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Abstract: Recent research highlights organizational agility as a central success factor for companies 
operating in highly volatile environments. Although agility is a dynamic concept by nature, little attention 
is devoted to its temporal dynamics. To address this gap, we conceptualize organizational agility as a 
higher-order dynamic capability facilitated through the development of lower-order dynamic capabilities. 
Building on this understanding, we propose a two-dimensional capability-building framework, which 
distinguishes between the development and realization processes of organizational agility. Our paper 
contributes to research by offering a temporal and process-oriented view of organizational agility, which 
extends the rather static view of previous work. 
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1. Introduction 

The concept of agility became prominent in 
management research in the early 1990s as an 
approach to restore the competitiveness of the 
US manufacturing industry after a long period of 
stagnation in economic growth (Nagel & Dove, 
1991). Early research primarily focused on agile 
manufacturing as an approach to increase 
company success by replacing the traditional 
mass-production system and dynamically 
adapting to ongoing environmental changes 
(e.g., Cho et al., 1996; Gunasekaran, 1998). 
Over the last decades several global challenges 
emerged that led to the development of 
hypercompetitive business environments 
(D'Aveni et al., 2010), where competitive 
advantages are temporary in nature. In 
response, interest in the concept of agility 
occurred in a broad range of additional 
management disciplines to explain sustainable 
and superior performance in dynamic and 
uncertain business environments (for reviews 
see, e.g., Fayezi et al., 2017; Tallon et al., 2019; 
Walter, 2020). 

Previous research enhanced our understanding 
about the relevance of agility and specific 
elements of the concept. For example, various 
scholars elaborated on the multiple challenges 
ubiquitous in modern business environments 
putting organizations in vulnerable positions, 
thus acting as agility drivers (e.g., Chakravarty 
et al., 2013; Mishra et al., 2013). Likewise, 
researchers proposed and empirically tested 
capabilities, methods, tools, and practices 
related to higher agility (e.g., Margherita et al., 
2021; Sharifi & Zhang, 1999). Yet, the inter-

disciplinary nature and fast growth of agility 
research have created fragmented knowledge 
in this field. Scholars from different domains 
applied inconsistent conceptualizations and 
focused on different entities and factors related 
to agility (see, e.g., Fayezi et al., 2017; Walter, 
2020). Accordingly, conceptual clarity is poorly 
developed and no common nomological net-
work exists linking different agility factors. 
Moreover, research on the development of 
agility is scare and primarily considers static 
implementation frameworks (e.g., Zhang & 
Sharifi, 2000). Thus, knowledge about the 
dynamics of agility building is limited. 

This article aims to address these gaps by 
expanding our current understanding of agility 
and its underlying processes and theorizing on 
how agility is built through a two-stage process 
(Cornelissen, 2017). We combine research on 
agility, dynamics capabilities (DC), and related 
concepts such as organizational learning. We 
suggest moving beyond a rather static under-
standing of agility toward a developmental 
perspective, which includes the active manage-
ment of a required agility level (AL). We 
leverage the latest agility research and consider 
organizational agility (OA) as a specific DC to 
provide a foundation for theorizing about the 
temporal dynamics of agility (e.g., Lee et al., 
2015; Teece et al., 2016). We focus on whole 
companies when referring to the label of OA, but 
use the terms agility and OA synonymously 
throughout the article. OA is roughly defined as 
a DC that allows a company to quickly 
recognize changes in its dynamic business 
environment and exploit them for its own 
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advantage (i.e., for enhancing business perfor-
mance and competitiveness). We offer a more 
nuanced integration of OA within the DC logic 
and thus follow Agarwal and Selen's (2009) 
suggestion to use agility to reinforce the 
theoretical DC approach. Based on the 
capability hierarchy (e.g., Collis, 1994; Zollo & 
Winter, 2002), we conceptualize OA as a 
higher-order DC linked through a set of lower-
order DCs (e.g., Arbussa et al., 2017; Doz & 
Kosonen, 2011; Vickery et al., 2010). Thus, we 
differentiate between OA as an overarching 
goal and underlying agility capabilities. 

