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I
nformation management (IM) programs need to 
stay dynamic and responsive to shifts in informa-
tion technology (IT), customer expectations, legal 
requirements, and other factors. A promising man-

agement tool for meeting this challenge is agile meth-
odology, in which self-organized, cross-functional teams 
work iteratively with end users to gather requirements 
and then design and build new products and services. 

Developed years ago to accelerate software develop-
ment projects (see the sidebar “The Agile Manifesto”), 
the methodology was soon applied to project manage-
ment beyond just software initiatives. It reduced the time 
needed for completing projects, accommodated innova-
tion, and increased success rates. More recently, agile has 
been adopted by many organizations for getting a broad 
range of work done. 

Agile is showing up particularly in organizations oper-
ating in uncertain, ever-changing environments where IT 
and accelerating digitization are increasing the volume of 
information and the need to manage it and make it avail-
able for use. It is well suited to organizations in which 
customer engagement and support are essential. 
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Successfully test driving the use of agile methodology for IM projects can put              
organizations on the road to wide-scale adoption that will make them more nimble, 
innovative, profitable, and satisfying places to work.
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Benefits of Agile Methods
As McKinsey & Company notes in its report The 

Five Trademarks of Agile Organizations, agile is “catching 
fire.” Organizations using agile methodology achieve 
greater customer centricity and satisfaction, faster time to 
market, higher revenue growth, lower costs, and a more 
engaged workforce, according to McKinsey.

Agile’s hallmarks are flexibility, nimbleness, and 
speed. It fits well in organizations that are themselves 
creative, innovative, and dynamic – what Deloitte Con-
sulting calls “the organization of the future,” one that 
dismisses the “old rules” and follows new operating rules, 
such as those shown below. 

Where Agile Methods Work
As a set of methodologies, rather than a single 

formulaic approach, agile needs to be adapted to differ-
ent settings and problems. An organization that is just 
getting started may opt to apply agile to a small project 
and then expand into other areas as confidence with the 
methodology grows. Agile methods, once mastered, can 
be used repeatedly as they become more and more fa-
miliar, eventually becoming part of a program’s standard 
operating procedure. 

According to Bain & Company, agile methods work 
best under the following conditions, taken verbatim from 
its report Agile Innovation:

The ‘Agile’ Organization of the Future

Old Rules New Rules

Organized for efficiency and effectiveness Organized for learning, innovation, and customer impact

Organization viewed as a hierarchy with hierarchical 
decision rights, structure, and leadership progression

Organization viewed as an agile network, empowered by 
team leaders and fueled by collaboration and knowledge 
sharing

Structure based on business functions with                
functional leaders and global functional groups

Structure based on work and projects, with teams focused 
on products, customers, and services

Advancement through promotion upward with           
many levels to progress through

Advancement through many assignments, diverse                 
experiences, and multifunctional leadership assignments

People “become leaders” through promotion People “create followers” to grow in influence and authority

Lead by direction Lead by orchestration

Culture ruled by fear of failure and perceptions of others Culture of safety, abundance, and importance of risk-taking 
and innovation

Rules-based Playbook-based

Roles and job titles clearly defined Teams and responsibilities clearly defined, but roles and 
job titles change regularly

Process-based Project-based

•• “Customer preferences and solution options change 
frequently

•• Close collaboration with customers; rapid feedback 
from customers is feasible; customers learn more 
about what they want as the process progresses

•• Problems are complex and solutions are unknown; 
scope is not clearly defined; product specifications 
may change; creative breakthroughs and time-to-
market are important; interactive, cross-functional 
collaboration is vital

•• Incremental developments have value and can be 
used by customers; work can be modularized and 
conducted in rapid, iterative cycles; late changes are 
manageable

•• Interim mistakes provide valuable learning oppor-
tunities

•• The culture is team-oriented, collaborative, inno-
vative and eager to delegate; employee turnover is 
relatively low”

How Teams Are Empowered
A flexible, scalable network of teams is at the heart of 

agile. This requires a management mind-set shift from 
an assumption that people need to be closely directed 
and supervised to an assumption that people working 
in teams, with clear responsibility and authority to get 
things done, will figure out solutions to problems and 

Source: Deloitte Consulting, "The Organization of the Future: Arriving Now"
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deliver exceptional results. Teams designated and assem-
bled by a manager in an agile environment are typically 
small, cross-functional, and largely self-managing. 

