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Abstract. Agile development has emerged as the dominant approach to developing soft-
ware across much different institutional environments. We report a study of how organiza-
tions in four different institutional contexts translate agile development in different ways.
Drawing on institutional logics and translation theory, we highlight how the dynamism
and pluralism of the institutional environment influence the ways that agile development
is translated by organizations. For example, contexts higher in pluralism move to increased
documentation, whereas contexts marked by less dynamism move toward longer cycle
times. Further, we identify a process of “ratcheting” for how these organizations translate
agile methods in a stepwise, accumulative manner away from canonical agile practices
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Introduction

Agile software development (hereafter, “agile”; Beck
et al. 2001) is the most widely used approach for creat-
ing software, and is particularly important in the digital
age, where software is essential for many products,
processes, and business models (Barroca et al. 2019,
Berente 2020). Yet, agile is not a one-size-fits-all
approach; different organizations implement agile in
different ways (Baham and Hirschheim 2022). Organi-
zations translate the concept of agile into practices that
fit their institutional contexts (Pries-Heje and Basker-
ville 2017).

Existing literature emphasizes the initial steps in this
translation process—the decision-making through
which organizations customize agile methods, incorpo-
rating some (but typically not all) agile practices (Cao
et al. 2009). This decision-making step is often
described as “tailoring” (Avison and Fitzgerald 2003,
Fitzgerald et al. 2006). Tailoring involves choices made

to implement agile to align with organizational, project,
and team-related factors (e.g., livari and livari 2011,
Tolfo et al. 2011, Campanelli et al. 2018). Initial tailoring
is not the end of the process—agile practices continue
to evolve after adoption through a translation process
that is shaped by an organization’s institutional context
(Pries-Heje and Baskerville 2017). Institutional pressures
that organizations face, such as normative standards, reg-
ulatory constraints, and stakeholder demands (Baxter
et al. 2023), over time reshape how agile is practiced
across different organizations. For example, a govern-
ment development team may introduce more docu-
mentation and approval requirements over time in
response to regulatory oversight (Neumann et al. 2024),
whereas a tech startup might drop even relatively light-
weight Scrum rituals to move faster (Giardino et al.
2016). Although existing research indicates that institu-
tional context contributes to the translation of agile over
time (Pries-Heje and Baskerville 2017), there is no
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theory of how different institutional contexts shape this
translation.

Different institutional contexts may involve very dif-
ferent institutional logics (Friedland and Alford 1991).
Institutional logics describe the rationalities of organi-
zations operating in different sectors of society and can
involve many different goals, assumptions, normative
standards, and material practices that provide the tem-
plates and scripts for organizational action (Thornton
etal. 2012). They mark different organizational contexts
and inform how the translation process occurs (Nielsen
etal. 2014). After all, a government agency typically fol-
lows a different institutional logic than a tech startup.
However, different institutional contexts are not
entirely distinct. There are inevitably some regularities
across contexts that could be understood to guide
research and practice regarding the pressures of agile
translation over time. Yet there is no general way to
conceive of these differences to show how different
institutional contexts shape the translation of agile.
Institutional theory suggests that organizations will
align practices with their institutional imperatives
(DiMaggio and Powell 1983), so exploring this align-
ment in agile methods is crucial. Thus, in this research,
we seek to understand how different institutional con-
texts shape the translation of agile practices over time. In
particular, we look for general regularities that may
explain this translation process.

We conducted an exploratory study of organizations
from four different institutional contexts—one entre-
preneurial software company and three more tradi-
tional organizations (i.e., manufacturing, government,
and professional service). We draw on translation the-
ory, which examines how practices change as they are
diffused across different institutional settings (Czar-
niawska and Sevéon 1996, Pries-Heje and Baskerville
2017), to explore the institutional logics that shape
development processes. We identify two theoretical
constructs as the regularities across logics that appear
to influence the translation process: pluralism and dyna-
mism. These concepts enable us to move beyond speci-
fic institutional logics to theorize about regularities
across diverse contexts. Additionally, we identify a
“ratcheting” process, which describes how the transla-
tion of agile gradually shifts over time to better align
with a relevant institutional logic. The notion of ratchet-
ing emphasizes that translation occurs in a punctuated,
stepwise manner, where each adaptation builds off the
previous adaptation. Organizations make incremental
changes to a limited set of agile practices, which then
cascade into further changes over time. This ratcheting
process contrasts with research on agile tailoring,
which generally assumes discrete decisions aimed at
optimizing fit.

We theorize that cases characterized by high dyna-
mism but low pluralism (i.e., entrepreneurial settings)

tend to embrace agile practices. In contrast, cases with
higher pluralism, lower dynamism, or both higher plu-
ralism and lower dynamism tend to move away from
canonical agile practices. Pluralistic contexts ratchet
toward documentation, whereas less dynamic contexts
favor slower temporal pacing. These findings have
implications for both research and practice, especially
as agile methods expand beyond software develop-
ment (Bianchi et al. 2022, Reineke et al. 2025).

The Institutional Practice of Software

Development

Software development methods offer legitimate prac-
tice scripts for developers (Avgerou 2000), and their
organizations maintain legitimacy by adhering to these
methods’ practices (Vial and Rivard 2016). Thus, soft-
ware development methods are an example of institu-
tional practice (Avison and Fitzgerald 2003), entailing
specific values, assumptions, symbol systems, and
norms (Avgerou 2000, Qiu et al. 2017). Agile refers to a
family of software development methods, such as
Scrum or Extreme Programming (XP), that consist of
normative practices' (e.g., daily stand-ups, pair pro-
gramming, etc.; see Sidky et al. 2007, Maruping et al.
2009, Diebold and Dahlem 2014) intended to help orga-
nizations innovate quickly and flexibly (Recker et al.
2017, Kum et al. 2024).

Agile methods emerged in the early 2000s, emphasiz-
ing iterative development as a response to the rigid,
phased waterfall model (Fowler and Highsmith 2001,
Schwaber and Beedle 2002, Beck and Andres 2004,
Cockburn 2004). From prior literature (Conboy 2009,
Vidgen and Wang 2009), we identify four general
dimensions that differentiate traditional from agile
approaches (Table 1):* (1) documentation (heavy versus
minimal), (2) temporal pattern (long phases versus short
cycles), (3) coordination mode (formal distributed teams
versus collocated collaboration), and (4) governance
(manager driven versus peer/architecture driven).