Building on this understanding, we argue that 
agility as a DC is built over time by means of two 
distinct, yet related, processes. Previous 
research suggested a gradual development of 
DCs and a varying OA level (Teece et al., 2016). 
Our theorizing addresses recent recommend-
dations to focus on the process dimensions of 
DCs (e.g., Schilke et al., 2018; Wenzel et al., 
2020) and investigate them from a temporal 
perspective (e.g., Helfat & Peteraf, 2003; 
Mahringer & Renzl, 2018). We extend the 
capability hierarchy mentioned above by a 
temporal component. In so doing, we also follow 
recent research that highlighted the crucial role 
of organizational learning for the development 
of DCs (e.g., Bingham et al., 2015; Zollo & 
Winter, 2002). We develop a model that clarifies 
the distinction between the developmental and 
realization processes of agility and thus 
explains the time course of capability building. 
Drawing on Salvato and Rerup (2011), we 
analytically separate the evolution of capabili-
ties from their performance. In addition, our 
proposed framework describes the inter-
relationships and effects of the different 
capability hierarchy levels in more detail and 
focuses on microfoundations underlying OA as 
a specific DC (e.g., Suddaby et al., 2020; 
Wenzel et al., 2020). 

Our paper is structured as follows: Section 2 
reviews the concepts of OA, DC, and their inter-
relation. Section 3 introduces our reconceptual-
ization of OA within the DC hierarchy framework 
and displays our dual-process framework of 
agility building. Finally, section 4 offers a sum-
mary of our findings, presents limitations of our 
study, and highlights its salient theoretical, 
methodological, and practical implications. 

2. Theoretical foundations 

2.1. Organizational agility 

Brown and Agnew (1982) introduced the term 
agility within the business context. While this 
seminal paper gained limited attention, the 

prominence of the agility concept suddenly rose 
when scholars from Lehigh University 
recommended agility as a new course of action 
for regaining the US manufacturing industry’s 
competitive advantage (Nagel & Dove, 1991). 
Various scholars in the area of production and 
operations management leveraged this report 
and conceptualized agility as a manufacturing 
paradigm (e.g., Meade & Sarkis, 1999), 
management philosophy (e.g., Sharp et al., 
1999), management strategy (e.g., Paixao & 
Marlow, 2003), or system property (e.g., 
Giachetti et al., 2003). While most studies on 
agility applied theoretical-conceptual designs 
and focused on the manufacturing sector 
(Walter, 2020), an increasing number of 
scholars from other domains started to refer to 
the notion of agility to explain how various 
organizational entities survive and even thrive in 
complex and uncertain business environments. 
For example, scholars investigated the agility of 
supply chains (e.g., Prater et al., 2001), 
workforces (e.g., Qin & Nembhard, 2010), and 
strategies (e.g., Doz & Kosonen, 2011). This 
development reflects the exponential increase 
of business dynamics over the last three 
decades, but also demonstrates that individual 
research streams on agility have drifted apart. 

