
 

SAMINT-MILI 21002 

Master’s Thesis 30 credits 
June 2018 

The difference between hearing 
and listening 
A qualitative comparative case study about the 
inter-relations between leaders and employees 
within agile start-ups  
 
Niklas Nyström 
Zakaria Rahmani 

Master’s Programme in Industrial Management and Innovation 
Masterprogram i industriell ledning och innovation 



 
Abstract 

The difference between hearing and listening 

Niklas Nyström and Zakaria Rahmani 
 
 
Leadership are often a central part of organizations’ success. Consequently, it 
never ceases to attract attention and curiosity. What makes a good leader can 
vary depending on what kind of organization or setting one may be in and 
therefore different traits and styles are needed. However, one could argue 
that more aspects matter and what actually defines a great leader are for the 
ones being led to decide. The people within an organization need to trust and 
feel secure with the one leading and if that is not the case there is a big risk 
that the organization won’t survive. Moreover, the leadership styles and traits 
that come from earlier theories are often applicable on well-established 
companies but not easily applied on start-ups since such organizations are 
different and not built on the same parameters. The relations between leaders 
and employees within start-ups is also unexplored and therefore in need of 
enlightening. 
 
The purpose of this thesis is to examine whether the leadership within agile 
start-ups reflect the wants of the employees that are working there. To be 
able to do this, a comparative case study design with an inductive research 
approach was used while investigating three agile start-ups. When studying 
the sample organizations, the authors extracted four major resemblances that 
testimonies that there is a high correlation between what the leader and the 
followers thinks are good attributes for a leader to have. The four major 
resemblances are the importance of truly listening, the importance of 
delegating responsibility, the importance of having a clearly defined direction 
and finally, the importance of embracing trial and errors. Nevertheless, there 
were some influencing factors that came up during the research where 
everyone did not share the same vision and that may be wise remembering. 
 
Lastly, a few suggestions are mentioned that a leader could bear in mind when 
working within an agile start-up. The suggestions take the leader-follower 
perspective into account and would hopefully be beneficial for the leader to 
have in mind when managing the organization. 
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Popular Scientific Summary 

The difference of having a conversation with a leader that listens and understands compared 

to someone who hears but doesn’t make the effort to understand is probably something we 

all can relate to. Leadership is something that has been investigated throughout time but 

also something that still attracts many people’s attention and curiosity. Leadership always 

seems to be of interest due to its influence for organisations success but also for the 

employees who at first hand are affected by it.  

 

This paper focuses on what the leaders and employees want from a leader in organisations 

that are quick to adapt. Being quick to adapt helps companies survive during uncertain times 

and is one of the most valuable skills for organisations today. Both the leaders and 

employees of the investigated companies highlights the importance of having leaders that 

truly listen, delegate responsibility, communicate defined directions and embrace trial and 

errors from their employees. In addition to the four areas where leaders and employees 

have similar view, the investigation showed areas where everyone did not want the same 

regarding leadership which indicates that some level of personal adjustments is still 

required. 

 

Since leadership is a highly researched area historically this paper presents a summary of 

what has been written about leadership before. The summary about leadership is also 

mapped towards what is considered to be suitable leadership for organisations that are 

quick to adapt. Continuously, the study focuses on getting answers on what is considered 

good leadership from both the leaders and employees perspective. By getting answers from 

both perspectives the full scientific image of leadership can be complemented which, in the 

future, can generate improvements for everyone affected by it.   
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Introduction 

Lao Tzu, the father of Taoism, supposedly before Christ coined the prominent quote:  

“A leader is best when people barely know he exists, when his work is done, his 

aim fulfilled, they will say: we did it ourselves.” (Medinilla, 2012, p. 184)  

How to be a leader, or even more precise how to lead and manage people, groups or 

organizations is a question that never ceases to attract attention and curiosity. People still 

research and discover new aspects of managing and leading to this day. Perhaps it is an ever-

changing process that will continue to change as long as humans evolve and the 

technologies at their disposal keep changing the conditions for leading. Moreover, 

leadership is a broad and complex phenomenon which is marked by a range of different 

understandings across scientific disciplines and society by and large. Partially caused by 

separate philosophical views about human nature leadership will most likely remain a 

contested notion for the seeable future (Strannegård and Styhre, 2013, p. 157). Although the 

leadership definition will never settle, organizational leadership theories and leadership 

within organizations continues to be a highly explored area where leadership are in focus 

both in times of organizational success as well as failure. The only sure thing regarding 

leadership seem to be that it never stops to be of importance for organization’s nor that it 

stops developing.  

 

The traditional leaderships style for the previous and mainly used hierarchical organization is 

changing and today’s organizations are adopting a more agile mindset along with a flatter 

organizational structure. Organizational agility has become a needed core competence for 

competitive advantage and a differentiator that requires an innovative thinking where one 

needs to be flexible and proactive. Today’s fast changing business climate and market has 

made the agility of an organization to become means for survival rather than voluntary 

luxury (Harraf et al., 2015). Historically, agile methods have their roots in software 

development but organizational agility have moved towards all categories of businesses by 

using an agile mind-set with values that emphasize people over process, software over 

documentation, customer collaboration over contract negotiation and responding to change 

over following a plan (Bonner and Hardin-Baylor, 2010; Denning, 2015). Numerous 

researchers have indicated how large traditional organizations can change and implement a 
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more agile methodology as well as what principles and practices that are needed for an 

adaptive approach (Cobb, 2015; Holbeche, 2015, p. 280). These principles and practises 

originate from the agile manifesto that explains what being agile means and how an 

organization can develop an agile mind-set (Measey, 2015). In addition to the existing 

methods on how to be agile larger organizations should look more into start-ups, which is a 

company defined by being new, active and independent, due to their ability to balance 

speed and agility against strategic directions and control. If larger organizations’ were to 

look into start-ups ways of working improvements in agility ought to be achieved (Luger and 

Koo, 2005; Weiblen and Chesbrough, 2015). Similarly, it has been said that most companies 

that get past the stage of start-up is optimised for efficiency rather than agility which 

strengthens the concept of the start-up being agile (Kotter, 2012). Even though the start-up 

seems to be agile by nature, an updated version of the agile manifesto has been developed 

to help start-ups methodologically apply an agile mind-set as well. These updated values in 

the manifesto covers team vision and discipline, validated learning, customer discovery and 

initiating change (Denning, 2015). 

 

There seems to be a gap in the literature with respect to agile organizations due to the fact 

that most research today only focuses on the characteristics of an agile organization and the 

methodologies to get there. The research lacks attention on how to actually develop agile 

capabilities into the organizations’ culture and people. Which highlights a need to move 

beyond the process level of the organizations and more into the people driving the 

organizations starting with the leaders (Appelbaum et al., 2017). Earlier studies strictly 

focused on separate factors and components affecting organizational agility exist. Such as 

how agile-leadership use employees to achieve appropriate outcomes have been covered in 

the aspect of agile management in branches such as the servicing public sector. However, 

not much in regards to the connections between leaders and employees or to the individuals 

affected by the agile methods and leadership have been analysed (Sanatigar et al., 2017). 

Some general suggestions for future studies have been concluded by Strannegård and Styhre 

(2013) which states that leadership studies: 
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• Should be understood as influencing processes in leader-follower relations, meaning 

that all the relations and interactions are important to consider. 

• Needs to be understood in a context-sensitive way, meaning that leadership studies 

must switch from focusing on particular topics to a more holistic perspective. 

• Are in need for more reflective approaches, due to the fact that many leadership 

studies have too ideological bias. When analysing empirical work, an open mind 

towards the possibility for other perspectives and vocabularies excepting leadership 

might be relevant to consider (Strannegård and Styhre, 2013, pp. 176–177). 

In line with a more holistic perspective and having an open mind for other vocabularies 

regarding leadership it has been identified that more research is needed when it comes to 

leader-follower relations. An example being the individual entrepreneurial leader, the 

entrepreneurial leadership team and more specifically the connections between them 

(Leitch and Volery, 2017). Furthermore, when it comes to transformational leadership 

studies, especially within start-ups, more research have been suggested to be conducted 

from the CEOs perspective and not only by using employees feedback. By investigating and 

combining the perspectives from both the leader and employees a less biased result should 

be achieved (Zaech and Baldegger, 2017).  

 

Purpose and research questions 

The question that ignited the present study revolved around what could make a company an 

attractive employer of the future. This question led to a more general quest to find fields 

and areas that could be of value for future organizations to prioritize. Results from a recent 

survey indicates that young employees are disloyal to employers due to mismatching 

priorities between them and their leaders which points to the relevance of exploring this 

subject further. The results of that survey implied that business leaders should focus more 

on being responsive to employee’s needs even though it did not state what those needs 

were (Deloitte, 2018). Combined with the focus to stay responsive and be an attractive 

employer of the future leaders must think about their organisations’ agility in order to 

survive in the market (Tyszkiewicz and Pawlak-Wolanin, 2017). Therefore, this study will 

combine the need to examine leadership holistically with how organizational agility works on 

an individual level by investigating how agile organizations is lead today. To be able to do 
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this the authors narrowed the problem to a comparison between individuals in three agile 

start-ups with theories about agile leadership as well as general leadership. The views on 

leadership are put under scrutiny in order to map out different factors for how an agile 

leader should behave according to the actual persons being affected by the leadership. The 

reason for studying start-ups comes from the argument that that start-ups are unavoidably 

forced to be agile since it is their best chance of survival in a competitive market. However, 

the investigated companies also showed agility in their values assimilating the updated agile 

manifesto and what previous literature says about what is considered to be an agile 

organization. This is further explained under the selection of participants section.   

 

In conclusion, the lack of holistic and reflective research within the field leadership in agile 

organizations, especially start-ups, combined with the future need and probability of more 

large organizations turning towards agile methodologies creates an objective for the two 

underlying research questions: 

• How is leadership perceived by a leader in an agile start-up? 

• How is leadership perceived by employees in an agile start-up? 

Via cross-analysing the questions, combined with existing theories about leadership, a more 

holistic view can be generated. Also, by covering definitions not typically associated with 

traditional leadership, e.g. entrepreneurial leadership which are presented in the literature 

review, a more reflective result can be made supporting the unfolding of the total question: 

• How does leadership within agile start-ups reflect the wants of individual 

employees? 

By answering the questions, the authors hope to contribute to a start within a new and 

specific area which also complements existing leadership theories that could benefit from 

more knowledge and clarity. By moving away from what researchers have suggested to be 

best practice for agile leaders, in regard to the organization, towards an understanding of 

the individuals being affected by the leadership, a future of best practice can be developed. 

Hand in hand is the future need for agility amongst companies no matter the size but by 

starting with the acknowledged agile start-up, a ground for future studies can be provided. 

Hence, the aim is to generate even broader generalisations about what agile leadership is 

and open the field for more research in more industries and perhaps between different 

countries and cultures. Which in the future generates even better organizations within both 
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the private and the public sectors as well as a better leadership environment both for the 

leader and for the employee. 

 

In order to answer the questions, the paper starts with a holistic literature review on existing 

research that also helped define questions to be asked in the interviews in the qualitative 

comparative case study that followed. This is continued by a chapter explaining the methods 

used which includes defining and selecting participants for the case study. The answers from 

the case study was analysed inductively and categorised which is presented under the 

chapters result and analysis. Finally, the results are reviewed and mapped towards the 

research questions in the chapters discussion and conclusion. Qualitative research methods, 

which is used in this paper, often have general challenges with reliability which this thesis 

handles by presenting the method in a clear and structured manner under the method 

chapter. The method chapter further address and discuss how the methods was used and 

the implications they had on the results.  