Agile documentation practices emphasize face-to-face
interaction and natural language communication
(Hummel et al. 2015), reflecting a reduced focus on the
formal documentation common in structured develop-
ment (Cockburn 2002). Documentation is less central in
agile settings, because changes are implemented and
tested frequently (Dyba and Dingseyr 2009).

Temporal patterns are the ways in which work activi-
ties are organized over time. Structured development
emphasizes sequential, temporally extended phases
with strict specialization of effort. Agile practices entail
iterative, incremental development, with short cycles in
which all activities are pursued (Larman 2003, Conboy
2009). Iterative development is central to an agile
team’s ability to sense and rapidly adapt to changing
requirements (Lee and Xia 2010).
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Table 1. Dimensions of Structured vs. Agile Approaches

Dimensions Structured approaches

Agile approaches References

Documentation practices Documentation-centric

Temporal pattern Phased: longer durations, parts

of process

Collocated or distributed;
generalists

Coordination mode

Governance (management and
roles/architecture)

Hierarchical—management
directed

Minimal documentation Cockburn (2002), Pikkarainen
et al. (2008), Hummel et al.
(2015)

Beck et al. (2001), Larman
(2003), Dyba and Dingseyr
(2009)

Cockburn (2002), Hummel et al.
(2013), Hummel et al. (2015),
Kudaravalli et al. (2017)

Maruping et al. (2009), Vidgen
and Wang (2009),
Abrahamsson et al. (2010),
Lee and Xia (2010)

Iterative: short bursts, entire
process

Primarily collocated;
specialized

Egalitarian—architecture
directed

Coordination describes how teams organize activity.
Agile teams are intended to be collocated and coordi-
nate through informal and tacit mechanisms (Cockburn
2002, Kudaravalli et al. 2017). Eschewing strict speciali-
zation, agile developers must perform a wide range of
tasks and attain general skills (Schwaber and Beedle
2002, Hummel et al. 2015).

Governance involves the structuring of the develop-
ment process through software architecture. In contrast
to structured development’s central planning and con-
trol, agile approaches promote decentralized, self-
organized decision making (Vidgen and Wang 2009,
Hoda et al. 2012). This is, in part, enabled by modular
architectures that substitute for some interaction (Abra-
hamsson et al. 2010).

Agile Tailoring

Organizations tailor agile methods to address their
needs (Avison and Fitzgerald 2003). There are two gen-
eral approaches to research on tailoring: methods engi-
neering and contingency factors (Fitzgerald et al. 2006). In
methods engineering, teams formulate normative
guidelines to design specific methods in use (Brink-
kemper 1996, Henderson-Sellers et al. 2014). Contin-
gency factor approaches emphasize characteristics of
the development context to select appropriate methods
(livari 1989, Avison and Wood-Harper 1991). Both
approaches are prescriptive (Fitzgerald et al. 2006).

In research on agile tailoring (see Online Appendix
A for a review), there is a notable absence of adaptation
theories. Existing research characterizes tailoring as a
decision and subsequent enactment. No studies theo-
rize about abstracted regularities of organizational con-
texts to examine why specific factors trigger unique
changes, nor do they probe the underlying mechanisms
of how agile tailoring unfolds over time. Instead,
existing research paints a picture of discrete choice—
this decision-centrism is a core assumption of both
the methods engineering and contingency factor
approaches (Conboy and Fitzgerald 2010). However,

some detailed accounts reveal an emergent process of
experimentation and tinkering, undetermined factors,
preferences, organizational contexts, and power
dynamics (e.g., Conboy and Fitzgerald 2010, Wang et al.
2012, Cram and Newell 2016). Pries-Heje and Basker-
ville (2017) describe this contextually shaped emer-
gence of agile practices in terms of “translation.”

Translation and Agile Development
Translation theory (i.e., Scandinavian tradition of
institutional theory; Weeraas and Nielsen 2016)
explains how practices are adapted across institu-
tional contexts over time. Whereas much of institu-
tional theory explores how isomorphic practices
diffuse (i.e.,, DiMaggio and Powell 1983), translation
theory focuses on the construction of institutions in
local contexts (Czarniawska and Mazza 2003). Prac-
tices (like agile) travel as ideas from organization to
organization, and each “translates” the practice differ-
ently to fit local imperatives (Czarniawska and Sevén
1996).

Pries-Heje and Baskerville (2017) drew upon transla-
tion theory to explore the social process of agile soft-
ware development as it is enacted, or articulated, in
practice. Translating agile involves drawing on differ-
ent agile tools and techniques and articulating them in
a working method that fits the needs of a local context.
A key premise is that agile practices are likely to be
translated in similar ways within similar institutional
contexts (Morris and Lancaster 2006). The notion of
institutional logics can help us to analyze and character-
ize similarities that emerge. Institutional logics are
“rationalities” associated with an institution, including
the symbol systems, interpretive schemes, norms, and
organizing principles of that institution (Friedland and
Alford 1991). Institutional logics are used to show how
locally situated rationalities are embedded in broader
institutions (Thornton and Ocasio 2008, Berente and
Yoo 2012) and how organizations translate technologies
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in practice in ways that are shaped by regularities in
their institutional environments (Nielsen et al. 2014).
Organizational actors draw on established institu-
tional logics to guide their actions. When technologies
and practices are introduced that draw on different
institutional logics, this can lead to tensions because the
new practices require fundamental change to the goals
and assumptions of that domain (Berente and Yoo
2012, Hansen and Baroody 2020). Organizational actors
can respond to these tensions in a variety of ways:
resisting or rejecting the change, decoupling their activ-
ity while appearing to comply with the change, or
attempting to co-opt the new technology or practice
(Berente et al. 2019). Of course, they can also comply
with and adapt the new technologies and practices,
doing something fundamentally different from before,
with implications for organizational identities, power
structures, and meaning (Kellogg 2022). Research
shows that the adaptation of agile can change the insti-
tutional logics that guide development practices—agile
is expected to increase flexibility and innovativeness,
but may also stifle innovation and foster short-term
thinking (Annosi et al. 2022). Such research starts with
agile adaptation and examines its outcomes, but does
not explore how this adaptation is shaped over time.
Research on agile tailoring suggests that different con-
texts should implement agile differently. However, tai-
loring research typically reflects a decision-oriented
focus and does not theorize about the temporal adapta-
tion of agile. Thus, we adopt a translation lens on agile
development to explore how institutional logics shape
the enactment of agile, focusing on regularities across
logics rather than any particular institutional logic,
thereby zooming in on dimensions of logics that appear
to influence how agile is translated. We construct a gen-
eral, institutional explanation for why and how organi-
zations tailor agile in the ways that they do over time.

