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The Difference Between Doing Agile and Being Agile 

John P. McCabe, MBA, LSSMBB, CSM 

Sustainable Six Sigma 

Why Many Agile Transformations Stall 

Many organizations believe they are agile because they have adopted agile frameworks and rituals. They run 

sprints, hold daily stand-ups, track velocity, and use agile tools. On the surface, everything looks right. Yet 

despite the activity, these organizations often struggle to respond quickly to change or deliver meaningful 

improvements. 

The issue is not effort or intent. It is the confusion between doing agile and being agile. 

What It Means to Be “Doing Agile” 

Doing agile focuses on practices, methods, and tools. It emphasizes following a set of prescribed activities—

Scrum ceremonies, backlogs, story points, and dashboards. These elements are tangible and easy to measure, 

which makes them appealing during transformation efforts. 

However, when agile is treated as a checklist, it becomes performative. Teams follow the process but lack the 

autonomy to adapt. Leaders expect predictability instead of learning. Metrics are used to monitor compliance 

rather than guide improvement. The organization may move faster, but not necessarily smarter. 

What It Means to Be “Being Agile” 

Being agile is fundamentally about mindset. 

An agile mindset values learning over certainty, adaptability over control, and outcomes over activity. 

Organizations that are being agile focus less on whether the framework is executed perfectly and more on 

whether the system is enabling good decisions and continuous improvement. 

Being agile means teams are trusted to adjust how they work as conditions change. Leaders focus on creating 

clarity, removing obstacles, and enabling collaboration rather than dictating solutions. Feedback is treated as 

an asset, not a disruption. 



                                                                                                                               

 

 Info@SustainableSixSigma.com                                Page  2 of 2                                  © 2026 Sustainable Six Sigma. All rights reserved 

   Sustainable Six Sigma 

   People. Process. Purpose. 

 Philadelphia, PA USA 

 www.SustainableSixSigma.com 

 

How the Difference Shows Up Under Pressure 

The gap between doing agile and being agile becomes most visible during uncertainty. Organizations that are 

only doing agile often revert to command-and-control behaviors when pressure rises. Decision-making slows, 

leaders override teams, and agile rituals continue without delivering real adaptability. 

Organizations that are being agile respond differently. They use uncertainty as a signal to learn. Teams are 

empowered to experiment, assumptions are tested quickly, and decisions are made closer to the work. Instead 

of tightening control, leadership increases transparency and alignment. 

Why Agile Must Designed as a System 

True agility cannot be achieved by methods alone. Without supportive structures—clear decision rights, 

aligned incentives, and realistic workloads—even the best agile practices will fail. 

Sustainable agility requires systems thinking. Processes, leadership behaviors, metrics, and tools must work 

together to support learning and adaptability. When agile is designed as a system, it becomes sustainable 

rather than exhausting. 

From Activity to Capability 

Doing agile may create the appearance of progress. Being agile builds a lasting capability. 

Organizations that make this shift move beyond agile theater and toward real resilience. They don’t just 

execute faster; they learn faster. And in a world defined by constant change, that difference matters. 