 

Limitations 

The focus when conducting this research has been towards factors influencing the leaders 

and employees ideas about leadership in organizations, especially fast changing agile start-

ups. Due to the limitations of resources as well as possibility to get access to the investigated 

start-ups financials, the economical strengths and what is considered successful in terms of 

generated revenues per year for the start-ups are left out of the scope of this thesis. While 

the authors acknowledge the possibility that the financials effect a leaders way of leading it 

has been stated that when values and identities of both followers and leaders are met the 

likelihood of successful outcomes in regards to leadership increase (Lord et al., 1999). Which 

imply that just looking at the dynamics of leadership and followership is an important 

starting ground which also is supported by Epitropaki, Kark and Mainemelis (2017) who 

earlier confirmed the need for more empirical and theoretical investigations in the area 

(Epitropaki et al., 2017). 
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Literature review 

Within leadership theories there exist different definitions with partly similar applicability for 

agility depending on which ontological principle being used. The simplest example being if 

the traits for a leader is something that can be worked upon or if specific traits are 

something inherited that the individual person possess from birth. Moreover, it seems like a 

challenging task to capture the full phenomenon of leadership when looking at earlier 

research. Partly caused by the fact that different perspectives when theorizing leadership 

have been linked to different disciplinary paradigms like psychology, behavioural science and 

organizational behaviour combined with changing empirical circumstances due to historical 

changes in company settings. However, researchers tried to categorize these historical 

leadership ideas into different approaches like traits, styles, contingency and new (Jönsson 

and Strannegård, 2014, pp. 16–19). The below literature review is an extraction of the 

accepted terms and definitions from both historical as well newer notions in order to 

produce a holistic view of leadership that could be of use when leading the agile 

organization. In short, we will by covering definitions of traditional and more contemporary 

leadership as well as other potential factors impacting create a common ground of the 

similarities and differences between the definitions. The purpose of the review is to guide 

the reader of this report to understand what is considered leadership according to the 

authors interpretation of existing definitions, as well as how the definitions were used while 

continuing with the empirical data later presented. 

 

Leadership theory 

Leadership theories have many different definitions and categories when it comes to the 

leading of groups. The general term of leadership has been described by Strannegård and 

Styhre (2013) as the act of doing something which followers react on that shapes some sort 

of influencing process. Another shared vision of a leader is that a leader normally is regarded 

as someone senior, still this does not have to be the case. In earlier management theories, 

most writings of leadership focused towards the higher hierarchical management side of 

firms even though acknowledgements have been made that leading upwards may exist. 

Leading upwards and informal leadership can however be concluded into being a sort of 
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shared sense of responsibility among empowered workers and is perhaps not best described 

as leadership (Strannegård and Styhre, 2013, pp. 159–160).  

 

Traditional organizational leadership 

According to economics literature a manager have been described to be an individual who 

oversee ongoing efficiency of the continuing processes while the leader has been described 

as an individual who is needed to implement vision and change to the employees (Baumol, 

1968). However, this precise split between the roles have according to management 

literature been questioned due to the fact that it creates a very passive and calculative 

management group that reacts mechanically to changes. The manager and leader are often 

the same person, especially in smaller organizations. Management literature have in 

contrast to economics literature acknowledged the value-creating leader thus exploring the 

entrepreneurial leader further, which is presented more later, even within larger 

corporations as seen below (Teece, 2016). 

 

Traditional leadership traits 

When moving more into the actual person behind the leadership past studies have tried to 

discover personal traits necessary to become a successful leader. However, no single set of 

traits have ever been able to characterize excellent leadership. Each new study presents 

different traits that are of most importance for excellent leadership. The one thing that 

seem to follow most research in the area is the fact that outstanding leaders likely can 

display different traits, like being energetic and inspiring at the same time (Strannegård and 

Styhre, 2013, p. 162). 

 

Traditional leadership styles 

In the same manner as leadership traits, the actual leadership style has been examined and 

researched more in the past. Earlier studies mainly supported different kinds of two-factor 

theories. One theory made a split between a leader who created structures and focused on 

the task at hand while the second related to an interest in those being led. Another theory 

was the split between leaders who believed in their subordinates development (Theory Y-

managers) and the ones that did not (Theory X-managers). Even though research showed 
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that combinations on the two factors could and most probably would be most beneficial, 

these two-factor theories have still been considered too static. They worked when leaders 

needed to motivate people to do monotonous tasks and not having to lead through 

challenging and disrupting times with need of adoption and developing new ways of working 

(Strannegård and Styhre, 2013, p. 162). Modern thinking about leadership styles uses the 

paradigm that split leadership between transactional and transformational which is further 

explained in the sections below (Craig and Charters, 2013 in Teece, 2016).  

 

Transactional leadership 

Transactional leadership is described as a style of managing which involves constructive 

exchanges in terms of rewards for a follower (Avolio and Bass, 1995; Judge and Piccolo, 

2004). In some sense it is a motivation-based system that uses rewards when followers who 

meet their goals that has been set up in advance (Zaech and Baldegger, 2017). Moreover, 

there exist two distinctions of transactional leaderships, the passive and the active (Judge 

and Piccolo, 2004). The active is described as focusing on monitoring tasks to detect 

problems and correcting those problems to maintain current performance levels while the 

passive is described to only react after problems have become serious and try to avoid 

making decision as much as possible (Avolio et al., 1999). Another possible definition of the 

transactional leadership is the instrumental which is said to cover aspects of controlling, 

structuring and rewarding (Nadler and Tushman, 1990). 

 

Transformational leadership 

The transformational leadership style have emerged from that leadership have been 

transforming from the more traditional style of being a boss and critic towards a more 

partnering and coaching leader (Mathew et al., 2015). Even though some scholars believe 

transformational leadership has wrongfully been interpreted too strict towards the 

transformation of subordinates rather than the organizational and societal transformation 

which was intended by Burnes (Burnes et al., 2016). Leading formal leaders to act too freely 

with little responsibility of their actions (Burnes et al., 2016). Four characteristics of 

transformational leadership have been identified earlier and they are: 

• Idealized influence where the leader is seen as a role model 
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• Inspiration motivation where the leader inspires motivation and team spirit 

• Intellectual stimulation where the leader stimulates creativity and innovation 

• Individualized consideration where the leader mentors and supports each follower. 

Which have been concluded by saying that transformational leaders, which by some also is 

called charismatic-, inspirational- or visionary leadership, give meaning and purpose to the 

work their followers do by inspire and motivate them to exceed expectations (Mathew et al., 

2015; Shamir, 1991). Moreover, Mathew and Gupta (2015) has said that the skills of 

transformational leadership would encourage performance and innovation in a rapidly 

changing marketplace (Mathew et al., 2015). Previous research has also shown that 

transformational leadership has a significant and positive effect on the performance of a 

start-up (Zaech and Baldegger, 2017). 

 

Contemporary leadership styles and other influencing factors 

Below follows an extraction on more contemporary definitions relevant to consider to be 

able to create a holistic view about leadership and what influences leadership. 

 

Servant leadership 

Servant leadership is in ways different from traditional leadership styles where power and 

control are traits that are highly valued since it is more about serving others. The leadership 

style has other driving forces comparing to the traditional way of leading. One could say that 

relationships play a crucial part in the conquest of being a successful servant leader. Servant 

leaders also encourage teamwork and creating strong cultures (Fahlberg and Toomey, 2016).  

 

Becoming a servant leader is not straightforward. Fahlberg and Toomey (2016) take up ten 

characteristics that one should think about and develop when wanting to acquire a servant 

leadership style. An extraction of them are listed and explained below:  

• Listening: A servant leader should listen and be able to reflect on what has been said. 

It will nurture an environment where people are able to express themselves and 

connect in a deeper understanding.  
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• Empathy: A servant leader primary aim should be to accept people as they are and 

see what is best in them. Even if an employee might have done something wrong a 

servant leader assume that the intentions were good. 

• Persuasion: A servant leader should motivate and encourage people around to make 

decisions that are good for the whole group or company and not just for oneself.  

• Stewardship: It is key for a servant leader to take care of every resource that is in 

concern such as human, financial and environmental resources as example.  

• Community builders: It is vital for servant leaders to create a united community 

where people can engage and learn from each other that eventually leads to the 

creation of common goals between everyone (Fahlberg and Toomey, 2016). 

 

Entrepreneurial Leadership 

The entrepreneurial leadership is about effecting others to understand and agree on what 

needs to be done and stimulate individual and collaborative efforts to achieve goals (Yuki, 

2013, cited in Leitch and Volery, 2017). Entrepreneurial managers are needed to guide a 

business in both creating and capturing value (Teece, 2006, 1986). An entrepreneurial 

manager needs to keep the company on the right time with their business, one example is 

when to release new technologies (Mitchell, 1991). Furthermore, the entrepreneurial 

manager has mainly been defined in larger companies. An entrepreneurial leader much like 

founders of start-up companies needs to assemble and deploy resources in pursuit of new 

opportunities as well as providing and sharing their vision for the future of the company so 

that employees see the same goals (Teece, 2016). To discover these opportunities for the 

company requires knowledge, creativity, insight into customers and practical wisdom 

(Nonaka and Toyama, 2007). It requires the entrepreneurial manager to be very good at 

screening and interpreting information no matter where it is given which is also known as 

abductive reasoning (Hanson, 1965 cited in Teece, 2016). 

 

Ambidextrous leadership 

Ambidexterity, in management literature, is to be explorative and exploitative at the same 

time (Gupta et al., 2006; March, 1991; Volery et al., 2015). Ambidextrous companies can do 

things simultaneously, for example being efficient and flexible (Simsek, 2009).  
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Leaders for ambidextrous organizations needs to handle contradictions, conflicting goals and 

paradoxical ideas as well as fill multiple roles within the organization (Raisch et al., 2009). A 

study showed that three leadership principles are often used by CEOs to maintain balance 

amid exploitation and exploration in the ambidextrous organization (Tushman et al., 2011):  

• They engage a senior team around a forward-looking strategic aspiration 

• They explicitly maintain a balance between demands of innovation units and the core 

business at the top of the organization 

•  And they embrace inconsistency by maintaining multiple and often conflicting 

strategic agendas. 

However, it has also been acknowledged in an earlier literature reviews that theory about 

managerial ambidexterity and what it means in practice is limited (Volery et al., 2015). 

 

Agile leadership 

”Imagine a company where mangers are coaches, mentors, and leaders who 

encourage people with inspiration, vision, trust; a company where there is 

singular focus on putting the enterprise first instead of individual egos.” (Moreira, 

2017, p. 1) 

When describing agility there are two words that occur more than others; flexibility and 

adaptability. In other words, one can say that it helps organizations measure its responsiven-

ess in today’s fast changing environment (Crocitto and Youssef, 2003; Harraf et al., 2015). 

Therefore, agility has been regarded as a core competence in recent times and one must 

keep on improving all the time to stay relevant (Harraf et al., 2015). A leaders behaviour and 

responsibility to be a good role model is particularly important since the leader should be 

setting an example for how one should act within the organization (Yew Wong, 2005). 

Generally, the agile leader usually promotes an open organization with no hierarchy to 

create a sense of togetherness and does not shy away from helping others when needed. To 

be able to attain the ideal feeling it is important for the person leading to always keep 

communicating and sharing the vision and drive that has been generated from the whole 

organization (Medinilla, 2012). Apart from that an agile leader should act decisively and at 

the same time be able to manage huge and complicated networks. Moreover, they should 

be able to seize opportunities that occur in fast-changing markets (Appelbaum et al., 2017). 
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A common attribute within the leadership style is the ability to relate ones experience to a 

broad range of different business fields which makes the person comfortable with not 

knowing everything within a certain area and can use its wide range of knowledge to solve 

complex problems (McPherson, 2016). 

 

Previous research regarding agile leadership shows that if management mainly focuses on 

staying adaptive and innovative one can achieve agility within an organization (Bonner and 

Hardin-Baylor, 2010; Crocitto and Youssef, 2003). To be able to foster such behaviours it is 

vital for management in agile environments to act more as leaders whose first objective is to 

empower the people in the organization. In order to do so agile leaders should passionately 

inspire members by creating shared visions that leads to an enhanced motivation in the 

whole group. Moreover, it is important to stay supportive and be ready to help when 

needed as well as making sure the organization has a direction that is followed (Bonner and 

Hardin-Baylor, 2010). Research has also shown that the idea of simplifying the decision-

making within the organization also plays a key part in the role of an agile leader where it is 

not necessarily vital that the leader is the one making the decisions. One should rather 

create an environment where it is easier for decisions to be made by ensuring that everyone 

got the right information to make a valid decision. One could do so by emphasising 

teamwork and strengthening the relationships between people at the organization (Bonner 

and Hardin-Baylor, 2010). The importance for agile leaders to encourage self-management 

and using an empowering approach is also strengthened by Melo, Cruzes, Kon and Conradi 

(2013). Their case consists of three large companies that use agile methods where the 

authors examine how the methods effects team productivity and management. It states that 

since agile methods are greatly affected by the management of people and teams it is vital 

that the agile leader empowers the members within the organization and highlights the 

necessity of teamwork. Doing so will benefit the management of agile culture as well as 

enabling an agile mind-set (de O. Melo et al., 2013). 