Research Method

We conducted an inductive, qualitative field study, fol-
lowing a general approach to grounded theory meth-
odology (Strauss and Corbin 1998, Birks et al. 2013).
Our study design was a multicase exploration, with
four cases theoretically sampled (Strauss and Corbin
1998; see Online Appendix B for details) to maximize

Table 2. Overview of Cases

contrast in institutional contexts (Table 2). We started
with two organizations—a tech startup (StartUp) and
an information technology (IT) consulting firm (Con-
sult)—and inferred that context differences appeared
to significantly influence agile adaptations. We then
added a government agency (Infra) and a manufactur-
ing firm (Auto) sampling on differences to include con-
texts with contrasting institutional logics (public sector,
industrial).

To analyze the data, we performed iterative open cod-
ing of interview transcripts and documents, identifying
incidents of changing agile practices. Through constant
comparison, we grouped codes into higher-level con-
cepts and referred to relevant literature to refine our cat-
egories. This process was consistent with the Gioia et al.
(2013) methodology for constructing a data structure—
first-order descriptive codes aggregate into second-order
themes and overarching dimensions (see Online Appen-
dix B). The analysis revealed four main dimensions of
agile practice evolution—documentation, temporality,
coordination, and governance—and two salient dimen-
sions of institutional contexts that distinguished the
cases, dynamism and pluralism. The constructs of dyna-
mism and pluralism are second-order constructs that
emerged from comparing dimensions of the logics (first-
order constructs; see Online Appendix B).

To understand the agile translation process over time,
we traced the sequence of agile adaptations within each
case. We identified distinct “ratchet” events in each
organization—punctuated changes in practices—and
ordered them chronologically using diagrams as a sort
of memo (Birks et al. 2013). According to Birks et al.
(2013, p. 2), “[m]emos can take the form of diagrams,
text narratives, propositions, mind maps, and other
techniques that are suitable to both the idea of being
documented and the cognitive preferences of the
researcher as sense maker.” We used temporal dia-
grams (Figures 1-4) in conjunction with informant nar-
ratives to construct our view of ratcheting over time,
with an initial change (first ratchet) followed by subse-
quent modifications (following ratchets). This approach
was a creative form of temporal bracketing (Langley
1999) that allowed us to construct a process sequence to
examine how one change led to another within the
same case. We compared these patterns across cases for

Cases

Descriptive dimensions StartUp

Consult Infra Auto

Institutional context
Domain

Technology start-up
Social media aggregation
/analytics
More dynamic,
less pluralistic

Sampling criteria
pluralistic

Service organization

Software consultancy for
financial services

More dynamic, more

Industrial manufacturer
In-house automotive

Government agency
Government computing

infrastructure software applications
Less dynamic, more Less dynamic, less
pluralistic pluralistic
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Figure 1. Agile Ratcheting Articulation at StartUp

Ratchet 1 [Coordination]:

Implement minimal team
{é} sizes ("one-pizza teams”)

\ Ratchet 2 [Coordination]:
@ Eliminate daily Scrum
requirement

Initial State: Standard
Scrum methods
adoption

more general insights. Our inductive analysis yielded a
set of theoretical propositions that link contextual condi-
tions to changes in agile practices.

Findings: Dynamism and Pluralism
Dynamism refers to the degree of volatility in the
development context, whereas pluralism denotes the
inclusion of diverse stakeholders in the development
process. It is important to note that dynamism and plu-
ralism are our interpretations of the development team
context and are not intended to summarize a given
organization’s context overall. In other words, an orga-
nization may be quite dynamic or pluralistic, but an
agile development team within it may work on stable,
relatively nondynamic software and interact with a
limited set of perspectives.

Dynamism

StartUp’s development teams operate in a highly com-
petitive context, where customer expectations of solu-
tions are in continuous flux. To address this rapid pace
of change, the firm emphasizes an iterative approach to
strategic planning and software development. Start-
Up’s processes reflect nested cycles of planning that
enable progressive elaboration of market foci—moving
from firm-wide “strategic arcs” established annually to
quarterly goals and, finally, individual sprint plans.
StartUp’s managers plan for only one quarter at a time
because they expect conditions to change:

What we know is the yearly strategic arc and we
know what we are going to do in Q1 [quarter 1]. “So
okay, what do we do in Q1 to meet that arc?” Right?
So it's conceptualize it, and then we replan every
quarter to see what we achieved and what adjust-
ments need to be made. [1]

Consult also operates in a relatively dynamic context.
The firm has grown rapidly since its founding in the

Figure 2. Agile Ratcheting Articulation at Consult

Ratchet 1

[Documentation]
Re-formalize documenting

/’ \ [Temporal]
Vary sprint length

Initial State: Hybrid
Scrum-based
approach

Ratchet 3 [Documentation]:

{g} Eliminate documentation

requirements

/ 4 Ratchet 4 [Governance]:
Planning window

@ constrained to one quarier

1990s. The company’s customers require that they
include wave upon wave of new software functional-
ity. The need to reconcile the demands of diverse custo-
mers into a single platform contributes to the
tumultuous environment:

[The customers] have different requirements regard-
ing the calculation kernels in the different products
that we have to offer and have to calculate. ... [So
we] split out releases every two weeks because there
were different customers always washing in new
requirements. [20]

The environment of Infra is comparatively less
dynamic. Enhancements to the scheduling system were
mostly incremental, with no strict deadlines. The pro-
ject moves at a steady pace, and there are few risks.
One developer characterized the pace of the develop-
ment as “chugging along” ([7]).

Auto’s software development context was also rela-
tively less dynamic. In the project we studied, the IT
strategy team follows a five-year road map with peri-
odic project assessment and evaluation. Auto’s soft-
ware development followed the pace of their vehicle
production:

The way it works is ... when your vehicle lines are
five, six, seven years old ... the top auto companies
turn their product every two, three years, four years,
completely, almost. [12]

Pluralism

StartUp’s development environment is relatively
dynamic, but its stakeholder pluralism is comparatively
low. StartUp informants consistently evidenced a
homogenous entrepreneurial mindset. This consistent
perspective underlies StartUp’s approach to coordinat-
ing work activities, which involves small, collocated
teams and iteratively developing and testing innovative
projects.