Thus, scholars recently offered more holistic 
views by considering agility across or indepen-
dent of industries (e.g., Felipe et al., 2016; 
Tallon et al., 2019), usually referring to the term 
organizational agility. Narasimhan et al. (2006) 
contrasted the most widespread perspectives 
on OA as a paradigm and capability. The 
authors advocated approaching OA from a 
capability perspective, as this clearly separates 
performance capabilities from agile practices, 
which in turn promotes conceptual clarity 
(Podsakoff et al., 2016). Various scholars 
followed this call by conceptualizing OA as a 
capability that enables organizations to 
perceive changes in their volatile and 
unpredictable business environment, respond 
to these changes quickly and effectively by 
reconfiguring processes and resources, 
capitalize on these changes, and thus increase 
their competitive advantage (e.g., Nejatian et 
al., 2018; Teece et al., 2016; Van Oosterhout et 
al., 2006). While capability-based definitions of 
OA vary, most contain three characteristics: (1) 
the main object of OA is to maintain or even 
increase competitiveness; (2) a functional focus 
on speed, sensing, and responding; and (3) a 
focus on continuous and unpredictable change 
in a volatile business environment (Renzl et al., 
2021; Walter, 2020). 
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Academics also started to differentiate central 
elements of agility: drivers, enablers, and 
capabilities (for a recent review see Walter, 
2020). Agility drivers represent pressures and 
changes in the business environment that put 
an organization in a vulnerable position and 
therefore require searching for approaches to 
gain a new competitive advantage (Zhang & 
Sharifi, 2007). Prominent agility drivers are 
increased innovation rates, faster technological 
developments, and intense rivalry (e.g., 
Chakravarty et al., 2013; Mishra et al., 2013). 
Agility capabilities are vital for a company to 
successfully detect and respond to environ-
mental changes (e.g., Lin et al., 2006; Sharifi & 
Zhang, 2001). Such capabilities need to be 
developed at a level (AL) that meets the 
external and internal demands of a company 
(e.g., Gunasekaran & Yusuf, 2002; Lin et al., 
2006), so they can be utilized when needed 
(Brown & Bessant, 2003). Researchers have 
not yet developed a unified understanding of 
central agility capabilities; however, capabilities 
such as responsiveness, proactiveness, adap-
tiveness, cooperation, competency, flexibility, 
and speed are commonly mentioned (e.g., 
Fayezi et al., 2017; Lin et al., 2006; Sharifi & 
Zhang, 1999, 2007). Agility enablers are instru-
ments (i.e., methods, tools, and practices) 
based on which such capabilities can be 
acquired (e.g., Aravindraj et al., 2013; Sharifi & 
Zhang, 1999), thus are input factors. Variables 
such as team-based forms of organizing, (infor-
mation) technologies, and supportive organiza-
tional cultures were identified as potential agility 
enablers (e.g., Lin, 2004; Sharp et al., 1999; 
Sindhwani & Malhotra, 2017). Yet, scholars also 
argued that agility enablers are not valuable in 
general, but must be aligned with a company’s 
strategies, processes, structures, and environ-
mental demands (e.g., Lin et al., 2006; Vinodh 
& Aravindraj, 2012). Accordingly, a suitable 
choice and adequate implementation of agility 
enablers largely depends on conscious deci-
sions made by the management (e.g., Brown & 
Bessant, 2003; Vinodh & Aravindraj, 2012). 

Previous research primarily focused on agility 
enablers (e.g., Aravindraj et al., 2013; Overby et 
al., 2006) and measurement tools (e.g., Sieger 
et al., 2000; Vinodh et al., 2010). Likewise, 
different implementation frameworks were 
proposed that focus on a strategic perspective 
and suggest methods and actions for compiling 
new agility enablers and enhancing agility 
capabilities (e.g., Gunasekaran & Yusuf, 2002; 
Nejatian et al., 2018; Sharifi & Zhang, 1999). 
The tenor is a multi-step framework that offers 
practicing managers an approach for positively 

positioning their own organization in a volatile 
competitive environment. In essence, the 
proposed steps are: (1) recognizing changes as 
agility drivers; (2) determining the agility need 
level, i.e., the necessary degree of agility 
corresponding to the agility drivers a company 
encounters; (3) determining the organization’s 
current AL; (4) conducting a gap analysis to 
determine the necessary need for developing 
agility capabilities, after which the agility 
strategy is defined by the management; and (5) 
implementing agility enablers to increase the AL 
(Sharifi & Zhang, 1999, 2001). Although such 
frameworks provide a decent understanding of 
practices to become agile, the concrete 
relevance of OA capabilities is rather over-
looked. It also remains unclear how OA as a 
capability differs from agility capabilities. 
Furthermore, there are still limited insights on 
how OA and agility capabilities develop over 
time. The framework development in section 3 
intends to increase our understanding by 
changing the perspective from the previous 
action-oriented view to a processual capability-
oriented view. 