 

Followership 

Earlier studies have emphasized that leadership is in a relationship with followers but that 

this relationship is much too often neglected. And since the aim of this study is to examine 

the intersection between leaders and followers in organizations we must be aware, as said 
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by Dvrir and Shamir (2003, 1993), that charismatic leaders responds to their follower no less 

than the followers respond to their leadership (Dvir and Shamir, 2003; Shamir et al., 1993). 

Which indicates that there is a co-existence that depending on how the leader behave will 

unavoidable be effected by the follower’s behaviours and vice versa. So, bear this in mind 

reading the rest of this report that a lot of effects can be two-sided although even though 

most research today have a too leadership-central notion (Dvir and Shamir, 2003).  

 

Culture 

A broad way to summarize the definition of culture is to think in a dynamic evolutionary 

term. Which is by thinking of culture as what a group has learned in order to survive, grow, 

handle external environments and organizing itself. By understanding where culture comes 

from and how it evolves can help grasping its influence over groups. Furthermore, leadership 

is involved in the creation of a culture and is present at every step of a groups and 

organizations growth and maturity (Schein, 2017, p. 15). The old way of looking at culture is 

that a strong culture is desirable but is by definitions hard to change thus most probably not 

the easiest way for using in an agile and flexible environment. Therefore, a learning culture 

which are adaptive and flexible are probably the future. A try to present a leader that could 

promote this culture in evolution thus being prepared for the surprises of tomorrow have 

been presented by Schein (2017) in what he calls learning culture. He has presented the 

nature of organizations and work in the future for the learning culture to work with its main 

elements presented below: 

• Proactivity, a learning culture must promote pro-active problem solving. 

• Commitment to “learning to learn”, the organization must possess a learning gene, 

• The leaders of a learning culture must have faith in the people development. 

• Truth through dialogue and open to that no one will be a complete expert. 

• Commitment to the need for everyone to be able to communicate with everyone. 

• Commitment to cultural diversity, is very much needed in more turbulent times. 

(Schein, 2017, pp. 344–349) 

 

Moreover, specific research considering leadership and agility brings up the notion of having 

a certain agile culture depending on what kind of leadership is favoured within certain parts 
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of the organization. To be more precise one can say that different agile cultures and 

leadership traits is beneficial depending on the structure and what level of management an 

agile leader is in charge of. One often talks about three agile cultures, which are: 

• Expert leadership culture 

Managers endorsing an expert leadership culture are quite static and put confidence in 

tactical and incremental developments within the organization. Adding to that, such 

managers are sometimes excessively involved in others tasks and usually requests that all 

communication shall be made direct in one-on-one encounters. 

• Achiever leadership culture 

Managers that advocate an achiever leadership culture often have customers in mind. The 

preferred ways to work is by setting certain strategic goals and then find the right people see 

that the goals can be met. Much focus is put on developing the group to be as effective as 

possible and encourages cross-functional teamwork since it enhances the effectiveness.  

• Catalyst leadership culture 

In catalyst leadership culture collaborations plays a key role where empowerment and 

participation are vital. The managers act as coaches and in order for the people to develop in 

a positive way they give constructive and informal feedback (Joiner, 2009). 

 

Critical leadership studies 

Critical scholars have previously assessed the patterns of power and domination with 

leadership. They present an idea that the dominant view of leadership, in the form of a 

superior, autonomous individual who powerfully and heroically leads less capable people. 

Often illustrated as a man and thereby marginalizing females in a leadership context. Three 

incentives where they wish to question normal leadership studies exist. Those focus on 

denaturalizing leadership (showing that it is the outcome of an ongoing social process), 

studying it reflexively (by questioning how the researchers methods are implicated in 

producing the phenomenon of leadership) and treating non-performatively (by breaking 

away from attempts to optimize leadership) (Strannegård and Styhre, 2013, pp. 169–170). 
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Summary of literature 

The problem to analyse leadership theories is partly caused by different fields of science use 

different leadership definitions for very similar things. The reason lies in different ontological 

beliefs and evolving research ideas regarding leadership. Different ontologies weigh internal 

factors, like human traits, or external factors, like followership and culture differently. Even 

similar fields like economics have tried to explain it differently than management theorists 

as presented earlier in the section about traditional organizational leadership (Baumol, 

1968; Teece, 2016). Although certain grounds are not far apart and by locating similarities in 

unlike leadership definitions as in the example seen in table 1 the authors interpretation and 

summary of leadership for motivating agility can be seen.  

 

The area of focus has been extracted by combining earlier mentioned agile manifestos as 

well as what previous literature has stated important for the agile leader. By putting them in 

comparison and interpreting the results it is shown that many other definitions from partly 

different ontological beliefs cover certain aspects that stimulates agility.  

 

Leadership for Agility 

Area of Focus Endorses 

development 

Directs 

organization 

Strengthens 

teamwork 

Encourage 

empowerment 

Theory X  X   

Theory Y X   X 

Transactional  X   

Transformational X  X X 

Servant X X X X 

Entrepreneurial X X X  

Ambidextrous X X X  

Agile X X X X 

Table 1: Leadership for agility in different ontological and historical definitions. 
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Nevertheless, in order to illustrate leadership definitions that includes aspects that matches 

leadership for agility and to illustrate how earlier definitions can still be applicable for the 

agile leader figure 1 has been created which can be studied below.  

Figure 1 builds on the idea that to be able to cope with an agile organization the leader must 

cope with complex situations at the same time. More contemporary leadership styles such 

as servant, entrepreneurial, ambidextrous as well as the obvious, agile cover areas where 

the leader must be able to work on what is best for the individual as well as what is best for 

the organization at the same time. And in the same line of thought that was presented by 

Strannegård and Styhre (2013) in their saying that a combination of Theory X and Y are 

probably most beneficial, the merger of transactional and transformational style can be put 

in comparison (Strannegård and Styhre, 2013, p. 162). Even though previous research has 

indicated that it might be hard to handle two leadership styles at once it is not impossible. 

As confirmed by Nadler and Tushman (1990) in their studies about charismatic and 

instrumental leadership. They said such individuals may exist but that it sometimes can be 

easier to have multiple leadership roles (Nadler and Tushman, 1990).  

 

This combined and holistic view regarding leadership definitions could according to some of 

the critical leadership studies not be seen as a heroically best practice, in some aspects it is 

Culture 

Followership 

Leadership for agility 

Figure 1: Leadership for agility, definitions and theories that interfere and connect. 
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important to remember that leadership should be seen from a follower perspective as well. 

Concluded in regard to followership and cultural aspect of leadership there seems to be two 

ways to analyse how he or she leads. The first way is to look at it from the obvious side, the 

actual leader or manager, also known as top-down. The second one, called bottom-up, is 

where you look at it from the people being led. As Schein (2017) presented, there are an 

aspect for culture of being managed that will be effected by the leader (Schein, 2017). But in 

the same way as followership is not completely ruled out to be effected by the leaders 

behaviour in the first place, as stated by Shamir and others (1993), the connection between 

top-down structure and bottoms-up is inevitable (Shamir et al., 1993). Which have been 

illustrated in figure 1 that shows bottoms-up effects on leaderships such as culture and 

followership which are presented as influencing factors. Furthermore, the way Schein (2017) 

have presented his ideas on a learning culture matches aspects of how an agile leader could 

and should be prepared for the future by being flexible and adaptable (Schein, 2017). 
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Method 

A description of the chosen approach will be given in this chapter with explanation to why 

the authors chose to use this kind of approach during the thesis to ultimately answer the 

research questions. The research methods will be explained that shows how the empirical 

data has been collected. The chapter also contains information about the research reliability 

and validity with a complementing section about ethics. 

 

Research strategy 

Using an inductive process or having an inductive research strategy means that a theory is 

the outcome from the empirical findings that are made (Bryman and Bell, 2011, p. 13). 

During the research the authors of this thesis chose to use an inductive strategy since the 

answers to the research questions was to be found through interpretation of the interviews 

that has been made at the different start-ups. As mentioned earlier in the thesis it is the 

leadership and employees of the start-ups that is put under scrutiny. The main objective was 

to see if leaders and employees mind-sets are met when leading the agile-start-up and how 

does these ways of leading match previous theories. 

 

Qualitative research approach 

The main approach being used is of a qualitative nature where semi-structured interviews 

serve as ground when collecting and analysing the empirical findings. The qualitative method 

is seen as sufficient for gathering the necessary data and information that helps answer the 

research questions on how well the leader within an agile start-up meets its employees 

requirements. The qualitative method is also beneficial to use when using an inductive 

research strategy (Bryman and Bell, 2011, p. 386). Because of the small size of the start-ups 

and limited time the authors chose not to conduct any participant or non-participant 

observations in combination with the discomfort and stress it could cause when observing 

such a small group of people. It is also worth mentioning that no quantitative methods were 

used during this thesis. The reason simply being the nature of the research questions, it 

would be hard to gather information and similarities if the interviewees wasn’t able to speak 

freely about their ideas and thoughts in the matter. 
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Study methods 

Comparative case study design 

To support the qualitative approach a comparative case study design was used. A 

comparative case study design is best described as a study where one uses identical 

methods when comparing two or more cases. It can be used to understand social situations 

in a clearer manner and is applicable to both quantitative and qualitative research (Bryman 

and Bell, 2011, p. 63). In the same manner as a cross-sectional design the comparative 

design conducts the case studies at the same point in time before comparing the empirical 

findings. One of the main reasons for using a comparative case study design is the advantage 

it has when building theory. While comparing the different cases the examiner can get a 

clearer view of the context to see if a specific theory holds or not. Furthermore, whilst 

comparing two or more cases one may be able to extract ideas or other useful information 

that could lead to new theories being developed (Bryman and Bell, 2011, p. 66). Still, it’s 

important to acknowledge that there may be flaws when using a comparative case study 

design. In some instances, the researcher put a lot of focus on how to compare the different 

cases rather than the actual outcome of the comparison. One could also see researchers 

that use a comparative case study design tend to, in some cases at least, be stuck on the 

idea to create certain comparisons whilst it could be beneficial to have a more open-minded 

attitude concerning if something could be compared or not (Bryman and Bell, 2011, p. 67). 

 

Semi-structured interviews 

Comparing to structured interviews, a semi-structured interview can be described as an 

interview form that contains more general questions. This normally means that the 

questions become more open which in turn leads to the interview ending up being more 

freely handled as well. The sequence of which the questions should be asked can vary 

depending on the situation and the interview climate usually allows the interviewer to ask 

further questions if such has occurred during the interview (Bryman and Bell, 2011, p. 205). 

Semi-structured interviews were chosen as an appropriate method due to its desirable 

outcome when it comes to understanding the interviewee. It is beneficial since it enables the 

authors to engage well with the interviewee and create a friendly interviewing environment. 

This in turn helps form a better image of the outcome and leads to greater understanding on 
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how agile management works within start-ups. Both authors conducted all the interviews 

where one asked the questions while the other took notes and recorded the interviews. 

Furthermore, the authors decided to divide the questions between each other, so the same 

person always asked the same question, this decision was made to minimize the confusion 

that could occur for both the authors and the interviewee. Also, worth noting is that the 

interviews were held in Swedish and later translated freely to English by both the authors in 

collaboration. The conducted interviews lasted between 30-60 minutes depending on how 

much the interviewees had to say and how much they elaborated around their answers. 

 

Formulating interview questions 

For help with conducting the semi-structured interviews a series of questions was prepared 

to cover main aspects and help the interviews to cover relevant aspects even though 

flexibility for new questions during the interviews, depending on the responses given, was 

allowed. To have a prepared plan of the questions enhances the interviews to be given in 

the same manner which could be beneficial when analysing and in seeking for the 

elimination of biased interviews. The flexibility aspect when conducting the interviews are 

important for the possibility to generate room for the interviewee to explain their answers 

and help the interviewers understand the nature of things (Bryman and Bell, 2015, p. 481). 

Another reason to formulate some sort of questions and format for the interviews was the 

possibility to compare the results in the end. With no structure at all this would had been 

difficult (Bryman and Bell, 2011, p. 484). The actual questions for the interviews can be 

found in Appendix A and B depending on if the interview was with a leader or an employee. 