@ Ratchet 3

Ratchet 2 / [Governance]:
Control feature
size
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Figure 3. Agile Ratcheting Articulation at Infra

Ratchet 1
[Governance/ \
Coordination]:

Split teams and
APl introduction

Initial State: Generic
agile approach

Consult, however, was more pluralistic and the
development environment spanned stakeholder per-
spectives across a variety of financial industries (e.g.,
banks and insurers), with diverse institutional back-
grounds (e.g., private banking, public banking, insur-
ance, etc.), each regulated differently:

Firstly, we have rather a lot of clients ... they all
have similar projects but they are never the same.
You know, it’s like with SAP, we create a bundle of
standardized software but we always have to custom-
ize it quite a lot, quite intensively as well. [19]

Infra’s development environment is low in dyna-
mism, but it is quite high in pluralism. Infra is a virtual
organization spanning a dozen universities and various
scientific fields. The software is developed for scientists
from different disciplines with a variety of scientific
workflows and conflicting demands. As a developer
explained:

People wanted diametrically opposed things. I mean
if you talk to a group of users, they’re going to want
two different things. So it can’t really be a require-
ments list because not everybody could get every-
thing that they wanted. [9]

The institutional context for development at Auto
was not particularly pluralistic. Auto is an industrial
car manufacturer with a relatively stable environment
that is deeply established. Software development
reflects the engineering approach that dominates the
organization. As a manager indicated, “[There are] a lot
of similarities with how we build cars and how we
build software” ([11]).

Findings: Ratcheting and the Translation

of Agile Practice
In each of our cases, the agile method applied under-
went a series of incremental modifications—a stepwise

Figure 4. Agile Ratcheting Articulation at Auto

Ratchet 2
[Temporal]:

{:6;} Ad hoc releases

Ratchet 3
[Documentation]: Heavy
/ documentation

translation process we term ratcheting. A ratchet is a
single, punctuated change in an agile practice, after
which the new practice state “locks in” in that it forms
the basis for subsequent change. These changes were
interdependent: each adjustment set the stage for fur-
ther adjustments. Over time, one ratchet led to another,
gradually moving the team further from the initially
implemented practice. For example, in Consult, the
team’s first ratchet was to extend sprint lengths from
two to four weeks to accommodate more documenta-
tion and approval time for diverse clients. This, in turn,
slowed feedback cycles, which eventually prompted
formalizing additional up-front planning (a subsequent
ratchet). In other words, introducing heavier documen-
tation tightened one screw (documentation) and loos-
ened another (tempo) in the agile process, illustrating
how one ratchet triggered the next. Ratcheting unfolds
as a chain of changes. In the following, we detail promi-
nent ratchets that we observed in our cases.

StartUp

StartUp employs a lightweight approach to documenta-
tion, intensive collaboration, autonomy for individuals,
and the development of broad-based skills. The firm
largely adheres to a Scrum methodology, with some
adaptation. A consistent theme within the StartUp envi-
ronment is doing only what makes sense for a given
task or project. According to StartUp managers:

[W]e are doing more lightweight requirements docu-
mentation, because the primary purpose of that is
really just to connect the product guys with the engi-
neering guys. ... As long as they have a common lan-
guage for understanding, it serves its purpose. [1]

Although they espouse a Scrum approach, StartUp regu-
larly implemented new guidelines to “just do what
makes sense” and continually and incrementally adopted
increasingly agile practices.

Ratchet 1
Documentation]:
[Ex‘!ensive ; Rafohet 2 {:(E} Ratchet 3 Ratchet 4
requirements \ [Governance]: [Coordination): [Temporai]:
/' documentation Distributed Long meetings \ Extended cycle
development times

Initial State. Hybrid
Scrum-based
approach
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Ratchet 1: Minimizing Team Size. Early in the imple-
mentation of agile, StartUp found large teams unwieldy.
They determined that the additional communication to
integrate components was unnecessary because teams
were consistent in their understanding of goals (low
pluralism), and communication for communication’s
sake got in the way of the rapid decision cycles (high
dynamism) they needed to meet to keep their modular
products updated:

That’s why we like to keep these teams very small
because then the communication back ends up being
smaller and shorter and extremely fast. [1]

They created the norm of “one pizza teams” (i.e., teams
that could be fed with one pizza; only two or three indi-
viduals) to minimize coordination challenges and
ensure quick adaptation.

Ratchet 2: Eliminate Daily Scrum. StartUp also found
that, with very small teams and with high alignment
(low pluralism) of the developers, they did not need as
many formal check-ins. They eliminated daily stand-
up meetings, a hallmark of many Scrum projects:

We do not do daily stand-ups ... two people work-
ing together, they know what’s going on and it’s
really old hat to have 25 people stand around talking
about what they did every day. [2]

Ratchet 3: Reducing Documentation. Flowing from
smaller teams and modular products, StartUp teams
found requirements and other project documentation
to be superfluous. Not only was there minimal need
because development teams were largely on the same
page (low pluralism), but the documentation was too
quickly outdated to be useful (high dynamism):

The sprint documentation like requirements are very
lightweight ... the purpose of these agile methods is
to actually do stuff, not really write stuff, for that
quickly goes out of date anyway. [1]

Ratchet 4: Quarterly Planning. Initially, StartUp
engaged in road mapping for software products for
one year or more. However, managers observed that
changes in the marketplace rendered much of this plan-
ning obsolete. So the firm switched to annual determi-
nation of broad strategic objectives (“strategic arcs”),
with detailed planning limited in most cases to no
more than one quarter in advance. Thus, StartUp essen-
tially eliminated long-term planning for their soft-
ware products:

Each quarter we plan out what would be the next
quarter. We very rarely plan out two, three quarters
in advance. ... We re-plan every quarter to see what

we achieved and what adjustments need to be made.
... It’s very dynamic and very agile. [1]

Overall, StartUp enacted agile development into a
highly agile set of practices. When StartUp departed
from Scrum, it was to move in a more agile direction
(Figure 1).

Consult
Agile development at Consult was implemented to
flexibly adapt to customer needs:

The best feedback is when you show the features to
the customer try to get a first feedback and try to fix
some things when the customer says: “Oh that was
not so good I would like to have it more like this and
like this.” [21]

Consult nevertheless looked to retain extensive docu-
mentation of client requirements for contracting. They
balanced this with an agile, iterative approach that
involved intensive interaction with the clients. Several
practices of different agile methods (e.g., daily stand-
up meetings, continuous integration, feature-driven
development) were adopted and combined with more
formal, plan-driven practices (e.g., modeling require-
ments by use cases in written form, quality gates).

Although Consult’s context of high dynamism
resembles StartUp’s, the firm’s translation of agile prac-
tices is markedly different. Most notably, we see a
greater emphasis on formalism and the need for multi-
ple coordination mechanisms between developers and
clients. Thus, although Consult has achieved a more
agile development approach, the enactment of agile in
the face of high pluralism necessitated the reintroduc-
tion of substantial formalism in documentation, coordi-
nation, and governance.