The manager identifies the issue and objective, but 
the team leader, sometimes called the “initiative owner,” 
keeps the team on track and spends a lot of time with the 
customers (the groups for whom the product or service 
is being developed), observing their work, asking them 
about needs, assembling promising ideas, and serving as 
liaison between them and the team.

The teams typically operate with a high degree of au-
tonomy. They often start out with extensive discussions 
with customers, asking questions, identifying problems, 
and, if possible, observing how the customers work with 
the systems they have in place. The agile team then 
breaks problems into modules, develops timetables, and 
gets work done through discussing matters thoroughly, 
consulting with customers, solving problems, and recon-
ciling internal disagreements through further discussion. 

Often, teams hold daily “stand up” meetings to talk 
things through quickly. They move steadily on their own 
initiative as opposed to seeking or waiting for detailed 
direction from the manager. They embrace uncertainty 
and improvise along the way.

The team stays in touch with the customer, trying out 
ideas, testing hypotheses, and developing prototypes. It 
completes working versions of solutions in short cycles 
called “sprints.”

The emphasis is on quick, efficient, continuous 
decision-making, based on the philosophy of preferring 
a high probability of having the right answer now to a 
100% probability later. They value adapting to change 
more than sticking to a detailed plan. Often, what they 
produce is a “minimally viable product,” which the 
customer uses and evaluates. The team then uses the 
customer feedback to improve the product.

Continuous guidance from the customer is essential 
to the methodology. In some cases, the teams may need 
to adapt to a customer’s changing requirements and 
preferences even as the project unfolds. This iterative ap-
proach continues until a product that satisfies customer 
expectations is completed. Sometimes, the final strategy 
or product is considerably different from what was first 
envisioned.

How Leaders’ Roles Shift
Program managers’ roles shift in an agile environ-

ment. They let go of some direct control. More of the 
decision making, problem solving, and responsibility for 
meeting objectives is delegated downward to staff. Man-
agement shifts its focus more to the overall system design 
and to providing guidance and support for responsible, 
empowered teams. 

As Stephen Denning notes in The Age of Agile, in an 
agile environment, “Strategy involves leaders at all levels 
making decisions based on an assessment of a fluid, 

constantly evolving situation within an overall strategic 
design. It accepts that the world is probabilistic, un-
predictable, disorderly, and uncertain, and that requires 
decentralization, spontaneity, informality, loose rein, 
self-discipline, initiative and cooperation. Acceptable 
decisions that are made faster focus on harnessing ability 
at all levels.”

Senior managers freed from micro-management can 
devote time to higher-level work, including:

•• Ensuring that everyone has a shared purpose and 
vision, expressed in the program’s strategic plan

•• Securing adequate resources 
•• Building commitment and a sense of joint account-
ability

•• Recruiting those with the technical expertise and 
the desire to work on collaborative teams

•• Providing opportunities for professional develop-
ment in teamwork, agile methods, customer engage-
ment, IT, and cross-functional expertise

•• Incentivizing team-oriented behavior, developing 
recognition programs and compensation policies 
that reward the group for achievement

The Agile Manifesto
In 2001, a group of independent-minded software 

developers defined a new, faster way to develop soft-
ware. The document, commonly known as The Agile 
Manifesto, is a wellspring of ideas and a framework 
for the continuing expansion and application of agile 
methods. It includes four values and 12 principles.  

Listed here are key points from the manifesto:
•• Value people and interactions over processes 
and tools.

•• Respond to change rather than follow a detailed 
plan.

•• Favor working prototypes over excessive testing 
and documentation.

•• Favor a functional product developed in a timely 
way over perfection that takes a lot longer.

•• Prefer customer collaboration over rigid 	
contracts.

•• Accommodate changing requirements through-
out the development process.

•• Support, trust, and motivate the people involved 
on the teams. Skilled, motivated team members 
take ownership, communicate regularly with 
other team members, and share ideas to deliver 
quality products.

•• Conduct regular post-project reviews and reflec-
tions on how to become more effective and keep 
improving.

Source: The Agile Alliance, Manifesto for Agile Software Development. 
https://www.agilealliance.org/agile101/the-agile-manifesto



Free to ARMA Members!