2.2. (Dynamic) capabilities and the role of 
organizational learning 

The idea of DCs originated in strategic-
management research based on the resource-
based view, which argues that organizations 
generate competitive advantages by leveraging 
their valuable, rare, inimitable, and non-
substitutable resources (Barney, 1991). Organi-
zational capabilities are considered a central 
factor for generating competitive advantages, 
because they are needed to transfer resources 
into valuable firm outcomes (Ray et al., 2004). 
In general, organizational capabilities are 
understood as collections of routines that serve 
a clear purpose and contain the knowledge 
needed to achieve or expand desired organi-
zational outcomes (e.g., Dosi et al., 2000; 
Nelson & Winter, 1982; Salvato & Rerup, 2011). 
The literature roughly distinguishes between 
two types of capabilities: (1) ordinary (also zero 
or operational) capabilities, which reflect the 
organization's ability to perform basic functional 
activities to earn a living in the present (e.g., 
Helfat & Peteraf, 2003; Salvato & Rerup, 2011; 
Winter, 2000); and (2) DCs, which reflect “the 
firm’s ability to integrate, build, and reconfigure 
internal and external competences to address 
rapidly changing environments” (Teece et al., 
1997, p. 516). DCs thus enable the company to 
establish innovative, new types of competitive 
advantage, depending on its market position 
and path dependencies by creating, extending, 
or changing ordinary capabilities and resources 
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(e.g., Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; Winter, 2003). 
As such, DCs are higher-level routines that 
systematically influence the adaptability of 
lower-level capabilities and routines (e.g., 
Salvato & Rerup, 2011; Schilke et al., 2018). 

Collis (1994) offered a more nuanced view on 
hierarchical relations between capability types, 
which was later extended and empirically tested 
(e.g., Schilke, 2014; Winter, 2003; Zollo & 
Winter, 2002). Schilke et al. (2018, p. 397) 
summarized this approach by arguing that 
“each capability is nested within a higher-order 
capability; e.g., first-order dynamic capabilities 
reconfigure the organizational resource base, 
second-order dynamic capabilities reconfigure 
first-order dynamic capabilities, and so on.” 
Collis (1994) described the valuable potential of 
DCs, through their ability to enable dynamic 
improvement, recognize the intrinsic value of 
other resources, and develop new strategies 
ahead of competitors (see also Ambrosini & 
Bowman, 2009). 

Scholars also focused on the role of different 
processes in the DC concept (Schilke et al., 
2018). Teece et al. (1997) introduced three 
process types (i.e., coordinating, learning, and 
reconfiguring) as key elements of DCs. Later, 
Teece (2007) offered a more detailed process 
typology including these processes as a sub-
set. He argued that DCs include the following 
three “asset ‘orchestration’ processes” (Teece, 
2007, p. 1341): (1) sensing opportunities; (2) 
seizing opportunities; and (3) transforming 
resources and capabilities (see also Martin, 
2011). Other scholars similarly indicated the 
processual nature of capabilities by distin-
guishing between the evolution process and the 
subsequent use of capabilities (e.g., Dosi et al., 
2000; Helfat & Martin, 2015). These 
approaches clearly depict the action orientation 
and temporal nature of DCs. 

DCs also differ in their degree of routinization 
(Schilke et al., 2018). While capabilities as 
collective patterns are always routinized to 
some extent, the degree of routinization is 
heavily shaped by the organizational context 
(Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000). This highlights the 
role of individuals and their interactions for DCs. 
A solid line of research emerged that focuses on 
the microfoundations underlying DCs (e.g., 
Salvato & Rerup, 2011; Suddaby et al., 2020), 
such as skills, perceptions, and cognitions of 
key employees and managers (e.g., Helfat & 
Peteraf, 2015; Mahringer & Renzl, 2018). 
Scholars applying a practice perspective even 
argue that DCs cannot exist without individuals, 
because DCs are formed and reconfigured 

through the performance of routines and 
patterning processes by actors (e.g., Wenzel et 
al., 2020). 

The contextual nature of DCs was also high-
lighted by scholars who argue that a compelling 
embeddedness in the enterprise is a key feature 
of DCs (Schilke et al., 2018). DCs are not 
imitable, can hardly be acquired externally, and 
must therefore be built in the company over 
time, which requires commitment and consider-
able resources, and leads to high sunk costs 
(e.g., Helfat & Martin, 2015; Winter, 2003). As 
such, various scholars explicitly linked the 
development and adjustment of DCs to the 
concepts of organizational learning and 
knowledge management (e.g., Bingham et al., 
2015; Konlechner, 2017). Zollo and Winter 
(2002) argued that DCs can be developed 
through two types of learning: (1) deliberate 
learning and (2) learning-by-doing. The latter 
includes increased competence with growing 
experience in the utilization of a capability (see 
also Schilke et al., 2018; Zollo & Winter, 2002). 