Ratchet 1: Reformalize Documentation. Before imple-
menting agile, Consult separated design and imple-
mentation groups, coordinating their activity through
requirements (e.g., specifications, use-case diagrams)
and other project documentation. When initially imple-
menting agile, Consult brought the two groups
together, hoping to eliminate much of the documenta-
tion in line with the agile philosophy. However, they
found that they needed to detail the perspectives of the
clients carefully and to align development with other
development teams. A manager explained:

So we are going back to having designs more concretely
[documented] and really saying what details we want to
have from the requirement side. ... We tried to do
[both] the analysis and the requirement definitions in
this kind of agile style, and this didn’t work for us. [19]

Consult reintroduced much of the requirements docu-
mentation that enabled them to manage customer
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expectations and the multiple perspectives (i.e., plural-
ism) of their environment.

Ratchet 2: Vary Sprint Length. Although Consult ini-
tially attempted to implement sprints every two weeks,
they realized that with greater documentation, some-
times they needed to extend this in order to get client
and management approval, which required time. This
documentation time was required then in every sprint,
which encouraged them to extend sprint durations:

We decided for the next iteration that we take more
time... the beginning of such an iteration are always
the same. ... So we are more going back to three or
four weeks. [18]

Ratchet 3: Control Feature Size. Sprint sizes were
extended to up to 15 days and the coordination among
stakeholders required a large portion of the sprint
duration, so Consult reduce the scope of new develop-
ment activity to roughly 50% of the sprint. Features
expected for sprints were scoped down:

So the iteration is longer, but the features are the
same ... normally a feature development takes about
one or two weeks and fits in the iteration. Sometimes
three weeks, when you have some more bugs or the
feature is more complex than you expected at the
beginning. ... [18]

Consult also evidenced a series of ratchets in their
translation of agile development (Figure 2). Unlike
StartUp, however, Consult struggled to discern the
appropriate degree of agility they wanted to pursue.
Consult balanced the combination of high dynamism
and high pluralism in their professional service context
with pursuing innovative solutions and demands for
coordination between stakeholders.

Infra

Infra’s software development processes reflect a hierar-
chical logic. Multiyear funding for the scheduling soft-
ware came from a government source and the project
was led by an infrastructure center in Illinois. The goal
was to develop the system with a modular architecture
and extending features through an agile process with
intensive use case development with stakeholders.

Ratchet 1: Split Teams. Infra development was driven
by a small team in Illinois, but after the increase in
funding, there was pressure from the funding agency
to spread activity across states to meet the pluralistic
interests of government, which split the project across
Texas and Illinois. Texas led the user interface, and Illi-
nois led the database application development. This
split in functionality necessitated more coordination,

leading to the development of an application program-
ming interface (API) to align efforts:

We're writing against that [API] and so implementing
the API completely as well as writing full test coverage
for that API for software engineering, which gives us
the advantage of that API is tested from both sides. [7]

Ratchet 2: Ad Hoc Releases. The distributed teams
had weekly meetings initially to coordinate the splitting
of the application and development of the API, and this
meeting was continued to prioritize requirements and
update each other. The intent was to one day fall into a
pattern of regular sprint-based release cycles, but this
never emerged. There was little time pressure on the
project, so limited impetus for scheduled releases.
Therefore, the team followed an ad hoc approach to
development and releases came only when well-tested,
much like the traditional software approach: “When
stuff changes, like tickets get posted ... ‘This is not
working,” okay we'll fix it and try it again” ([7]).

Ratchet 3: Heavy Documentation. Initially, the two
teams worked from an informal list of requirements
compiled by the Illinois team. Over time, however, the
funding agency, through annual reviews, wanted to
see evidence of a more disciplined approach to the pro-
ject overall. The project had multiple competing
demands from a variety of users across scientific disci-
plines, and they needed to instill a significant amount
of process formalization overall, and this influenced
the scheduling project, which ratcheted the process to
greater formalization (Figure 3):

Formalized means that before this the requirements
were being tracked by a bunch of different people in
their own documents on their desktops and that kind
of thing. We’ve moved all of this into a design docu-
ment now. It has use cases and a mapping of the
requirements to the use cases. [6]

Auto

Auto’s software development approach was tradition-
ally a structured process with abundant documenta-
tion, much like automotive product development. The
bill of materials software project was an opportunity
to experiment with agile. They put all developers for
the project in a single room, encouraged pair program-
ming, test-first development, continuous communica-
tion, smaller units to iterate, and an expectation of
faster, leaner cycles of software production. However,
Auto’s translation of agile ended up involving more
documentation than planned, and also discrete phases
for approvals that involved “freezing” requirements
with the business unit. Auto translated the agile pro-
cess in the direction of a traditional structured process
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over time, in the context of a relatively less dynamic
context and in the direction of the dominant, nonplur-
alistic way of doing things in the organization. The
result involved more documentation and longer cycle
times.

Ratchet 1: Extensive Documentation. Over time,
requirements from managers and engineers necessitated
the same elaborate set of documentation that was
required for all projects, including project planning, spe-
cifications, process and architectural modeling, and full
approval documentation. This was required because of
established ways of dealing with projects in the organi-
zation, along with relatively little time pressure—
software projects were treated like any engineer-
ing project:

Usually when the requirements get locked and
dumped into an SDM [software development meth-
odology] artifact... there’s another boiler plate that
we fill out and we make them agree to it. ... And
then that gets captured at a point in time, so that
when we need to go back and say, “Well, you guys
approved this content on this date,” just in case
there’s a disagreement. [11]

Ratchet 2: Introduce Distributed Development. Auto
initially collocated their agile project team to foster
informal coordination. However, across all software
projects, management chose to offshore much of the
development to India, signaling that cost cutting was
valued over innovativeness in internal software pro-
jects. The agile project was no exception. This disrupted
the collocation of the team:

We're really struggling to make it work because our
development teams are in India and so we can’t really
be agile ... the decision to create an IT organization
in India was part of what our current VP told the
Board that we were doing as part of our cost cutting.
[13]

Ratchet 3: Increase in Meeting Duration. Coordination
became more cumbersome, and the outsourced part of
the process introduced more iterations and checkpoints
for the core team. One developer indicated that it takes
time to catch up during testing phases that required
daily three-hour meetings: “Every morning six to nine.
Six to nine, three hours.” [16]