They were created by following the structure presented by Bryman and Bell (2015) which 

occurred by identifying and following the areas: 

• General research area, 

• Specific research questions, 

• Interview topics, 

• Formulate interview questions, 

• Review/revise interview questions and maybe return to the interview topics, 

• Pilot guide, 

• Identify novel issues, 
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• Revise interview questions and 

• Finalize interview guide. 

Following the steps creating the interview guide, developing the interview topics and 

questions was discussed and developed internally between the authors but complemented 

externally with supervisors of the research (Bryman and Bell, 2015, p. 489). 

 

Defining and selecting participants 

Previous literature on start-ups from Luger and Koo (2005) deploy three criteria to help 

make studies comparable and reproducible. All three should be used together when 

classifying a business as a start-up. These three are new, active and independent and below 

follows a short explanation of the three:  

• New ones have not existed as an organization before, and companies who only have 

made changes in name, ownership, location or legal status can be excepted. 

• The active criterion emerged due to critics have questioned if a new company that do 

nothing is really a start-up. A way of validating that the above criteria is met is to look 

at the date the company takes on its first full time paid employee. 

• Being independent means businesses that are spin-offs from already existing 

corporations and organizations, should be excluded (Luger and Koo, 2005). 

The idea to look into start-ups comes from the notion that they can generate insights for 

larger organizations due to their ability to balance speed and agility with strategic directions 

and control (Luger and Koo, 2005; Weiblen and Chesbrough, 2015). In accordance with the 

previous presented definitions of new, active and independent for a start-up the chosen 

corporations were all a match. All three companies follow the category of being active by 

having paid employees as an example. Continuously, the independent criteria are also 

feasible for all three even though some of them operate in similar branches as the 

corporations their founders previously worked in. This is not considered an issue by the 

authors since the new companies are completely cut off and is not considered to have a 

mother firm. But to further strengthen the reason that the companies should be considered 

start-ups which in some literature is considered the most agreed upon is the possibility to 

scale up and grow without taking geography into account (Robehmed, 2013). 
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Furthermore, an agile organization have previously been presented as a management 

concept with the aim at adjustments of the production to the ever-changing environment. It 

addresses how an organization are able to make changes in the scope of running operations, 

processes and business connections to cope with changes both outside and inside the 

organization. Especially, agility is a concept that incorporates flexibility, balance, adaptability 

and coordination under one denominator (Tyszkiewicz and Pawlak-Wolanin, 2017) . Table 2 

summarizes different definition for agility (Agarwal et al., 2007): 

S.N. Authors Definition of agility 

1 Goldman, 

Nagel, & 

Preiss, 1995 

Agility means delivering value to customers, being ready for 

change, valuing human knowledge and skills, and forming virtual 

partnership. 

2 Fliedner & 

Vokurka, 1997  

Agility is an ability to produce a broad range of low-cost, high 

quality products with short lead times in varying lot sizes, built to 

individual customer specification.  

3 Katayama & 

Bennett, 1999  

Agility relates to the interface between the company and the 

market. Agility acts as a pillar to improve competitiveness and the 

business prospects 

4 Christopher, 

2000  

Agility is defined as the ability of an organization to respond rapidly 

to changes in demand, both in terms of volume and variety.  

5 Mason-Jones 

et al., 2000  

Agility means using market knowledge and virtual corporation to 

exploit profitable opportunities in a volatile marketplace. 

6 Tolone, 2000  Agility implies effectively integrating supply chain and forging close 

and long-term relationship with customers and suppliers.  

7 Van Hoek, 

Harrison, & 

Christopher, 

2001  

Agility is all about customer responsiveness and market turbulence 

and requires specific capabilities that can be achieved using ‘lean 

thinking’. 

8 Aitken, 

Christopher, & 

Towill, 2002  

Agility is an ability to have visibility of demand, flexible and quick 

response and synchronized operations.  

Table 2: Definitions of agility. (Agarwal et al., 2007) 
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9 Stratton & 

Warburton, 

2003  

Innovative products and unstable demand typify agile supply 

drivers.  

 

Software development organizations have developed a specific set of methods to implement 

an agile mind-set. Furthermore, these methods have also contributed to other branches and 

organizations who wants to turn agile. One of the most prominent of these methods are the 

agile manifesto which exist of 12 original principles and four values (Williams, 2012). The 

agile manifesto is still considered valid and haven’t been abandoned since 2001 when it was 

created, although an updated version has been generated to better match start-up 

organizations. It highlights a focus towards four values to generate agile organizations. They 

are: Team vision and discipline, validated learning, customer discovery and initiating change 

(Denning, 2015). When moving away from only looking at software developers, research 

have observed that agile enterprises works with interactions, self-organizing, co-evolution 

and the edge of chaos. Shortly explained all these are important driving forces for an agile 

organization. Interactions can be exchanges between individuals, self-organizing is the 

spontaneous and feedback-driven exchanges leading to collective decision making, co-

evolution is a process of how the organization learns from experience and the edge of chaos 

describes that normally the agile organization operates in the borderline of constant change 

and a state of punctuated equilibrium. Since, agile organizations balance on the edge of 

chaos, some structures are often required to balance this. These structures often includes a 

shared vision, resource management aids, rewards systems and a shared operating platform 

(Tyszkiewicz and Pawlak-Wolanin, 2017). 

 

The mapping of the chosen companies as being agile have been generated with support of 

what literature have previously said about agile organizations. Both in regard to the updated 

agile manifesto but more importantly by moving away from only software developers. Thus, 

usage of traditional agile methodologies in the case companies not required. Furthermore, 

literature have shown that agile enterprises works with interactions between individuals, are 

self-organizing, uses co-evolution and work on the edge of chaos which all three of the case 

companies do. Working on the edge of chaos may be considered a rather problematic one 
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when only reading the criteria but confirmed by all case companies with support of their talk 

about trial-and-error which is further presented in the results below. 

 

Continuously, since the idea was to investigate the leaders and employees thinking and 

ideas behind leadership the actual field of work did not matter. Although the actual 

companies and interviewees interviewed have not been presented due to the decision to 

keep them anonymous to be able to get them to speak more freely about sensitive matters 

such as leadership. General information about the subjects were documented, such as size 

of the company which could be of use in the analysis and interpretation of the received data 

as well as to help categorize the different start-ups. More information of the answers as well 

as information from the interview results can be seen under the result section of the paper. 

Below follows a quick introduction about the different case companies as well as 

interviewees which include conditions for the meetings. 
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Case companies 

Information Start-up Agility 

A A newly started company, with less than a 

year in business and operates in the IT 

consultancy branch. Their aim is to help 

technology companies develop new 

products and other features, mainly in the 

Stockholm area. During their first time being 

an active company they have grown from 3 

to 12 employees with an aim to continue to 

grow in the near future. 

• New 

• Active 

• Independent 

• Possibility to 

scale 

• Usage of agile 

tools 

• Matches 

updated agile 

manifesto 

• Matches non-

software agility 

criteria’s 

B Two friends from university founded the 

company 2014. The company works in the 

renewable energy field and focus on 

providing their customers with a 

comprehensive solution in their specific 

niche. They have grown quickly to become 

around 40 employees (27 full-time 

equivalents) and have recently opened 

additional offices. 

• New 

• Active 

• Independent 

• Possibility to 

scale 

• No agile tools 

but matches 

updated agile 

manifesto 

• Matches non-

software agility 

criteria’s 

C Is a consultancy firm in IT that work and 

have offices around the Nordics. They 

opened an office in Stockholm around 3 

years ago as well as 3 other offices during 

the last year. They have according to 

themselves grown rather big and had to 

reorganize management to accommodate. 

• New 

• Active 

• Independent 

• Possibility to 

scale 

• No agile tools 

but matches 

updated agile 

manifesto 

• Matches non-

software agility 

criteria’s 

 

  

Table 3: Descriptions of case companies with start-up and agility motivation 
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Interviewee information 

Anonymity 

code 

Role Type of 

interview 

Date Location Sex Age 

Leader A CEO In person 21 march Stockholm Male 25-35 

Employee 

A1 

Customer 

relations/Sales 

Telephone 24 April N/A Male 25-35 

Employee 

A2 

HR/Recruitment Telephone 23 April N/A Male 25-35 

Leader B Founder/CEO In person 9 April Uppsala Male 25-35 

Employee 

B1 

Project engineer Telephone 17 April N/A Male 25-35 

Employee 

B2 

System 

installation 

Telephone 13 April N/A Male 25-35 

Leader C CEO/Senior 

consultant 

Telephone 18 April N/A Male 40-60 

Employee 

C1 

Senior consultant Webcam 25 April N/A Male 40-60 

Employee 

C2 

Account manager Webcam 19 April N/A Male 25-35 

Leader D Founder/CEO Telephone 22 march N/A Male 25-35 

Note: A fourth company was included in the beginning where leader (Leader D) was 

interviewed but due lack of access to interview employees the authors did not to use that 

company. The results from that leaders interview is therefore excluded.  

 

Analysis of the qualitative data 

During the interviews, notes and recordings were taken during the whole interview sessions 

and maximum one day after the conducted interview they were transcribed and coded. 

Similarities as well as quotes was looked upon when the transcribing was finalized. One 

reason for recording was to return to interviews later to clarify sections where the authors 

might have gotten different ideas about how to interpret the answers. After the interviews 

Table 4: Descriptions of performed interviews 
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and data had been documented the structure in the book by Alvehus (2013) was used. 

Which covers the aspects of sorting, reducing and creating argument to build up the 

empirical result. The collected data were coded to four different themes which all represents 

similarities that were found between leaders and employees in the sample organizations. 

The four themes were then presented in the results followed by an analysis which sheds 

light on how previous research combine with empirical results (Alvehus, 2013, p. 110). 

 

Quality criteria 

Qualitative research which have been used in this paper are, as with all research, in need of 

evaluation tools to assess quality of the study. The most prominent criteria’s in qualitative 

research are reliability and validity which are treated below (Bryman and Bell, 2015, p. 49). 

 

Reliability 

The process reliability, which is described to be the quality assurance of research being 

repeatable, have somewhat different usage when conducting qualitatively studies (Bryman 

and Bell, 2015, pp. 49, 400). A way to split up reliability in two, internal and external 

reliability, have been suggested when assessing qualitative research. External reliability is 

used to asses to which degree the research can be replicated. Which are a hard criteria to 

fully meet when conducting qualitative research due to the hardships with studying living 

and social settings. Although methods to minimize these inevitable effects is to use similar 

tools and thinking as previous research been using. Internal reliability is a criteria for using 

more than one observer and then agree upon what they have observed (Bryman and Bell, 

2015, p. 400). This research strives towards a high level of reliability. The authors of this 

investigation have especially used the possibility to asses each interpreted result with each 

other to strengthen the internal reliability of the empirical data. 

 

Validity 

The validity criteria are generally concerned with assessing the truthfulness of the conducted 

research. As with the split up of the reliability criteria, validity is often split up into internal 

and external validity as well. The internal validity is a measure of how good the researchers 

observations match their developed theoretical ideas and is often considered a strength in 
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qualitative research. External validity refers to what degree the results that have been 

generated can be generalized across social settings which can normally be a problem within 

qualitative studies due to small samples and case studies. The external validity might be an 

issue for this study from small samples although handled by acknowledging the hardship and 

by increasing the internal validity as much as possible by letting respondents validate their 

saying and results after interviews (Bryman and Bell, 2015, pp. 400–401). It is also not the 

purpose of this paper to achieve generalizable results in a larger context cause of the reason 

that it is a rather explorative and new area to investigate. A third validity criteria that can 

effect qualitative research is the ecological. It is a criterion that is concerned with whether 

the social scientific findings from a research are applicable to peoples natural social settings 

and not subject to being biased by the researchers used tools and processes. The ecological 

validity is not something that can be completely unbiased by the authors due to their 

interview techniques and chosen location for interviews but have been handled by 

describing the techniques used and by assessing each individual interview and investigate if 

any result might have been effected negatively (Bryman and Bell, 2015, p. 51).  

