work habits (also covered in Section 5.3.3.
People Side of Change).

What has also been emphasized in this context, is how these knowledge
and learning opportunities can be used to better understand and discuss
the values and principles that underpin the whole agile philosophy. This
is further backed up by both Kalenda, Hyna, and Rossi (2018) and Dikert,
Paasivaara, and Lassenius (2016), who stress the importance of recognizing
the fundamental values and principles of agile methodologies and practices
in their studies. Both literature and our interview data strongly indicate
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that having buy-in on the values and principles is critical for success. They
essentially provide the answer to the question why - why are we doing this?,
as well as the direction and motivation of the work.

Our findings also disclose that there is a need to build the knowledge inter-
nally. According to the literature results in Kalenda, Hyna, and Rossi (2018)
study, hiring external expertise with experience within agile was the most rec-
ommended method of acquiring knowledge. While our interview data points
out that building knowledge internally is important for long-term coaching
support, building change from within and basing it on organizational cul-
ture, the data also supports that organizations need external help to get
acquainted with the new concept. Both agile coaches at SEB specifically
highlighted that it is important to start something that can improve itself
and to have the train the trainer approach. We can thus conclude that it is
important to build knowledge internally; however, this does not exclude the
fact that external expertise should be disregarded, because without external
help, the transformation could go in the wrong direction.

5.3.5 The Impacts of Integrating the HR Function in the Agile
Transformation

It was shown in our findings that even though a transformation is possible
to execute without involving the HR function, it sooner or later becomes a
must. Although one might think that an agile transformation mainly affect
the function or functions where it is implemented, the responsibilities of HR
run across many functions within an organization. Therefore, a collaborate
approach between the functions is suggested, in order to facilitate the ag-
ile transformation. We have detected two different areas where HR could
positively impact the agile transformation.

The first one requires the changes in processes and documentation that an
agile transformation imply. As can be seen from Handelsbanken’s agile trans-
formation, HR has been helping out with various aspects. One aspect is
documentation, where the function has supported in updating for example
existing personal development plans and salary requirements to ensure that
these align with the agile way of working. Due to this, the function has also
been helpful in ensuring that what is implemented actually is followed up,
which has been helpful when the speed of the transformation increases. Addi-
tionally, the HR function has provided valuable input in how the changes will
affect the overall work environment. In The Annual State of Agile Report,
one of the most common cited obstacles for success in organizations imple-
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menting large-scale agile is inconsistent processes and practices across teams.
Since an agile transformation is a shift in working methods and procedures,
affecting many parts of the existing working processes, we could debate that
by integrating the HR function, challenges related to this can be mitigated.
Although these types of challenges do not seem to arise in an initial stage in
the transformation, they do arise sooner or later, which therefore leads us to
suggest that by integrating the HR function in an early stage, some of these
challenges could be avoided.

The second area where HR positively can impact the agile transformation is
in terms of leadership, both regarding recruitment of leaders and in training
and supporting leaders. As have been discussed in the section Section 5.3.1
The Role of Top Management, recruitment of leaders and change-positive
people were found to be challenges in the agile transformation. Here, we see
a possibility for the HR function to serve a valuable function. By integrat-
ing the HR function in the agile transformation and thereby ensuring that
they are knowledgeable in what competences and qualities that are needed
when leading an agile transformation forward, we believe that the challenge
of recruitment could be easier to manage. Regarding training of leaders, we
have, as discussed in Section 5.3.3. The People Side of Change, detected that
the pressure on leaders in an agile transformation is increased, which in turn
results in a need for support in how to manage the change. Here, HR can
facilitate in the transformation by providing both support as well as training
and education for the employees. This has been done at Handelsbanken,
both in the form of e-learning and in group discussions together with man-
agers and leaders. Additionally, a HR cooperation have been formed, where
HR managers from different departments can communicate about the trans-
formation and learn from each other. Based on above provided discussion,
we can conclude that involving HR in an early stage in the agile transfor-
mation most probably will pay off further on since it facilitates the agile
transformation, both in regards to documentation and change management.

