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Abstract

The volatile environment is nothing new, but in the last two years, when the world had to cope
with the pandemic, it was the agile companies that were able to survive or even make a profit.
More than ever, the business is done through projects and the practices used make the difference
between being fast and agile or being a follower. The present work analyses the presence of
agile practices in the context of the merger and acquisition of a European and a Chinese
company in Europe. The research aims to close the gap of adding empirical evidence of
adopting agile project management practices in a manufacturing company as well as how the
project management is transformed in the context of a merger and acquisition.
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1. Introduction

Constant change, uncertainty and unpredictable environment have always been a challenge for
companies (Sharifi and Zhang, 2001; Small and Downey, 1996; Bessant et al., 2002). However,
it is the way the companies deal with this constant that makes them stand out and survive
(Shams et al., 2021; Sherehiy, Karwowski and Layer, 2007; Sharifi and Zhang, 1999). In the
manufacturing industry, the leading paradigm to overcome volatility is to react quickly, respond
to changing demand from the market, deliver high quality, increase productivity and, with
optimization, reduce cost (Cho, Jung and Kim, 1996). There is one other tool frequently used
to reduce uncertainty, gaining market share, add new resources, ensure growth, and lead the
way to achieving strategic business objectives - mergers and acquisitions (Kumar, 2019; Karst
and Johnson, 2020; Sun, 2018; Zhu and Zhu, 2016; Yang and Hyland, 2012; Tallon and
Pinsonneault, 2011). So, looking at the companies that went through mergers and acquisitions,
what do these companies have in common? They are deemed as "adaptive", "flexible", or
“agile” (Sherehiy, Karwowski and Layer, 2007).

Such companies are usually also project oriented (Tordrup and Engholm, 2022, Lasinska N,
2021), performing business development through projects. The more R&D oriented are prone
to using the traditional, stage-gate project approach and the more IT or software-oriented use
more agile project approach. However, the hard distinction between the two is quickly
vanishing, since today, almost all companies rely on IT and software. So, it is no surprise that
the traditional project approach and agile project approach have long been on the road to
coming together. After the initial decade of the introduction of agile practices, the companies
turned to the agile community, asking how best to adopt agile practices (Sidky, Arthur and
Bohner, 2007; Thesing, Feldmann and Burchardt, 2021; Gandomani and Nafchi, 2015).

Surprisingly, even though the term agility has been around for more than 30 years (Ulrich and
Yeung, 2019), it has been extensively researched, mostly in the field of “software” (Vallon et
al., 2018; Inayat et al., 2015; Jovanovic et al., 2020). Research in other areas of industry, as
well as different types of projects, is long overdue (Conforto et al., 2014). More specifically,
insight into the area of integrating agile into the stage—gate model is missing (Karlstrom and
Runeson, 2005). Meaning research in [hybrid] approaches to overcome challenges (Cao et al.,
2009; Jovanovic et al., 2020) in the volatile environment and the adaptation with the tailoring
of use of such approaches in different projects and organizational environments (Cao et al.,
2009) is missing.

Present research intends to close this gap by answering the research question on how are agile
practices in project management evolving during a merger of 2 companies while combining
agile and stage-gate project approach practices.

Following the introduction, insight into the theory and the past work is provided. Here the gap
in the research is made even more evident. In the research design section gathering of data and
methods use is provided. In the discussion and conclusion section the contribution and further
works is presented.

2. Theoretical insights
This part is dedicated to the theoretical basis of the present research, indicating the lens and the

most relevant underpinnings.

2.1. Agility



Agility has been part of the quest of identifying the key competencies a company must possess
(to build competitive advantage and thus be successful) for the past 30 years (Ulrich and Yeung,
2019). In essence, agility is the ability to (1) create a future, (2) anticipate opportunity, (3) adapt
quickly and (4) learn always (Ulrich and Yeung, 2019).

2.1.1. Agility on company level

On the company level, agility is the ability of an organization to quickly and flexibly respond
to market opportunities without sacrificing efficiency (Junni et al. 2015). It is its ability to
continuously adapt to changing and uncertain environments (Goldman, Nagel and Preiss, 1995;
Lin, Chiu and Chu, 2006).

2.1.2. Agility on the project management level

On the level of project management, agility is “[...] an approach based on a set of principles,
whose goal is to render the process of project management simpler, more flexible and iterative
in order to achieve better performance (cost, time and quality), with less management effort
and higher levels of innovation and added value for the customer” (Conforto ef al. 2014).

2.2. Project-as-practice theory

“Project—as—practice” theory is based in social sciences and is part of the stream that focuses
on an empirical and process—oriented approach (Morris, Pinto and Soderlund, 2011). It has a
descriptive focus, emphasizing the practice and putting it as the center of the unit of analysis
(Nicolini 2012).

Following the written, the research is building on the Project—as—practice theory, looking
through the lens of agility.