 

Alternatives for evaluating qualitative research 

Even though the above criteria for evaluating qualitative research are commonly used some 

authors have suggested that qualitative research need to have other definitions since the 

above are more applicable for quantitative research. They can stand for similar meanings 

and will therefore only be mentioned, with except for one that complements earlier 

mentioned validity and reliability. These four alternative terms and their connections to the 

above definitions, which are generalized in the overall headline trustworthiness are 

presented below (Bryman and Bell, 2015, pp. 401–403): 

• Credibility parallels to internal validity, 

• Transferability, parallels to external validity, 

• Dependability, parallels to reliability and  

• Confirmability, parallels to objectivity. 

Confirmability is the only one that complements already mentioned quality criterias and 

concern researcher to have acted in good faith (Bryman and Bell, 2015, p. 403). This study 

has not gained pay from the research thus not presenting results to gain benefits. 
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Ethical considerations 

Considerations to take into account when the study was conducted is, apart from using 

truthful and clear referencing, applicable to the empirical material that’s later been analysed 

and presented as a result. Since the purpose of this study have not been to discover hidden 

agendas or use uninformed and unprepared participants for result, a complete covert study 

and possible implications of such does not have to be handled. Although, when gathering 

the empirical material, main areas with risk of ethical implications such as harm to partici-

pants, lack of informed consent, invasion of privacy and deception have been considered 

(Bryman and Bell, 2015, p. 155). For the possibility to generate access to participants, the 

participants have been given the opportunity to be anonymous, both as organizations and as 

individuals. The participants was also informed in advance about the agenda of the research 

and was as stated earlier given the chance to evaluate the results generated from their own 

interviews before published (Bryman and Bell, 2015, pp. 134–142). 
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Results 

Firstly, four themes where the leaders and employees had similar answers to the questions 

in the interviews are presented. Secondly, individual factors considered influential even 

though not agreed on by the leaders and employees are presented. 

 

The importance of listening 

When talking about main characteristics for agile leaders the leader at company A discussed 

about the importance of listening to what the people around actually thinks. He said: 

“The best kind of leaders, in my opinion, are those who are there for their 

employees when needed without the employees even noticing that you’ve been 

there” 

To be able to do this the leader must be good at listening and have a genuine interest in 

people according to leader A. The feedback loop at the company also implies that listening is 

an important factor for the leader, where he wants to create a certain mentality at the 

organization that promotes openness and the ability for everyone to have their say without 

people getting upset. He acknowledges the time it will take to create such environment, but 

he thinks that by constantly have it on the agenda it’ll help the company reach their goals. In 

the future when the organization gets bigger the leader also spoke about the possibility of 

everyone having a mentor that would listen to any concerns that might occur.  

 

The interviews with the employees emphasize this matter, whereas employee A1 expressed 

a desire for the leader to listen and actually understanding the employee he is talking to. He 

said: 

“For an employee to perform at his or her maximum it is important to have a 

leader that coach you in the right way, and to be able to coach in the right way 

you need a leader that actually listens to what the employee feels or needs.” 

He went on by saying that a good leader listens to what the employee needs from the leader 

in order to thrive at the workplace. It relates with what leader A said about the importance 

of having a genuine interest and listening to the people. Employee A2 said that the most 

important factor for a successful leader is to be able to see people and listen to what they 
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say. According to him it was also crucial to have an open culture at work where one could 

speak freely and give feedback which suggests that having a leader that listens is something 

that lies close to his heart. The openness of having the possibility to give feedback is also 

something that leader A spoke about which implies that the ability to listen is a decisive 

factor according to both the leader and the employees at company A. 

 

Leader B stated that the company is encouraging its employees to have an open dialog at all 

times by giving feedback continuously so if any uncertainties occur they are dealt with 

straight away. To make sure that it’s possible the company created something called 

“actiontalks” where the employees sits down with a leader and have a discussion on what’s 

been good so far and what things that might be improved. Leader B also spoke about the 

importance of listening to what the people throughout the organization wants, preferably 

on an individual level even though he realised it being harder once organizations grow 

larger. 

 

In the same manner the employees that were interviewed talked about the openness that 

the company promoted where the “actiontalks” was seen as a good tool to create an open 

dialogue. Both employees B1 and B2 talked about the importance of having a leader that 

listens and understand a person’s needs where words such as sympathetic and flexible often 

occurred. In the end the employees, B1 and B2, found that the company promotes open 

dialogue where one always can have their say implying that there are similarities between 

leader B and the employees vision regarding leaders ability to listen and understand others. 

Although, B1 admitted that he has a rather high limit before using feedback channels. 

 

During the interview, leader C said that the most important characteristic an agile leader 

should have is the ability to listen to people and understanding what the group or the 

individual actually mean when talking. He said the following: 

“I thought about it a lot, and it’s not just about listening to WHAT the people say 

but also HOW they say it and how they act when saying it.” 

It is therefore important to both be a good listener and be able to “feel the room” according 

to leader C. 
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The employees resonate in the same way where employee C1 stated that the most 

favourable trait a good agile leader could have is the ability to listen to the people in the 

organization. The same employee later emphasized that it is vital that the leader listens 

actively and is interested in what the person has to say. Employee C2 also felt that one of 

the more important traits an agile leader should have is the ability to listen and not feel any 

pride or prestige because that could interfere with how actively the leader is listening. These 

similarities imply that the importance of a leader that listens actively and tries to understand 

what a person actual feel is central to both the leader and the employees at company C. 

 

The importance of responsibility 

During the interview, leader A talked about the importance of spreading the responsibility 

throughout the organization and let the people who works closer to a certain task make the 

decisions. According to him it is vital for a leader to have more of a supportive role and give 

away responsibility then pointing with the whole hand and take all the decisions by himself 

to be able to nurture an agile mind-set. He also spoke about that this kind of thinking 

obviously leads to the leader having less control of the situation, but it is not as big of a deal 

as one may think. Leader A said that if the mentality of letting people have more 

responsibility and make their own decisions is well incorporated within the organization it 

will thrive. 

 

Looking at the employees one could see that they have a similar mind-set regarding 

responsibility. According to employee A1 there is definitely a lot of personal responsibility. 

He thinks that the person who is nearest and knows most about a certain task is the one 

who makes the decisions in the end. Adding to that he feels that there is trust from top 

management that he is the right person to make these decisions as well, which is 

encouraging. Whereas employee A2 talked about the importance of getting support from an 

agile leader which goes in line with what the leader said about him needing to have a 

supportive role when delegating responsibility within the organization. 
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The leader at company B advocated a mind-set where the leader does not micromanage as 

much as one usually does. This results in giving away larger parts of the responsibility to his 

employees and not just small tasks. He said: 

“… to give responsibility, at least in my opinion, seem to drive individuals… It 

motivates them to do things” 

Thus implying, according to leader B the employees get motivated when they have a lot of 

personal responsibility, it is therefore important to be able to let go of some responsibility to 

others even if it’s hard at times he admitted. 

 

The employee’s perspective regarding the theme clings well with what the leader at the 

company previously said. Employee B1 thought that a mind-set where the company 

delegates a lot of responsibility to its employees is favourable and that it is important for the 

leader to take a step back when necessary. Another employee, B2, thought that an agile 

organization should not be so hierarchic with an authoritarian leadership. The leader should 

instead have an easy time giving away responsibility to the employees because that’s what 

usually drives them. 

 

When talking to the leader at company C he promoted a mentality where the person who 

know the most about a certain task or area is the one making the decisions. He thought that 

giving this kind of responsibility to the people around him would be best for the company in 

the long run. The leader also talked about creating the right conditions for people so that 

they will be able to take responsibility. That is why he advocates teams and individuals to be 

self-organising where he can have a more supportive role if there are any uncertainties. 

 

The employees had a similar mind-set regarding responsibility. Employee C1 talked about 

one of the biggest motivations for him at work was the amount of responsibility that is given 

to him on a daily basis. He continued to say: 

“For me, when it comes to agile leadership is about being a firm foundation for 

the team, group or the individual so they dare to make decisions… the right 

decisions.” 
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Which imply that an agile leader should encourage the people in the organization to take 

more responsibility by promoting more individual decision-making. Another important 

aspect to have at the workplace is that the person nearest a certain area or task needs to be 

the one making the decisions. This corresponds well with what the leader at the company 

talked about in a previous interview. When talking to employee C2 he thought that one of 

the most important factors for a pleasant workplace is to have the freedom and possibility 

to make his own decisions. According to him, a leader should be able to let go of some 

responsibility for this to happen because it shows that the leader can trust his or her 

employees. 

 

The importance of a defined direction 

From the first interview with Leader A the talk went into the importance but also the 

problem of making everyone in the company running in the same direction. Leader A talked 

about the future for their company most likely to become challenging with trying to keep all 

employees running towards the same goal. Thus, implying that they right now are going 

towards the same directions even though leader A is aware of the challenges for the future. 

The importance of going in the same directions was further explained by Leader A to let 

everyone taking their own path, thus being agile in the strive forward of the whole 

organization but also keeping everyone in a direction that in the end will benefit the whole 

organization. An important aspect of being a leader was to let everyone take their own paths 

towards the goal but also be there when needed. When it comes to motivation for the 

employees it is important to be clear and define purposes with certain tasks but also let the 

person in charge of a task to own it as well, which implies that a defined direction should be 

given but the exact way to get there might not be necessary. 

 

Both employees on company A talked about the importance of finding a purpose for each 

individual to stimulate motivation, even though it was also said by employee A1 that the 

individual purposes can be embedded in the groups aim and goals which implies that an 

individual direction would stimulate the employees on company A. Moreover, employee A2 

mentioned the importance of having a leader who let the employees develop and take own 

initiatives but also are available with short notice and interfere with clear directions if 

needed. Employee A2 also talked about the importance of knowing what is considered a 
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good job to be able to motivate himself which implied that he might be able find inner 

motivation by being given clearly defined goals from a company perspective.  

 

Leader B spoke about the need for some sort of “Key Performance Indicator” (KPI) to be able 

to evaluate employees as well as create incitements for the employees to fairly be 

evaluated. Implying that clear measurements are necessary to be able to make the 

evaluation process as objective as possible. Furthermore, leader B discussed the importance 

of having these KPIs set from the start but that it is also important to have a flexibility and 

change them if needed which implicit showed that it can be a challenge to give employees 

clearly defined goals and at the same time stay agile enough to be able to switch directions 

for the greater good of the company. 

 

The employees on company B talked in separate interviews about the importance of being 

led by leaders who inspire and spread culture that stimulates motivation throughout the 

whole organization. Employee B2 talked about the company doesn’t really have or need a 

script to follow even though the employee implied that a good leader should sail the boat. 

He specifically said: 

“The most important trait for a leader is to be in charge of the direction… To be 

responsible for the calibration of the direction even though you are sailing on the 

ocean” 

Employee B2 illustrated this by saying that the leader should control the boats direction and 

also stand his or her ground when there are really problematic winds blowing. Employee B1 

said the company have a high transparency in communication from leaders which implied 

that there somehow must be good enough communication from the leaders even though 

leader B said that their goals and KPIs sometimes must change on short notice. Furthermore, 

Employee B1 said that he thinks it’s really important for a leader to always do what’s best for 

the group and not work for their own agenda. Employee B1 also said that a leader should 

motivate employees by giving feedback, encouragements and dare to dream big which also 

follow the importance of clearly defined goals and directions even in flexible organizations. 
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In company C, the leader explained that he believes that the agile leader can let the 

organization itself take its step forward but be there by creating possibilities for it to happen. 

Even though leader C explained that he was rather new at the position as a leader, the idea 

from a leadership perspective was to let the organization be self-managed, although with 

support of him as a leader when necessary. Leader C talked about letting separate teams 

decide for themselves although with certain limits which implies that some sort of clear 

direction is needed from a larger perspective. Motivation in company C should be there from 

the start said Leader C, even though large goals should be set jointly as a group thus creating 

commitment and inclusiveness for the organization as a whole. 

 

Employee C1 stated that the leader in an agile organization should stand for security so that 

other dares to make decisions of their own, it was also mentioned that a leader should talk 

about why stuff should be done and not what to be done, which also implies that the leader 

according to the employee should show some sort of overall direction but not care about 

how the employees get there. This was also confirmed by employee C2 who said that an 

agile leader allows different ways of working and should let go of controlling behaviours and 

trust its employees. Employee C2 also returned to the importance for a leader to show 

direction by steering its employees in the right direction when necessary but not get 

involved in every little thing that should be done as seen in his quote: 

“…I also believe that the agile leader should be able to point in the right direction 

but not steer and tell someone exactly what to do” 

Both employees at company C talked about the importance of getting continuous feedback 

as well as confirmation when results are achieved. Employee C2 talked about wanting one-

on-one meetings to boost motivation and employee C1 talked about having fun, get a lot of 

responsibility as well as getting to work and discover new things to stay motivated. 