80



Conclusion Driving Factors and Approach

6 Conclusion

This chapter outlines the concluding remarks of this study, sustainability im-
plications, as well as suggested areas for future research. The conclusions
aim to serve as recommendations for large organizations within the banking
industry or similar industries aiming to implement large-scale agile. The
recommendations are based on the findings obtained and the discussion pre-
sented in the previous chapter. The suggestions and directions provided for
further research are aimed towards scholars interested in conducting further
research within the area.

Current research exploring the soft values of organizations within strictly
regulatory environments who have implemented large-scale agile is limited.
At the same time, there is an increased interest for the implementation of
agile methodologies within these types of organizations. The objective of
this thesis has therefore been to contribute with a better understanding of
how to successfully implement large-scale agile in practice. By conducting
a case study exploring the agile transformation within three large banks in
Sweden, the implementation of large-scale agile has been analyzed. The study
addressed two main research questions, and the answers to these questions
are presented below.

The empirical setting and the obtained findings along with the discussion
have allowed us to outline the case study companies’ driving factors and ap-
proach as well as to conclude five main aspects to consider when transforming
to large-scale agile. The five aspects are: The role of top management, ad-
justing the chosen method to the organization, the people side of change,
knowledge and education and the HR function’s role in the transformation.
Out of these five aspects, our findings indicate that the people side of change
is the most challenging one but also the most crucial one to manage to achieve
a successful implementation.

6.1 Driving Factors and Approach

An understanding of that the traditional ways of working did not suit today’s
dynamic market in combination with a need to increase market speed and
customer needs were found to be the main motivating factors behind why
the case companies decided to transform to an agile approach. Despite those
factors motivating them to do so, it was found that, in an initial stage when
the decision to transform to agile was made, the people fully seeing the
advantages of agile were the ones pushing the decision forward. These people
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were then shown to play a key part in the agile transformation.

A transformation journey towards agile is complex and takes time, and this
must be incorporated in the strategy. After outlining the different case com-
panies approaches, we have concluded that there is not a one-way approach
towards transforming to agile. Each approach has its advantages and disad-
vantages, and which approach that is the better one to pursue depends on a
variety of factors, where the organizational change capability is standing out
as being an important factor. Regardless of if the approach is to implement
agile gradually or to involve several departments simultaneously, it has been
found that the future plan or scope of the transformation must include the
whole organization to reach the full effects of working agile. Otherwise, the
transformation will, at some point in time, reach a stage where the full ef-
fects cannot be obtained. We therefore suggest that when transforming to
agile, the organization’s capability to change should be carefully evaluated in
advance. Additionally, by in an early stage, making a decision to transform
the whole organization and setting a clear plan on what to transform and
when, we believe that there is an opportunity to find a suitable speed of
transformation and thereby reach the full effect.

6.2 The Five Key Aspects to Consider

In terms of management support, it was found that active management sup-
port is needed throughout the whole transformation, not only in the begin-
ning when decisions are made. Furthermore, the responsibilities and expecta-
tions of management versus leaders within the organization should be clearly
defined in the change management strategy, in order to avoid unnecessary
confusion among the people involved in the change.

In regards to how to combine the chosen method or framework, which in this
case was SAFe, with the organization, adjusting the framework was found to
be key to succeed in practice. Due to frameworks not taking into account
how organizations are structured nor are targeted to specific industries, cus-
tomizing it to the organization’s needs is a must. Furthermore, it was found
that regulatory requirements and compliance should not be seen as stum-
bling blocks hindering an agile transformation, but rather as aspects that
need to be considered when implementing agile methods in banks or other
organizations working in strictly regulatory environments.

When it comes to managing people in change, a variety of factors were found
to be of importance to consider. By treating change as a strategic discipline,
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actively working towards building change capability within an organization
and thereby preparing the organization for upcoming changes, the change
process will be facilitated. Furthermore, when introducing the change, an
open and pragmatic approach where the people affected by the change are
carefully considered was found to be a success factor. Resistance to change
was found to be a complex challenge that needs to be addressed from several
different perspectives. Supporting, involving and confirming the people in-
volved in the change is suggested, however this puts pressure on the leaders,
who also are undergoing the change. Therefore, it is strongly suggested to not
neglect the support leaders need in order to manage and support the people
involved. A common mistake found was the mistake of focusing too much
on theory and frameworks rather than on the people involved in the change.
Here, it was found that questioning why things should be implemented and
ensuring that the events and activities performed actually lead to an increase
in customer value is suggested. To make the change permanent, continuously
addressing and ensuring full understanding of agile principles and values were
found to be of key importance. Additionally, clear communication concern-
ing what agile methodologies actually will improve was found to be valuable
to prevent people from wrongfully believing that agile methods will solve
root causes. This is key since if having different expectations of the impacts
of agile, there is a risk of not feeling content or fully agreeing on whether the
effects obtained are satisfying or not.