Ratchet 4: Extended Cycle Times. Because of increased
coordination with India and extensive documentation
and approvals, Auto achieved fewer iterations with
extended time periods. The desire to iterate ran against
company conventions that required a good deal of for-
mality, planning, and discipline. The bill of materials
software team attempted to take smaller portions of the

projects at a higher cycle time for them, but this
involved months of calendar time. This ratcheting pro-
cess resulted in reduced cycle times (Figure 4):

We structured it a little bit more, but we still kept it
very agile. We still were doing fairly rapid releases,
every couple of months. For the first four or five
months we did two or three releases ... then it slo-
wed down. [11]

Discussion

We found that agile teams in different institutional
contexts translated agile practices in ways that relate
to the dynamism and pluralism of their development
environments. The translation of agile practices did
not occur solely through discrete decisions at the time
of adoption in any of the organizations, as implied by
much of the research on tailoring. In contrast, each
organization initially implemented a relatively canon-
ical agile development approach, but later translated
the method differently over time. The main contribu-
tion of our work is to theorize how agile practices
translate across different institutional contexts. Orga-
nizations are known to tailor agile practices to fit their
local contexts (Iivari and Iivari 2011, Campanelli et al.
2018).

We characterize organizational contexts in terms of
broader institutional characteristics of dynamism and
pluralism, which are general dimensions related to
institutional logics that appear to influence agile trans-
lation. We then relate these characteristics to the agile
practices we identified (documentation, cycle times,
coordination, governance). All of the organizations
began with relatively canonical agile practices, but
three of them ratcheted away from canonical agile in
different directions (Figure 5). StartUp was the excep-
tion; its practices remained aligned with agile—indeed,
becoming even more agile over time (cell A). Auto,
which was relatively low in dynamism and low in plu-
ralism decreased its temporal pace and ratcheted up
plan-based governance (cell B). Consult, which was rel-
atively high in pluralism and high in dynamism,
ratcheted toward increased documentation and
architecture-based governance (cell C). Infra, which
was relatively high in pluralism but low in dynamism,
ratcheted toward increased documentation, decreased
temporal pace, and architecture-based governance (cell
D). Next, we theorize about what this means for each
set of agile practices.

Documentation Practices

Two of our cases showed increased documentation
over time—Consult and Infra (C and D in Figure 5).
Consult initially attempted to use light documentation,
but pressures from their diverse customer demands
required them to ratchet up documentation. Infra, as a



Downloaded from informs.org by [147.87.220.47] on 15 April 2026, at 08:03 . For personal use only, all rights reserved.

10

Berente et al.: Translating Agile Development

Information Systems Research, Articles in Advance, pp. 1-15, © 2026 The Author(s)

Figure 5. Patterns of Agile Translation
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dynamism and low pluralism. Other cells represent directions for agile
translation. Arrows are movement in that direction. Cells B and C rep-
resent an “or” logic in the direction of agile translation; B is low dyna-
mism, and C is high pluralism. Cell D indicates an “and” logic of both
high pluralism and low dynamism. The arrows represent the ratchet-
ing process from canonical agile toward the different cells.

government project, utilized more extensive documen-
tation over time to track requirements and report on
the project. In both cases, due to the pluralism of the
institutional contexts, the organizations ratcheted to
more documentation over time (arrows C and D in
Figure 5). Based on these observations, we propose the
following.

Proposition 1. High pluralism in the development envi-
ronment will be associated with increasing levels of docu-
mentation in the translation of agile development.

In pluralistic contexts, documentation is used to nav-
igate the diverse conceptions of the software being
developed. Developers try to create common ground
(Clark 1996) and shared understanding (Corvera
Charaf et al. 2013) of complex situations—seeking to
pin down abstract concepts in contexts marked by plu-
rality. Research shows how documentation helps orga-
nizations to navigate diverse customer requirements
(Czarniawska and Mazza 2003), which explains the
connection between pluralism and documentation.
This was especially apparent in Consult and Infra. In
the case of Auto, which is a less pluralistic organization,
the development group still needed to pin down the
line-of-business customers to a specific set of require-
ments from the very start of our data collection.

Temporal Patterns

Another observation involves the relationship between
temporal patterns and dynamism. Canonical agile
involves short cycle times, daily standup meetings,
daily refactoring, and quick sprints. Organizations fac-
ing high levels of dynamism, such as StartUp (three-

week sprints) and Consult (two- to four-week sprints),
reflected much greater adherence to this short-cycle
ideal than Infra and Auto, each of which spent months
per iteration. Infra and Auto faced minimal urgency
and pressure for changes from stakeholders. Infra’s
government project had no hard deadlines and experi-
enced only incremental requirements changes, allow-
ing the team to stretch out iterations over months.
Auto’s IT unit aligned software releases with the auto-
motive product cycle (multiyear), reflecting a deliber-
ate, slower cadence. With fewer external triggers for
rapid change, these teams could afford a slower, more
planned pace. Indeed, although Infra and Auto sped
up their processes somewhat during agile adoption,
they “chugged along” (as one developer put it) at a
much slower rhythm than StartUp or Consult over
time. This observation leads to our second proposition.

Proposition 2. Low dynamism in the development envi-
ronment will be associated with longer iteration cycle times
in the translation of agile development.

In high-dynamism cases (StartUp, Consult), there
was constant pressure to deliver features quickly—fast
cycles were a competitive necessity (Anupindi et al.
2006, Giardino et al. 2016). Thus, low-dynamism envir-
onments tend to have longer cycles because context
demands do not require speed.

Coordination Practices

Canonical agile involves collocated development, but
in our cases, there was significant distributed, noncollo-
cated work, and this appeared to be associated with
either low dynamism, high pluralism, or both. Consis-
tent with agile principles, fast cycle times are enabled,
in part, by collocation. StartUp was entirely collocated.
Consult’s developers were collocated, although client
partners, consultants, and some managers were not at
the same location as the development team. In both
organizations, the dynamism was enabled by colloca-
tion, and in Consult, any noncollocated activity was
associated with greater pluralism. In Infra and Auto,
distributed development was driven by managers’
decisions, without regard for agile goals. Infra was not
under as much time pressure (dynamism) and was
required by funding agencies to distribute activities
(pluralism). Similarly, Auto went overseas to save
costs, and this introduced diverse, international stake-
holders in the development process (pluralism).
Apparently, time demands were less important than
cost issues (lower dynamism). It is not that dynamism
or pluralism necessarily caused the distributed work,
but they were associated with that form of coordina-
tion, leading to our proposition.

Proposition 3. Low dynamism and/or high pluralism in
the development environment will be associated with



Downloaded from informs.org by [147.87.220.47] on 15 April 2026, at 08:03 . For personal use only, all rights reserved.