 

The importance of trial and error 

When answering questions about agile leadership and how leaders should act in an 

organization leader A mentioned that the agility of a company is defined by the idea to work 

with trial and error. Leader A specifically mentioned that decisions should not have to take 
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any detours implying that the company should dare to make trial and errors which was 

confirmed by saying it is important to have courage to make mistakes in the organization.  

 

The employees confirmed their leaders ideas about trial and error although employee A1 

also mentioned that they could become even better at actually living as they learn. He 

explained that they talk a lot about daring to make own decisions but that it is a learning 

process since a lot of workers from start are afraid of doing the wrong things. Here he 

considered the importance for the organization to continue not putting focus on who was in 

charge when mistakes occur and instead focus on the solution. Employee A1 also confirmed 

that he is happy in a working place that allows mistakes to happen, he wants to be able to 

ask questions and learn which he feels he can do at the company A at the moment. 

 

As mentioned earlier, leader B, talked about having some sort of KPI to be able change path 

in time before tasks have gotten out of hand, which is a sort of trial and error behaviour for 

the organization. In the same sense he confirmed the idea of trial and errors by talking about 

how they implemented the earlier mentioned action talks in their organization. They started 

off with trying the action talks, which can be seen as short feedback meetings for the 

employees, on a small group of people. And then when they got the feeling it was successful 

they implemented the action talks on the whole organizations. In contrast to the action talks 

that were a successful example, leader B also gave an unsuccessful example in his quote: 

“In the beginning we had weekly meetings with everyone… but eventually it 

became problematic when the organization grew too big… So now we have 

monthly meetings instead.” 

Were he explained that in the starting days of the company they had one kind of meetings 

that worked but eventually growing out of them being useful implying another example for 

the organizations trial and error conduct. 

 

Employee B1 and B2 talked in separate interviews about how they as a young organization 

need to be swift on their feet and be able to make quick changes even though having a clear 

direction as mentioned earlier. Especially employee B1 talked about the importance of their 

leaders to be able to distribute actions but also be able to change them on short notice 
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when needed which indicates that the employee has a similar understanding, of how quickly 

task might have to change, as their leader. 

 

Leader C talked about them as a company not discussing anything about being agile, but he 

thought the reason for that was because they already behave agile and work a lot with it 

without using tools internally. In the same answer he mentioned that company C sniffs its 

way forward which implicitly can be seen as them using a kind of trial an error mentality. 

Which also was further confirmed when Leader C talked about how he wants to take 

feedback from the employee in the future. He did have an idea that he would take feedback 

both individually and in groups depending which one will work best which implies a state of 

mind that tries to use a trial and error procedure in the evaluating process. 

 

Trial and error were also represented by the employees in company C, especially employee 

C1 talked about their company using many short iterations which indicates that they use 

tools to enhance the flexibility to change when needed. Employee C2 explained how the 

company worked by explaining: 

“…at the same time should it be both a proactive and reactive…We learn all the 

time and have to manage tasks as they come along.” 

Clarifying that the company is working both reactive and proactive in agile manner 

depending on what’s going on in the world which supports the ability to try new things and 

change them. An even clearer indication of how company C works with trial and errors was 

when employee C2 used the word firefighting when he described their work in parts of the 

interview. A successful agile leader was described by employee C1 to be able to make its 

employees daring to try things they haven’t done before and encourage its employees to 

make its own decisions which when put together entail a way of promoting trial and error 

procedures in the company. This also followed employees C1 own interests when he said 

that he gets motivated when he gets to try new things and discover new aspects which 

follows company C implicit vision of trial and error thus lets employee C1 to stay motivated. 
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Possible individual factors between leaders and employees 

One topic during the interviews was conflicts and more specifically how leaders or employee 

thought it should be dealt with at the workplace. Conflicts per se are of course complex and, 

in the interviews, it was revealed that not everyone wanted the situation to be handled in 

the same way if a clash should occur. Whilst the most popular way to handle a conflict was 

by taking the concerned parties aside and talk about it in private there were some important 

aspects that should be considered. According to some of the interviewees it is critical that 

the leader shows commitment and is able to put his or her feelings aside to stay objective. 

Among other interviewees the key part to solve a conflict is that the leader does not 

diminish anyone by not taking the situation seriously. Employee C1 thought that the best 

way to deal with conflicts is by speaking about them openly and always bring it up for 

everyone to discuss, it is the best way since an organization, group or individual learns a lot 

from conflicts according to him. Worth noting is that the authors could not relate this 

phenomenon to a comparison between a leader and employees since it depends on every 

individual and not whether one sits on a top-management position or not. In other words, if 

there where similarities it didn’t depend on the position the person sat on. 

 

Another interesting factor that actually could be related in the comparison between the 

leader and the employees in the companies is the aspect of cooperating in teams. The fact is 

that most of the employees talked about the eagerness and motivation one gets from 

collaborating with others within the organization. Employee B2 said: 

“I really enjoy the cooperating aspect I get when working here, we are ONE team! 

Everyone is really on the same page, which feels great.” 

Moreover, Employee A1 mentioned: 

“I like the different collaborations I am a part of at the office. You get to meet all 

kinds of people and the chance to be inspired by them is really appealing.” 

There was also Employee C2 that considered working in a team is necessary so that one 

always have someone to lean on if the person would get stuck or in need of some 

motivation. The same employee also stressed the fact that the people in the team don’t 

necessarily need to be like-minded for this to be effective. Employee B1 had similar thoughts 
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about it and said that being surrounded by and cooperating with driven people is one of the 

main reasons the person is working at the company. As one can see above the cooperating 

aspect at the workplace is something that lies close to the heart for most of the employees, 

even though the leaders did not talk as much about it which is something that could be 

taken into consideration by the leaders. 
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Analysis 

In the following section the findings from the qualitative interviews are connected and 

analysed according to the literature earlier presented. Many similarities, but also some 

differences when analysing the empirical data with previous theoretical ideas is presented. 

To best illuminate this the authors decided to use the themes used in the results from the 

conducted interviews which is complemented with a heading that address how theory and 

empirical findings do and don’t match. 

 

The importance of listening 

There are a lot of leadership theories that covers the importance of listening. For example, 

servant leadership is a certain leadership style that puts the need of serving individuals 

within the organization in focus. In simpler terms one can say that servant leadership values 

the relationships in a company. Therefore, traits such as empathy and having the ability to 

listen and understanding ones environment are crucial for a servant leader. It is valuable 

because if a leader is able to listen and reflect upon what the employees has to say it will 

lead to a climate where everyone has the comfort to express themselves more freely. 

Additionally, it will give the leader and the employees a better chance to reach a deeper 

understanding of one another. There are also other traits that could improve a leaders 

ability to truly listen. For example, being a servant leader also requires a person to be 

empathetic and accepting that people can be different (Fahlberg and Toomey, 2016). The 

aspect of emotions can also be seen in traditional leadership styles, namely transformational 

leadership where being aware of how emotions affect the workplace can enhance ones 

leadership qualities (Mathew et al., 2015). Furthermore, prior research concerning agile 

leadership emphasises the importance of agile leaders being supportive and creating a 

shared vision within the organizations as well as having an empowering approach since it 

enhances people’s motivation (Bonner and Hardin-Baylor, 2010; de O. Melo et al., 2013). 

 

Bearing the empirical findings in mind one can link the thinking behind many of the 

interviewees to the theories regarding servant leadership and transformational leadership. 

In all companies that were interviewed the leader and the employees thought that the 

ability to listen and understand each other is one of the most important traits a leader could 
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acquire. Even though all of the interviewees pointed out that listening and understanding 

are central traits for a good leader, people emphasized different items within the subject. 

For example, whilst company A and B focused on creating the right environment for 

everyone to be able to express themselves company C put more emphasis on trying to 

understand exactly what the person within the organization mean when expressing their 

thoughts. As cited earlier in the thesis, leader C said:  

“… it’s not just about listening to WHAT the people say but also HOW they say it 

and how they act when saying it.” 

Which goes to show that leader C does not think it is enough with just listening but to also 

try and “feel the room” so that one can support the concerned people the right way. Worth 

noting is that both leaders of company A and B and the respective employees also 

mentioned the importance of actually understanding each other but did not talk about it as 

much. This can be due to it already being an obvious factor to the interviewees and 

therefore did not feel the need to emphasize it as much during the interview. As previously 

mentioned, some of the leaders at the sample organizations indicated that creating a 

supportive environment is of great importance since it fosters openness and empowerment 

as well as enhances the motivation internally at the companies. This plays out well with what 

Bonner and Hardin-Baylor as well as Melo, Cruzes, Kon and Conradi said in earlier research. 

One could therefore point out that the importance of listening also plays a key part in 

leadership for agility. 

 

One could argue that after someone has listened, it essentially boils down to the 

understanding between the leader and the employees and how well the leader actually 

reflected upon what has been said. Moreover, in all cases the leaders have thought about 

the topic they seem to use some traits in combination from the servant, transformational 

and agile leadership styles, perhaps without even knowing it. Which can be confirmed by 

comparing it to the employees opinions, which shows that concerned parties within the 

organization have similar mind-set and perception when it comes to a leaders ability to 

listen. 
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The importance of responsibility 

According to literature and more specifically transformational leadership one sees that it 

advocates a certain mind-set where the leader should have a supportive role and act as a 

mentor for each follower at the workplace hence moving away from micromanaging. One 

could also see that a transformational leader is often described as a coaching leader and 

modern research regarding agile leadership strengthens the notion that the process of 

decision-making is something that should be simplified which also confirms enhancing 

employees possibility for making decisions (Mathew et al., 2015). By creating an 

environment where one easily get the right information to make a valid decision the whole 

process would go smoother and responsibility would spread throughout the organization 

(Bonner and Hardin-Baylor, 2010). Moreover, according to literature regarding agile 

leadership an agile leader often proclaims an open workplace with no hierarchies where the 

leader is not afraid from giving others time and helping those in need (Medinilla, 2012). An 

agile leader should also encourage a self-organizing workplace, which empowers the 

employees ownership (Moreira, 2017, p. 1). The same thing is brought up in the case study 

made by Melo, Cruzes, Kon and Conradi where the authors conclude that leaders should 

encourage self-management since it fosters an agile mind-set and also have a positive 

impact on management and team performance (de O. Melo et al., 2013). Looking at the 

empirical findings from the study one can understand that being a role model or a mentor to 

the employees is important to help generate leadership for agility. According to several 

interviewees it is vital to have a leader that can be supportive when spreading out the 

responsibility throughout the organization. For example, based on the findings from 

company A one can see employee A2 and the leader from the company had a similar vision 

regarding the supportive role a leader should have when distributing the responsibility 

throughout the organization. In the case of company C where the leader promoted self-

organizing teams, which resulted in the employees having more individual responsibility, it 

was also mentioned that the supportive role one should take when delegating much 

responsibility onto the employees is certainly important. The opportunities that comes with 

self-management was much appreciated by the employees where, for example, employee 

C2 expressed a great feeling of freedom when having that amount of responsibility. Others, 

such as employee C1, also cherished the motivation that came from having the possibility to 

self-manage. 



 

 48 

 

In the majority of the interviews, from both the leaders and employees, the general 

consensus was that an environment where the decisions can be made by anyone that has 

the right information is desired and fits in well with what Bonner and Hardin-Baylor brought 

up (Bonner and Hardin-Baylor, 2010). However, one should assess these theories through a 

critical lens and keep in mind that when simplifying the decision-making process there is a 

chance of the management losing track of what has been decided which can have 

devastating effects. Another interesting aspect that should be considered is the bad 

influence the combination of spreading out the decisions and encouraging self-management 

could have if organizations do not have a clear plan on how to set up the desired 

environments. 