Regarding knowledge and education, it was found that the need for adequate
financing of such initiatives should not be underestimated. Knowledge and
learning opportunities were found to especially important in improving the
understanding of the values and principles underpinning the agile philosophy,
which was found to have a strong impact on the implementation itself, par-
ticularly regarding people’s motivation. When building knowledge, it was
found that by building knowledge internally, a train the trainer approach
could be developed. Additionally, external expertise knowledgeable within
the agile ways of working is a valuable source of knowledge, especially in the
beginning of an agile transformation.

Concerning the HR function in the agile transformation, it was found that
by involving HR in an early stage, many of the challenges related to both
documentation of processes and change management can be easier to man-
age. Even though it is possible to transform parts of an organization to agile
without the involvement of the HR function, sooner or later, they need to
be involved due to the agile transformation affecting many parts of the or-
ganization. Therefore, a collaborative approach where the HR function is
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involved in an early stage of the transformation is suggested.

In conclusion, we would like to highlight that agile transformations are not
process oriented, they are people oriented. Therefore, people change man-
agement should be in focus, regardless of the approach chosen.

6.3 Sustainability Implications

As we continue to determine how our society can transform into a more
sustainable future, we must integrate the sustainability factor into all subject
areas within industries, innovation, and business models. The results of the
data analysis, which were analyzed with the help of academic theory, revealed
that the agile way of working has a significant relation with the enhancement
of social sustainability. Since all companies included in the main study of
this research have provided examples of how the shift has improved the social
dynamics of the banks, it is clear that the agile way of working can contribute
to social sustainability. Furthermore, the agile approach has been shown to
streamline organizations without jeopardizing our economy or ecosystem over
time.

6.4 Limitations and Further Research

This thesis has assessed the implementation of large-scale agile in relation
to soft values in three companies within the banking industry. The existing
research within this field has shown to be scarce, particularly in regards
to implementing large-scale agile within strictly regulatory environments.
The first recommendation for further research is therefore to continue the
investigation of how to manage regulatory and compliance requirements when
implementing large-scale agile.

Due to the time and resource constraints of this study, a decision was made to
not analyze the framework (SAFe) used by the case companies during the im-
plementation on a detailed level. This in turn leads to a limited examination
of how the framework may be adjusted to specific organizations to enhance
the agile transformation. Additionally, more practical challenges related to
structural changes were not analyzed in detail due to the focus of this study
being on the soft values. Thus, further research could focus on evaluating
and assessing the alignment of the frameworks used during implementation
and organizations on a detailed level, as well as how to manage the most
common practical challenges in relation to it. Furthermore, since this study
is based on only three companies, it could also be of interest to investigate
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other banks or companies working within strictly regulatory environments
who have executed agile transformations to verify that the findings of our
study is not limited only to the studied organizations.

The role of the leaders in the agile transformation has in this research been
brought up in various contexts, but not investigated in-depth. When investi-
gating the people side of change, it was found that leader participation in the
agile transformation serves a critical role, especially in regards to managing
resistance to change. We would therefore suggest as a topic for further re-
search to look more in-depth into both how leaders could support the people
involved and impacted by the change but also how leaders themselves could
be trained and supported to obtain the conditions and knowledge needed to
operate efficiently in change environments.
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Appendices

A: Research Plan

The gantt chart below, displays the research design over a period of 20 weeks.
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B: Search Words

The table below shows the keywords used in the searching process.

Keywords
Agile

Implementation of agile methodology
Scaling agile

Large-scale agile
SAFe

Success factors agile
Challenges agile
Banks and agile

Organizational change
Change management

Traditional ways of working
Capability of change

Challenges agile
Agile shift

Agile transformation
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