Download your free copy of Records and Information Management Core Competencies, 
2nd Edition today at http://bit.ly/2m4Qo9g. 

Not a Member? You should be. Join Today!
Invest in yourself by joining the thousands of ARMA 
members who are boosting their careers with the 
help of our education, events, publications, and more. 
Your small investment will pay for itself several times 
over when you take advantage of just a fraction of the       
benefits that membership offers. To find out more, visit  	
http://bit.ly/2qv2PzN.



30   July/August 2018  

•• Selecting opportunities and challenges that are good 
fits for agile methods, beginning with small projects 

•• Ensuring that the teams are communicating and 
cooperating, and that their work is compatible and 
mutually reinforcing

•• Removing impediments 
•• Making continuous learning part of the program’s 
culture by conducting reviews after each initiative to 
identify lessons learned

•• Ensuring that practices evolve as teams gain experi-
ence

How to Apply Agile Methods
Agile methodology is different from what most IM 

programs are accustomed to using. Some program man-
agers may have reservations about giving teams a high 
degree of autonomy. The prospect of involving custom-
ers almost as partners may seem daunting. But because 
agile has become a proven methodology, it is worthy of 
consideration in IM. Consider these strategies for making 
the transition.

First, get additional information on agile methods by 
checking out some of the resources listed in the “Read 
More About It” sidebar on this page. Next, start with a 
relatively small project as an experiment. Use a flexible 
approach. In the first few agile projects, the IM program 
manager may want to monitor things closely or serve 
as the initiative owner, but with time should delegate 
responsibility to an appointed initiative owner and the 
agile team. 

Areas of Opportunity
Finally, identify areas of opportunity where agile 

approaches might be deployed. 

Implementing an IG Program
As shown in ARMA’s Information Governance Core 

Concepts graphic on page 31, IM is central to informa-
tion governance (IG) and, therefore, it has a major role 
to play in an organization’s implementation of an IG 
program. 

ARMA defines information governance as “a strategic, 
cross-disciplinary framework composed of standards, 
processes, roles, and metrics that hold organizations and 
individuals accountable for the proper handling of in-
formation assets…” but, according to ARMA’s technical 
report Implementing the Generally Accepted Recordkeeping 
Principles® (TR 30-2017), “there is uncertainty as to how 
to achieve it.” This seems like the sort of arena where 
agile methods, carefully deployed, can work well. 

In fact, this technical report provides guidelines for 
using the Information Governance Maturity Model 
(Maturity Model) to assess the maturity of a department, 
division, location, or the organization itself. IM program 
personnel can use these assessments to target appropriate 
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maturity achievement levels for each of ARMA’s Gen-
erally Accepted Recordkeeping Principles® to bring the 
department or organization up to the desired levels.

Improving Compliance
Work with the legal department and program man-

agers to assess your compliance with external regulations 
and internal policies, and determine the capacity for 
meeting the potential need for records to satisfy legal 
purposes. Partner with IT to identify solutions to such 
priority issues as organizing information to meet e-dis-
covery requirements; defining policies for data migration, 
backups, and security for electronic records; and manag-
ing the growing volume of electronic information. 

Leveraging Information
Identify an information-centric issue that is impeding 

the organization’s quest for market share, profits, or inno-
vation, and use agile methods to come up with a solution. 
Possible issues to resolve are the availability of informa-
tion, the sharing of information among departments, ways 
to accelerate and streamline the development processes, 
the protection of intellectual assets, and the retention of 
accumulated knowledge as older employees retire. 

Additionally, an IM program that is transitioning 
to agile methods should develop systems, policies, and 
procedures for managing social media use and any new or 
emerging information tools and applications.

The Road to the Future
Because information is so integral to organizational 

success, IM staff are well-positioned to help lead their 
organizations into the future by trialing agile methodol-
ogy with small IM projects. Success will be dependent 
on picking the appropriate projects, giving project teams 
autonomy to collaborate cross-functionally and with 
customers to solve problems and innovate, aiming for it-

erative success rather than perfection, and rewarding team 
members for their achievements. The organization’s pay-
off for becoming an “organization of the future” by way 
of agile methodology will be decreased costs and time to 
market, increased revenue, and more satisfied employees 
and customers. E
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