 

Furthermore, theories regarding servant leadership take up important traits a leader should 

acquire in order to become a servant leader. One of these traits concerns a leaders ability to 

nurse and develop the employees personal growth. Showing commitment to employees 

personal growth would be beneficial since it will create other servant leaders in the long run 

(Fahlberg and Toomey, 2016). The above indicates that the old psychological traits 

approach, which is more about oneself, has been substituted for a more relational 

perspective even though the notion of traits exists. Based on the empirical findings from 

company B where the leader motivated the entrustment of responsibility onto the 

employees by stating that it helps with the personal development indicates that some of the 

traits that come from using a servant leadership style are useful. To have a leader that finds 

what drives the employees is crucial for a healthy workplace and according to both the 

leader and the employees at company B the driving force is the vast amount of individual 

responsibility and the personal development that comes from it. The literature also reveals 

that previous research has shown that transformational leadership has an important role 

considering a start-ups performance with showing a strong positive effect in most cases 

(Zaech and Baldegger, 2017). One could build the case that it is accurate since the leaders at 

the interviewed companies have similarities with some transformational leadership traits 

and are on par with respective employees concerning how responsibility should be handled 

within the organization.  
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The importance of a defined direction 

The literature shows clear example of importance for a leader to create some sort of 

inspiration even though no best sets of traits have been proven (Strannegård and Styhre, 

2013, p. 162). Furthermore, the importance for leaders to believe in their subordinates with 

start by generating clear directions for the employees have been implied in many leadership 

styles such as theory Y, transformational, servant, entrepreneurial and agile. This also 

follows the line of what all the leaders said about having shared goals. As in the example by 

leader A who talked about the importance of keeping everyone running in the same 

direction even though the way to get there could look different. Moreover, leader B 

confirmed the importance of set goals in his explaining about KPIs although he confirmed 

the hardship of being able to change these rather quickly and still getting the employees to 

agree on them. Leader Bs reasoning about KPIs also enlightens the needed leadership styles 

such as transactional, due to the fact that it creates rewards and motivation by setting up 

goals in advance (Avolio and Bass, 1995; Judge and Piccolo, 2004; Zaech and Baldegger, 

2017). The need for a mutual understanding of these KPIs could also be benefitted from 

some sense of servant leadership, especially interesting is the theories that address that a 

servant leader should be able to motivate and encourage the people to make decisions that 

are good for the whole group and not just for oneself (Fahlberg and Toomey, 2016). 

 

Moreover, some aspects of entrepreneurial leadership which include effecting others to 

understand and agree on what needs to be done might have a need in leadership for agility 

to manage with individualized goals (Yuki, 2013, cited in Leitch and Volery, 2017). From the 

employee’s perspective, all confirmed that a shared direction was needed to get motivated 

even though their own individual purpose differed. That there is a need for individuality was 

shown when employee A2 clarified that he needed to know what’s considered a good job to 

be able to find drive for himself as well as when employee C2 explained that he wanted one-

on-one meetings to really boost motivation. This also follows the line of an transformational 

leader which included the characteristic to include individualized consideration where the 

leader mentors and supports each follower (Mathew et al., 2015; Shamir, 1991). 

 

An interesting realization from the interviews comparison of the wants of leaders and 

employees is that so many leadership styles have similar characteristics. And when 
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combining leaders and employees wants in regards to goals and direction, it can include the 

need for a leader to assimilate part of the ambidextrous style to handle contradicting goals 

when it comes to the employees individual demands (Raisch et al., 2009). And in the same 

sense, agile leadership, concerning sharing the vision to the whole organization is needed to 

also align everyone in the same direction since that’s when leadership seem to be working 

best (Lord et al., 1999; Medinilla, 2012). This also follows what has been presented by 

Bonner and Hardin-Baylor who said that by creating shared vision and passionately inspire 

employees, people within the organization will feel empowered. By empowering and 

inspiring, the employees will happily follow its leader instead of feeling forced (Bonner and 

Hardin-Baylor, 2010). However, from a critical view it is interesting to put some light towards 

the critical leadership studies. Empowered employees seem to be positive in regard to the 

critical junction that leadership normally is presented from a too dominant perspective, thus 

talking about leading the less capable people. But a warning flag could be raised about 

whether this inspiring leader who generates employees who happily follows still moves 

towards the dark side of leadership that has previously been presented. Which in a worst 

case scenario could generate persons that almost does actions by blind commitment 

(Strannegård and Styhre, 2013, pp. 169–170). Although this pessimistic view might be a bit 

exaggerated there is a thin line between generating blind trust and generate critical thinkers 

who can assess obstacles objectively every time a new problem occurs. 

 

The importance of trial and error 

Most of the results implied that there should be a focus on learning with a big emphasis on 

an acceptance for mistakes to occur. Examples from the interviews can be given both from 

the leaders and from and employees. Leader A supported trial and error by saying that it is 

important to have the courage to make mistakes in the organizations thus him implying that 

everyone in the organizations should not be afraid to try new things. This was also confirmed 

by leader B who gave examples of them as an organization actually abandoning certain ways 

of working when it didn’t have the wanted effect. This thinking followed the employees 

need to try new things as confirmed to be of importance when employee C1 mentioned that 

he gets motivated to try and discover new things. From the theory it could be said that many 

different styles and definitions use some sort of trial and error procedure. An unexpected 
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example is the transactional leadership style, especially the active type who is said to 

monitor and correct problems before they get too big (Avolio et al., 1999). 

 

From a larger perspective, the culture of an organization which from literature are in an 

inevitable relationship with the leadership and employees, seem to touch upon the 

importance of trial and error. The theories about a learning culture who have been said to 

be of large important for start-ups to survive show that trial and error is feasible. More 

precisely the learning culture mentions the importance to have faith and accepting that no 

one will be a complete expert which could imply acceptance for mistakes to occur. This also 

supports what employee A1 said about not putting focus on who was in charge of a mistake 

and instead focus on the solution. Furthermore, employee A1 said that he is happy working 

in a place that allows mistakes to happen which supports the argument that both leader and 

culture in the organization should focus on being accepting of trial and errors. 

 

Another important aspect to consider from the analysis is that most employees seem to 

want and gets motivated by a trial and error methodology which is supported by most 

literature and leaders in the investigated start-up. However, the importance to be able to 

change tasks when necessary which is included in leadership styles such as entrepreneurial 

and agile will be highly effected by the leader-employee relationships according to 

Appelbaum, Calla, Desautels and Hasan which employee B1 also mentioned (Appelbaum et 

al., 2017). He implied that there is a big importance for the leader to distribute actions but 

also change them on short notice which existing theories about agile leadership seem to 

match. They mention the importance for the leader to always share and communicate the 

vision to create drive in the whole organizations even though not explicitly stating how to do 

this when changes according to trial and error may occur on regular basis (Medinilla, 2012). 

 

Possible individual factors between leaders and employees 

The clear linkages between how conflicts should be handled from the employees perspective 

could not really be located from the empirical findings since one employee wanted to be 

taken aside for a one-on-one session while another said he preferred it to be ventilated in 

the open amongst everyone. Although in regard to literature this only seem to prove the fact 

that an individualized environment is important in certain aspects. If for example the 
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transformational leadership who supports individual acknowledgements would be fully 

adapted different ways of solving complex situations due to individual employees would be 

possible (Mathew et al., 2015; Shamir, 1991).  

 

The second empirical finding that differed from what employees choose to talk about in 

comparison to their leaders was the importance of teamwork. However, it is not something 

that literature have forgotten. When it comes to servant leadership it was said that they 

should encourage teamwork and the entrepreneurial leadership is described to stimulate 

individual and collaborative efforts to achieve collective goals (Fahlberg and Toomey, 2016; 

Yuki, 2013, cited in Leitch and Volery, 2017). The employees thought that collaboration were 

an important aspect when it comes to their motivation also matches the literature about the 

agile leader which was said to create a sense of togetherness by promoting an organization 

with no hierarchy (Bonner and Hardin-Baylor, 2010; Medinilla, 2012). 

 

As mentioned earlier, the three agile cultures Joiner (2009) brings up in previous research 

apply for larger companies with different leadership cultures fitting different management 

levels. The cultures are called extreme-, achiever- and catalyst leadership cultures and the 

reason behind having three separate ones is due to the fact that some traits from a certain 

agile culture are more favourable to acquire depending on what kind of management level 

and tasks the manager is working on at the organization (Joiner, 2009). Comparing the 

research that has been made by Joiner (2009) to the empirical results in this thesis one could 

point to a resemblance between catalyst leadership culture and the three leaders at 

companies A, B and C. The focus on giving constant feedback and having more of a coaching 

approach are some of the traits that is highly valued by the leaders and also central for a 

catalyst leadership culture. However, it may be wise to bear in mind that all the three 

sample organizations in this thesis are start-ups and smaller than the large organization the 

theories considers. Therefore, one must be careful when comparing and examining how well 

these agile cultures actually match the management in the three cases since the start-ups 

does not have all the different levels of management as the larger companies do. 

Furthermore, Luger, Koo, Weiblen and Chesbrough (2005) recommend large companies to 

take a look at start-ups when wanting to achieve agility since start-ups are usually 

characterized by having the ability to balance both speed and strategic excellence (Luger and 
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Koo, 2005; Weiblen and Chesbrough, 2015). Continuously, there has been research made 

regarding agile cultures within large companies, as the case of Joiner from 2009, nonetheless 

more empirical studies on start-ups would be beneficial since that area is rather unexplored 

which have been realized when analysing the three start-ups in this research. 

  



 

 54 

Discussion 

Below follows a discussion on main realizations from our theories and empirical findings in 

regard to the research questions as well as a section that addresses the problems and 

possible factors which have effect on the results. 

 

Main learnings 

As mentioned in the beginning of the thesis, leadership theories are a complex phenomenon 

and taking a look at how leadership is perceived through a leader-follower perspective can 

be a difficult task since there are many variables that comes into play when studying it. 

However, the authors of the thesis have been able to draw out conclusions through the 

interviews and seen that the leaders and employees in the sample organizations have in 

many cases a shared vision of how a leader should act within respective organization. It can 

be confirmed in the earlier chapters where four areas of resemblances have been detected 

between the leaders and the employees, all of which represents vital aspects for a leader to 

acquire. When comparing the empirical findings with the literature one notice that the four 

presented areas reflects several different leadership styles. The most common ones that the 

three start-ups use are servant, entrepreneurial, transformational and agile leadership styles 

where traits such as empathy and have the ability to listen are a few of the prominent ones. 

It is quite surprising that the agile leadership style is not as evident regarding leadership for 

agility and employees wants as one would have thought. The reason for this could be many 

but a possible explanation could be that much of the definitions regarding agile leadership 

are rather new and not as well investigated as other leadership theories and thus not 

identified and used similarly by enough sample companies. On the other hand, it is well 

known that defining leadership is hard and therefore it might just be a case of the different 

leadership theories crossing over with each other. In other words, saying that a leader 

should for example be inspirational and able to motivate the employees can be seen in most 

of the leadership theories that are presented in this thesis which was also presented in the 

summary section in the literature review. The reason behind the high correlation between 

the leaders and employees vision of how a leader should behave could have to do with the 

size of the organizations. Even though all the studied start-ups in this thesis are doing well 

and have grown quickly in recent time they are quite small comparing to many of their 
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competitors. Bearing that in mind one could argue that it is easier to nurture a certain 

mentality that helps form a similar mind-set within these companies than it is for bigger 

organizations. At the same time, it can be seen as a disadvantage for the start-ups since they 

must deal with much more uncertainties during work, which can create disagreements. For 

example, bigger companies often have whole strategies in protocols and guidelines that one 

could follow when uncertainty occur. In the case of smaller companies, such as start-ups, 

uncertainties are much more common since their day-to-day work usually differs more and 

the likelihood for a disagreement over what to do next is higher comparing to their 

counterpart. Therefore, the task for the leader within a start-up to create certain mentality 

that reflects upon the employees might not be as easy as one may think. 

 

Moreover, there were a few aspects where the interviewees did not share the same vision. 

The most evident one had to do with conflicts and more specifically how they should be 

managed. The different opinions regarding the subject could possibly come from the diverse 

work background that the interviewees have had before. Hence, depending on what one has 

done in the past might reflect on how one would deal with a conflict today. On the same 

note, the age of the interviewees could also be a possible explanation to the differences 

since people that have been involved in working life for a longer period of time might have 

experienced more regarding how conflicts should be managed versus the ones that are new. 