3. Research Methodology
3.1. Research design

At the core of the research is the project management transformation by analyzing the use of
agile project management practices in projects before and after the merger of a European and
Chinese company. The evaluation on the level of projects inside different departments is done
by using a framework - the Sidky Agile Management Index (Sidky, Arthur and Bohner, 2007)
and Scaled Agile Framework (SAFe) (‘Achieving Business Agility with SAFe ® 5°2021). The
Sidky Agile Management Index provides the framework to assess a company's highest level of
agility it can achieve by setting the target level of agility on the project level. Next to that, the
Agile scaled framework adds the ten underlying principles: economic view, system thinking,
variability and preserve options, integrate learning cycles, base milestones on objective
evaluation of working systems, reduce batch sizes, apply cadence, unlock intrinsic motivation
of workers, decentralize decision making, organize around value (‘Achieving Business Agility
with SAFe ® 5’ 2021). In parallel a survey devised by Sharifi and Zhang (Sharifi and Zhang,
2001) on organizational agility is utilized to determine the current level of company’s agility.
The insight is used as the base of comparison where the company is at the moment and where
it needs to be in regard to it’s business environment.

The method used is the qualitative research approach using an embedded in-depth single case
study of a company (Yin, 2018). The case study is exploratory, descriptive and explanatory in
nature (Martinsuo and Huemann, 2021), analyzing the presence of agile project management
practices in projects managed in all three typical phases of the merger: pre-merger, merger,



post-merger (DePamphilis, 2019). To cover the whole timeline of agile practice evolution, a
retrospective analysis is used with clear instructions to mitigate the usual high risk of bias
(Nelson, 2007). The research is conducted through observation in a real-life setting, with the
particular dynamic taking place (Maylor, Blackmon, Huemann, 2017). The main limitation of
the research is the scope of the research. The merged company has more than 20 departments,
however the survey is covering only the departments which can answer the questions set in the
Zhang and Sharifi survey. Also, during the research there was a strong push to set up a Digital
strategy until 2025, including implementation of agility.

With this approach the research will answer the main research question: How are agile practices
in project management evolving during a merger of 2 companies while combining agile and
stage-gate project approach practices?

3.2. Data collection

For the data collection on the company level 2 sets of questionnaires were distributed in
February 2023 — 1% assessing how turbulent is the business environment of the merged
company (looking on the market, competition, customers, product and manufacturing
technology, sustainability and governmental laws and suppliers) and the 2" assessment what
is the current level of agility of the merged company. The 2™ round of same questions will be
sent beginning of March to assess the situation before the merger for each company separately.

Gathered answers from 9 sales business units are analyzed inside the 1KA surveys tool.

Gathering the insight on the presence of agile project management practices inside projects will
be conducted in April/May 2023 using semi-structured interviews and a survey. For each
department (marketing, logistic, sales, IT, R&D) projects will be chosen covering 3 criteria:
started before the merger, started during the merger, started after the merger. Interviews will be
between 45-90 min. and the survey will be devised afterwards to add to additional insight. All
interviews will be done over Teams and transcribed afterwards. For the interviews held in
Slovenian language will be translated into English.

4. Analysis

Based on the available data from the surveys and the semi-structured interviews on the
company and the department/project level, the research is showing the past and current level
of agility on the company level, uncovering a trend. This insight is used as the basis for the
insight into the department and project level, showing if this is reflected in the same way. The
second observation on the project level is to see the project management transformation
through time until today.

5. Discussion
To link the found insight with the literature and theory the research is following 3 assumptions:

1. Chinese company is operating in a highly volatile and competitive environment
globally; hence it should show that it uses several agile practices in different types of
projects.

2. The predominantly stage-gate oriented project management in the European company
is a result of a less volatile environment, hence agile project management practices are
found only in software development projects.



3. After the merger of the 2 companies the need for agility has increased because of the
transition of both companies to new markets. From that perspective the need for
executing projects with the usage of more agile practices is higher.

What could come as a surprise is how much the Chinese company has taken over the stage-
gate way of managing projects in the process of project management transformation, resulting
in a hybrid version (agile and stage-gate) of the project approach in the merged corporation.
Also the implementation of the Digital strategy of the merged company is a contributing factor
in spreading the knowledge about the agile project management practices, hence presenting a
tool to increase the adoption.

6. Conclusion

The use of agile methods in the software industry is almost a standard. However, the transition
into other areas like logistic, marketing and HR is on the rise for years. Especially in turbulent
times, the agile approach can make a difference between profit and loss. Where some see
potential to implement, others have it already in their daily business. This is true for the
researched case of the Chinese company taking over the European. A significant role plays the
volatility of the environment, and since the Asian environment is more challenging in terms of
competition, it requires a higher level of agility to react. Flowing down to the department and
project level, the clash of the stage-gate and the agile project management approaches
unmistakably creates a new, hybrid project management in the merged company.

The presented case offers an insight on how agile project management practices are
implemented in a manufacturing company in the context of a merger and acquisition and that
the company will choose only the practices that contribute to value creation and are feasible to
implement.

For further research, a multi-case study could be conducted revealing a trend of using agile and
stage—gate practices as needed, companies taking the "best of both" in a specific situation or a
project.
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