Berente et al.: Translating Agile Development

Information Systems Research, Articles in Advance, pp. 1-15, © 2026 The Author(s)

11

increasing distribution of coordination in the translation of
agile development.

These points are consistent with previous observa-
tions that contexts low in dynamism will move away
from group-based team coordination (Gregory et al.
2013). This adaptation resulted in additional control
points in the process, with developers from different
locations participating in testing and in formulating
instructions. Infra and Auto (cells B and D in Figure 5)
were the most distributed, and distributed teams are
expected to increase documentation and move away
from certain agile practices (Fitzgerald et al. 2006, Bass
2016). This is the case in virtual teams (Moe et al. 2016)
and larger programs (Gustavsson 2021). It is difficult
for distributed teams to maintain agile processes (Sar-
ker and Sarker 2009). Being in close proximity will
speed up team communication and coordination.

Governance Practices

In terms of governance, each project employed active,
professional managerial practices for software gover-
nance. However, Auto was the only context in our sam-
ple that emphasized a planned approach, with
governance decisions following a functionality road
map. The others emphasized architecture in varying
degrees. In the case of StartUp, requirements had a
temporary quality, and the organization prepared for
indeterminacy by focusing on architectural compatibil-
ity. Architecture, in terms of strict adherence to modu-
lar interfaces, enables the team to evolve the software
in unforeseen, generative ways according to standard
interfaces (Yoo et al. 2010), while reusing components
and avoiding overspecification and the accumulation
of technical debt (Rolland et al. 2018, Hahn et al. 2025).
Consult emphasized a single vision for the platform’s
architecture, which provided constraints and interfaces
for customer requirements. Infra was less concerned
about open-endedness and dynamism, instead using
architecture to reconcile multiple distributed develop-
ment processes. In this sense, the modular architecture
fostered the decentralized governance that enables dis-
tributed agility (Tiwana and Konsynski 2010). In sum,
Infra adopted an architecture-driven approach to man-
age pluralism, StartUp for dynamism, Consult had
both, and Auto had neither.

Proposition 4. High dynamism and/or high pluralism in
the development environment will be associated with
architecture-driven governance in the translation of agile
development.

Taken together, these observations indicate that
development contexts high in dynamism but low in
pluralism are most likely to adopt agile practices faith-
fully. In our sample, StartUp (cell A) was entirely
aligned with all dimensions of agile—small, collocated

teams enable consistent communication and a fast pace,
and minimal documentation. Among our cases, StartUp
was the only organization that employed minimal docu-
mentation and strict collocation. StartUp operates in a
dynamic institutional environment that is comparatively
less pluralistic—the innovative “entrepreneurial” logic is
prevalent. Their activity is consistent with research that
indicates that startups are particularly inclined to tailor
software development practices to reduce documentation
(Coleman and O’Connor 2008) and also that startups are
apt to apply agile methods that increase speed (e.g., by
elimination of daily standups; see Pantiuchina et al.
2017). StartUp avoided long-term planning, implying an
effectuation approach to strategy (Sarasvathy 2001).
Effectuation refers to the emergent, experimental, “lean”
approach to entrepreneurship that is typically contrasted
with plan-based strategy (Ries 2011). This effectuation
perspective lies at the root of agile implementations that
are even leaner than is typical (Poppendieck and Cusu-
mano 2012). This leads to our final proposition.

Proposition 5. High dynamism and low pluralism in the
development environment will be associated with canonical
translation of agile development.

As we move to more pluralistic and/or less dynamic
institutional contexts, agile practices are tailored to
move away from canonical agile practice. This observa-
tion is consistent with expectations from the literature
(Cao etal. 2009, Iivari and livari 2011, Cram and Newell
2016). However, we extend this research, by observing
that each of the more traditional contexts translated
agile development differently. We offer the theoretical
foundation of middle-range” core categories of dyna-
mism and pluralism as critical axes for understanding
how these development contexts differ. Further, we
draw on accounts of actual agile translation, thus root-
ing our argument in empirical findings that corroborate
and elaborate on existing prescriptive research. The
main contribution of our work is to theorize how agile
practices are translated across different institutional
contexts. A key advantage of doing so and applying an
institutional perspective is situating idiosyncratic prac-
tices within broader social regularities (Berente and
Yoo 2012), and in this research, we identify specific
institutional characteristics and relate them to agile
translation (Pries-Heje and Baskerville 2017).

The Ratcheting Process

In addition to treating each agile practice indepen-
dently, it is important to note how they relate to one
another. This is the key to the stepwise ratcheting prac-
tice we identify. By using the term “ratchet,” we empha-
size the accumulation of changes—how one change, in
turn, influences a subsequent change. For example, we
observe the interconnectedness of documentation and
temporal practices, revealed most vividly in the Consult
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case. As they recognized the need for greater documenta-
tion to understand customers, create common ground,
and coordinate between diverse stakeholders, this
impacted sprint times directly by necessitating longer
and more variable cycle lengths in line with demands
for creation, review, negotiation, and approval of the doc-
umentation. This involved “tightening” the metaphori-
cal set screw of documentation for pluralism, and
“loosening” the corresponding set screw for temporality.

Similarly, we observe a relationship between the
governance of development efforts and the modes of
coordination employed. Governance decisions influ-
ence interactions within teams, and different modes of
interaction necessitate certain approaches to gover-
nance. Infra team members were not collocated, limit-
ing their interaction. To address this coordination
impediment, they orchestrated much of their activity
through a modular interface and project governance
approach emphasizing architecture. This did not elimi-
nate the need for interaction—indeed, it appeared to
necessitate intensive meetings, which were also evident
in both Auto and Consult.

Our notion of ratcheting involves incremental, step-
wise adjustments that are in many ways consistent
with punctuated adoption long identified in organiza-
tional change models (Tyre and Orlikowski 1994, Lyyti-
nen and Newman 2008). It is not gradual evolution, but
instead a step at a time—punctuations in the process.
However, to this, we add the accumulative aspect of
the change, where each step moves in a direction
toward or away from canonical agile practice that influ-
ences subsequent changes. The tightening and loosen-
ing of agile comes to the foreground with the ratcheting
metaphor. This is reminiscent of a cascading view of
innovations (Boland et al. 2007), whereby one change
results in a subsequent change but adds the accumula-
tive and directional (i.e., tightening and loosening)
aspect in terms of more or less canonical agile practices.
Such a view is consistent with recent perspectives on
translation ecosystems (Nielsen et al. 2022, Elmholdt
et al. 2025) that characterize the translation process in
terms of the variety of roles that interact with each
other and reciprocally shape the enactment of pro-
cesses such as agile over time.