This doesn’t necessarily mean that since one has more experience leads to a person knowing 

the best because it is still a matter of listening and understanding the people involved in the 

situation according to the interviews. As mentioned in earlier chapters the authors would 

argue that the topic of conflicts could not be viewed as a leader-follower perspective since 

there were no clear connections that could be drawn in regards of leaders and employees. It 

should instead be studied on a more individual level and understanding that everyone has 

their own experiences resulting in them wanting a conflict to be managed in a certain way. It 

is still an interesting phenomenon that is worth mentioning since it is a part of ones work life 

to a varying extent. Another thing that was noticeable was the fact that the majority of 

employees talked about the importance of teamwork whilst the leaders did not mention this 

aspect. When looking at the leadership theories one notices that promoting teamwork plays 

a big role in the journey to become a good leader, so it is interesting that it was not brought 

up so clearly. The reason behind this could be that the leaders of the sample organizations 
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see it as an obvious aspect and therefore did not bring it up during the interviews. One could 

argue that since there has been such a large amount of similarities between the leaders and 

employees vision of how a leader should be the leaders have done something to stimulate 

and promote teamwork within the organizations. The quotes from employees in earlier 

chapters support that with the majority being happy with the teamwork opportunities that 

is given from the companies. It is still worth noting and something one should be aware of. 

 

On a personal note, the authors have drawn a lot of experience from working on this thesis, 

both regarding the topic of leadership and what it means to be agile. Being two people 

working together has been a joy, mostly because being two means that if someone gets 

stuck the other finds a way to help. One might say that it is always someone driving the 

project forward, which is truly helpful. Furthermore, writing the thesis with another person 

is also rewarding in terms of gathering knowledge and getting new insights through the on-

going discussions that occur every day. Even though it has been tough at times during the 

making of this paper, personal realisations about the hardships of leading and being led has 

created a better internal working environment and acceptance which has offered a pleasant 

journey all in all. 

 

Generalizations and implications of theory and empirical data 

A lot of what was shown during the interviews matches some theory that leadership have 

already tried to cover. The more complex analysis that have emerged through this process is 

trying to map the empirical results with one specific leadership theory which have been 

shown to be an impossible task. Although, this realisation seems to follow other leadership 

theories in itself. The theories that have tried to address the problem that leadership theory 

are too leadership-centric as well as the theories that have promoted the need for an more 

open and holistic view about leadership follows this dilemma (Strannegård and Styhre, 2013, 

pp. 176–177). The field is complex and sometimes contradictory in its many approaches of 

conceptualizing leadership. Lots of knowledge and many theories about what is preferable 

for the individual leader have been presented. But to actually transform this knowledge into 

one person might be troublesome and something that is very hard for most individuals to do 

no matter what theory says. Consequently, even though a combination of leaderships and 

behaviours, which are feasible in order to cope with an ever changing environment, might 
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be possible to be captured in one extra-ordinary individual, sometimes the easiest thing to 

do is just divide the roles between multiple persons (Nadler and Tushman, 1990). 

 

The thesis results further support and could be of implication when considering a way 

forward for leadership theories and definitions about leadership for agility. By using the 

presented table describing leadership for agility in the literature review, a good starting 

ground for understanding the complexity and differences between different leadership 

definitions in future studies could be achieved. The results of this thesis also support earlier 

theories about the need to look at leadership more holistically and could contribute to 

society doing so. Although it would be of value with larger sample sizes, which is discussed 

more in the next section, a general implication from reading this thesis could be the trigger 

of leaders and employees trying to be more transparent about their needs and wants from 

each other. 

 

A critical review of factors influencing the result 

The main issues with presenting and finding theories in regard to our topic was the different 

believes about human nature and the amount of research that addresses some sort of 

leadership. Normally, a lot of theory would be a delicate problem but the issue with 

leadership has been that so many different specific formulations and definitions have 

emerged that are interconnected with leadership for agility. The authors own effect when 

trying to create a framework from all the different literature are inevitable and would 

probably been assessed differently by different authors. Although this very hardship 

enlightens a result in itself. The fact that a shared belief about leadership is hard to find and 

probably not being needed due to that it will always evolve and change. 

 

In similar fashion, a completely unaffected results or presentation of our findings have been 

impossible due to the nature of our method. The qualitative method has inevitable effects 

on the results although our presentation of used methods supports transparency to limit the 

effects as much as possible. Furthermore, more specifically the interviews different 

appearances with webcam, in person and telephone could surely have impact on the way 

the authors have experienced different results even though the idea of having one author 

conducting the same question in each interview hopefully limit some aspects of biased 
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results. Furthermore, the semi-structured nature of the interviews led to different time-

length and did let the interviews take different routes. The part of the qualitative analysis 

was conducted by the authors themselves, as for example the coding. Here there are 

definitively room for improvements which was realized by the authors while conducting the 

coding and theme generations. Even though the authors followed clearly and pre-planned 

ways for the analysis it was still discovered that it differed between them which was 

addressed by re-reads and co-discussions but still creates room for improvements since a 

learning curve for analysing qualitatively probably exist. 

 

Moreover, the low number of empirical samples may generate difficulty in validating the 

outcome in a larger context, for example moving away to other cultures and countries. Even 

though the results might be hard to generalize on larger organizations, the similarities of the 

empirical samples results could be considered as a complement for larger and other 

organizations in their quest of trying to achieve agile organizations in the way they address 

their employees. The results still contribute to a starting point and complement theories 

about how agile leaders should behave and especially how they should handle their 

employees. Another aspect when it comes to the empirical findings is the narrow age span 

with many of the interviewees being in the late 20s or early 30s as well as only having men in 

the sample which created room for a biased result. Larger samples, different age, sex as well 

as different branches of the studied companies could also have effecting result which should 

be considered for future studies. 

 

As mentioned earlier in the paper there was a fourth company that did not make it into this 

study due to the lack of access to interview its employees. According to the leader there was 

not a good time to be interviewing people at the organization due to problematic 

circumstances that was happening at the moment. If the situation would have looked 

different and the chance of interviewing the employees was made possible one could argue 

that it could help the end result with getting more input regarding this topic. A broader 

picture could have been attained by strengthening the analysis even further.  

 

Negative implications by using the results from this thesis for organizations and leaders 

could be in trying to use the results, which was generated under certain constraints, to 
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broadly and stop being open to the fact that certain organizations might not be suitable for 

having the same kind of leadership approach. As for example by irrationally trusting the 

areas where leaders and employees thinks and wants the same in regard to leadership the 

organizations might forget the individual aspects, which clearly existed in the results as well, 

resulting in leaders and employees being negatively affected.  
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Conclusion 

The empirical data withdrawn from the performed interviews and the investigated theories 

helped in creating a cross analysis that was used answering the research questions in 

chronological order below. 

 

• RQ 1: Leaders seem to have similar ideas about leadership although different 

theoretical knowledge in the area. 

From the empirical investigations there seem to be clear indications that leaders in agile 

start-up have a rather similar idea about their leadership even though they have various 

theoretical knowledge in the area. There seem to be an understanding that the leaders are 

nothing without driven and highly skilled employees although it was noticed the lack of 

addressing teamwork which has been emphasised both from theory as well as employees. 

The importance for keeping the employees motivated as well as having them take 

responsibility seem to be crucial for the survival of a company and something that is highly 

valued by the leaders. Moreover, no best set of traits or leadership styles according to 

theory seem to cover all that is needed, due to the need to cope with individuality. Which 

only strengthen what has been presented by Strannegård and Styhre (2013) in earlier 

studies, saying that a mixture of leadership styles is probably the most beneficial 

(Strannegård and Styhre, 2013, p. 162). 

 

• RQ 2: The employees seem to have similar thoughts of what they want, although 

specifics might differ. Clear directions and possibility to impact their job is highly 

valued. 

The employees have a similar idea of what is needed and what they want in regard to 

leadership even though some specifics might differ. It differs due to individuality in the same 

fashion as with the leaders. The employee seems to want clear directions as well as being 

able to impact their own work and ways of working. In general, they seem to have a 

somewhat similar picture of leadership as their leaders although they think a leader should 

promote collaboration and teamwork a lot, which follows what leadership theories say but 

the investigated leaders left out. 
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• RQ 3: There is a correlation between what leaders and employees thinks and wants 

in regard to leadership in 4 main areas. Although evident amount of individuality is 

needed. 

In the agile start-ups examined in the thesis there is clear correlation between what the 

employees wants and what the leaders consider important when leading the organization in 

regard to the importance of truly listening, the importance of distribution of responsibility 

and the importance of a clearly defined direction. Furthermore, there also seems to be a 

general understanding for the need and acceptance for trial and errors in all the agile start-

ups investigated. Moreover, in complement to the mentioned resemblances between 

leaders and employees there seem to be a big need for individuality from the leadership 

towards their employees as well. This follows theories presented by Dvir and Shamir (2003) 

that promotes further studies about a less leader-centric view when analysing leadership 

(Dvir and Shamir, 2003). 

 

Further research 

Future studies should consider increasing the sample size of agile start-ups and conduct a 

bigger research. While doing one may also try to include participants of different age and sex 

to enrich the study even further. The results could by that be used to generate bigger 

validity and confirmability of these results. In the same manner the study could also be 

made using a longitudinal design where one examines the sample organizations for a longer 

period of time to see if the participants view regarding leadership differs throughout the 

process and especially differs between what they say and do. Moreover, one can involve 

several companies from other industries as well to see if the results correlate across the 

industry borders. Another interesting aspect would be to study the same phenomena but 

involve organizations from different countries since there might be a lot to learn when one 

takes different country’s respective culture into account.  

 

This research could further be complemented by sending additional questions to the sample 

participants leading to greater understanding on reasons why the leaders and employees 

answered the way they did. This would complement the started research within this field 

which only answered how they thought.  
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Appendix A – questions for leaders [SWE]  

 
  

Niklas Nyström & Zakaria Rahmani 
MILI, Uppsala Universitet 

- Vad vet du om agilt ledarskap/agilt arbetssätt? 
 
- Hur arbetar ert företag agilt?  
 
- Vad är en agil ledare enligt dig? 
 
- Vad anser du är den viktigaste egenskapen för en ledare att ha? / Vilken egenskap 

bör en ledare ha för att bli framgångsrik enligt dig? 
 
- Hur skulle du beskriva ditt ledarskap/ditt sätt att leda? 
 
- Hur hanterar du motivationen/en konflikt på arbetsplatsen? 
 
- Diskuteras företagets ledarskap någonting internt? 
 
- Hur har ditt sätt att leda ändrats om du jämför med början av företagets uppstart 

och nu? 
 
- Får du/Ber du om feedback gällande ditt sätt att leda? 
 
 
Om tid finns: 
- Skulle du säga att ditt företag har en tydlig organisationskultur? Utveckla gärna. 
 
- Hur skapar ni er organisationskultur? / Vad är viktigt vid skapandet av en 

organisationskultur? 
 
- Anser du att det kontinuerligt jobbas på att skapa en viss organisationskultur? Hur då? 
 
 
Notering: Vi kommer börja intervjun med att be dig berätta lite om dig själv och ditt företag. 
Du kommer ha möjligheten att svara anonymt i rapporten samt kunna granska och 
godkänna dina egna svar innan arbetet är färdigställt. Om möjligt spelar vi gärna in intervjun 
så vi kan transkribera den i efterhand. 
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Appendix B – questions for employees [SWE] 

 

Niklas Nyström & Zakaria Rahmani 
MILI, Uppsala Universitet 

- Vad vet du om agilt ledarskap/agilt arbetssätt? 
 
- Hur arbetar ert företag agilt? 
 
- Vad är en agil ledare enligt dig?  
 
- Vad är viktigt för att trivas på en arbetsplats för dig? 
 
- Vad motiverar dig att göra ett bra arbete? 
 
- Vad anser du är den viktigaste egenskapen för en ledare att ha? / Vilken egenskap 

bör en ledare ha för att bli framgångsrik enligt dig? 
 
- Hur ska en ledare hantera motivationen/en konflikt?  
 
- Diskuteras företagets ledarskap någonting internt? 
 
- (Finns det möjlighet att ge feedback på företagets ledarskap?) 
 
Notering: Vi kommer börja intervjun med att be dig berätta lite om dig själv. Du kommer 
självklart ha möjligheten att svara anonymt i rapporten samt kunna granska och godkänna 
dina egna svar innan arbetet är färdigställt. Om möjligt spelar vi gärna in intervjun så vi kan 
transkribera den i efterhand. 
 
 
 