Contribution

How do agile methods evolve in practice? Our findings
suggest that it is largely due to organizations adjusting
to institutional demands: high pluralism demands
alignment through documentation and coordination,
whereas low dynamism breeds complacency toward
speed and encourages formal control, among other fac-
tors. These contextual forces drive the incremental
adjustments (ratchets) that cumulatively reshape agile
implementations. The notion of translation is a way to

think about the diffusion of practices, where they
change as they are appropriated differently in different
situations (Nielsen et al. 2014, Pries-Heje and Basker-
ville 2017). In his seminal work on agile development,
Cockburn (2002) argues that agile practices should be
tailored to the specific application. Mission-critical,
complex applications should reflect a more heavy-
weight approach with greater formality, documenta-
tion, and ceremony, whereas less complex applications
should involve lighter-weight adaptations. Such tailor-
ing has been widely observed in industrial practice
(Fitzgerald et al. 2006, Campanelli et al. 2018). The way
organizations implement agile methods should fit their
strategy and culture (Iivari and Iivari 2011, Ramesh
et al. 2019). However, the existing literature provides
little explanation for why certain agile adoption pat-
terns occur in different institutional contexts, beyond
the fact that they do. Nor does research describe how
tailoring occurs over time, beyond merely observing
that it happens. Our results extend prior tailoring stud-
ies by moving beyond cataloging tailoring choices to
theorize the influence of environmental context on
those choices. For instance, whereas prior work might
note that government projects often involve more com-
plex processes, or traditional organizations may have a
more difficult time implementing agile (Lee et al. 2026),
our study explains this through the lens of institutional
pluralism and dynamism, which provide middle-range
constructs for understanding institutional contexts as
they apply to agile practices.

Our insights can also inform management research
more broadly. Increasingly, organizations have adopted
agile practices as general modes of operation (Berente
2020). As this study shows, agile practices are adopted
differently across distinct institutional contexts. This is
consistent with research on how institutional logics can
shape general practices as varied as accounting (Quat-
trone 2015) and sustainability reporting (Mahmood and
Uddin 2021). We offer dynamism and pluralism as two
operational facets of institutional contexts that can pre-
dict how agile is translated locally, and ratcheting as a
nuanced view of how agile change unfolds. Microlevel
practice adaptations (ratcheting) serve as a mechanism
linking macrolevel institutional pressures to the evolu-
tion of organizational routines. This middle-range theo-
rizing helps bridge idiosyncratic practice variation to
broader social regularities (Berente and Yoo 2012).

For practitioners, our study suggests that one can
anticipate a drift in agile practices depending on the
environment. Managers in pluralistic environments,
for example, should not be surprised if documentation
increases over time, and they may even plan for it in
agile rollouts. Conversely, in fast-moving contexts,
managers might embrace more flexibility and resist
overstructuring the process.



Downloaded from informs.org by [147.87.220.47] on 15 April 2026, at 08:03 . For personal use only, all rights reserved.

Berente et al.: Translating Agile Development

Information Systems Research, Articles in Advance, pp. 1-15, © 2026 The Author(s)

13

Limitations

This research is not without limitations. In particular,
the access we had to the research sites and the resulting
number of interviews at each location could have been
more extensive. We would have liked more data. How-
ever, it is important to remember that this is an explor-
atory study grounded in data with the intention to
construct theory. Our inferences are well supported by
the data and informed the creation of this perspective
but could indeed benefit from elaboration. It is impor-
tant to note that we are laying the groundwork for
research on agile development as it is translated across
contexts. We are building on and elaborating the work
of, for example, Pries-Heje and Baskerville (2017), and
future work can extend ours. As Online Appendix A
shows, much of the existing work on tailoring is pre-
scriptive, with little descriptive fieldwork on how agile
is actually translated. Given the importance of agile in
an increasing number of contexts, this is critical. Our
research is a brick in the edifice of our knowledge
(Tiwana and Kim 2019)—an exercise in constructing
theory and not the final word. Future research should
look to more contexts to elaborate on and extend this
work.

In this research, we were not looking to explore how
the social and power dynamics unfolded, but this
would be a fascinating area for study. Further, recent
work emphasizes the congruence of agile practices
with individual developers (Benlian 2022, Benlian et al.
2025). Translation theory highlights how individual
developers can be heterogeneous in their enactment of
practices even in the same team (Waldorff and Madsen
2023), and different people serve different roles in a
translation ecosystem (Nielsen et al. 2022, Elmholdt
et al. 2025) Future research rooted in our middle-range
perspective can help to link this ecological perspective
with individual actions.

Further, we sampled cases based on their claims of
implementing agile development, but there is a wide
variety of approaches labeled agile. Just as we differen-
tiate among types of contexts, agile development can
mean many things, and descriptive accounts should be
clear about this. Finally, our research emphasized four
general dimensions of agile processes that we devel-
oped through our coding and constant comparison
with the literature. Although we do not capture every-
thing about their agile processes, we address what we
saw changing. Thus, future research may unpack some
of these practices or add others to better understand
how context matters for translating agile.

Conclusion

Agile development is not a one-size-fits-all approach;
its practices are translated in ways that are patterned by
the institutional contexts in which they are embedded.
Our study introduces a perspective for understanding

these patterns, highlighting that the journey of agile
adoption involves ongoing adjustments—a ratcheting
process—that align with an organization’s dynamism
and pluralism. This nuanced understanding helps set
realistic expectations and provides a foundation for
future research to further unravel how context and
method interact in agile development.

Endnotes

' Agile practices identified vary across studies; for example, Die-
bold and Dahlem (2014) identified 18 agile practices, and Sidky et al.
(2007) identify 40 agile practices. Different studies list different sets
of agile practices depending on the goals of the research.

2 These dimensions were generated from empirical coding of chang-
ing practices and constant comparison with the literature. They are
presented in the review of literature to allow scaffolding for the
reader, not as a deductive, linear application of these categories.

% Middle-range theory is a term coined by sociologist Robert Merton
to refer to theories that “are abstract enough to allow for generaliza-
tions, but close enough to observed data in order to be incorporated
into propositions that can be empirically validated” (Hassan and
Lowry 2015, p. 6). In this sense, we seek to generalize specifically
about agile and constructs capturing institutional characteristics
(dynamism, pluralism) while abstracting away from the wide vari-
ety of organizational contexts and agile practices.
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