Scholars recently started to (re)conceptualize 
various constructs related to uncertainty, 
complexity, and change from a DC perspective 
because of the high relevance of DCs in 
dynamic environments (e.g., Gaertner et al., 
2017; O’Reilly & Tushman, 2008). 

2.3. Organizational agility and its link to 
dynamic capabilities 

Researchers increasingly agree that OA might 
be best conceptualized as a capability and have 
thus started to link agility to DC research. For 
example, Bessant et al. (2001) defined agility as 
a DC that enables a company to act in a value-
creating way in a continuously changing envi-
ronment (based on Teece & Pisano, 1994). The 
authors argued that agility allows organizations 
“to create and deploy different responses to 
meet differing environmental challenges” 
(Bessant et al., 2001, p. 5), which is in line with 
the general conceptualization of DCs. More-
over, they indicated that the supporting role of 
managerial capabilities is another alignment 
between DCs and agility. Other authors also 
highlighted agility as a potential DC by suggest-
ing that OA is built based on different agility 
capabilities (e.g., Chakravarty et al., 2013; Lee 
et al., 2009; Sambamurthy et al., 2003). Overby 
et al. (2006) proposed that OA is a unique DC 
type and differentiated OA from DCs by arguing 
that the latter is a broader concept. Other 
scholars (e.g., Lee et al., 2015; Vickery et al., 
2010) also conceptualized agility as a higher-
order capability based on the more general 
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capability hierarchy logic of Grant (1996). Agility 
as a higher-order capability is argued to emerge 
from the integration of lower-order capabilities 
(e.g., Grant, 1996; Vickery et al., 2010). Finally, 
Teece et al. (2016) described DCs as valuable 
and necessary complements to agility, in that 
agility can be effectuated through sensing and 
seizing activities and ultimately achieved 
through transformation. Moreover, the authors 
proposed that companies with superior DCs 
should be more proficient in assessing when the 
pursuit of greater agility at the expense of 
efficiency is reasonable and profitable. 

While such initial research linking OA and DCs 
provided first valuable insights, important 
aspects remain unresolved. First, there are still 
no common understandings on how OA as a DC 
and agility capabilities are conceptually related 
and how they interact. Second, while the 
capability hierarchy was highlighted as a 
valuable approach to better explain the 
connection between OA and DCs, this needs to 
be specified in more detail. 

3. Towards a dynamic understanding of 
organizational agility 

3.1. Organizational agility as a dynamic 
capability 

We focus on OA from a DC perspective to 
explain how OA is realized and developed over 
time. In this section we generally integrate OA 
into the DC framework. Drawing upon previous 
research, we define OA as a learned, higher-
order DC that can be performed in a timely and 
efficient manner, at the required scale, and at 
any point in time to detect and quickly respond 
to environmental changes in order to succeed in 
a volatile business environment (Overby et al., 
2006; Walter, 2020). DCs often comprise com-
binations of simpler capabilities (e.g., Collis, 
1994; Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000). We therefore 
propose that OA is a complex, higher-order 
capability, facilitated by a certain combination of 
lower-order capabilities (agility capabilities), 
which enables a company to sense, under-
stand, and evaluate environmental changes 
and react to them in a way that these changes 
no longer threaten the firm’s competitive 
position or even allow an organization to 
capitalize on them. While the literature does not 
provide a common understanding of agility 
capabilities, we leverage the commonly used 
capability taxonomy of Zhang and Sharifi 
(1999), who identified responsiveness, compe-
tency, flexibility, and speed as central agility 
capabilities, to illustrate how agility capabilities 
contribute in increasing the AL.  

Figure 1 depicts the hierarchical levels of capa-
bilities. Organizational capabilities represent the 
all-encompassing category that includes 
dynamic and ordinary capabilities. Higher-order 
capabilities include first- and second-order DCs. 
It also encompasses OA and the underlying 
agility capabilities, which are derived in detail 
below. 

Outlining overlaps between the conceptualiza-
tions of DCs and OA provides a rationale for 
integrating OA into the DC framework. Agility 
corresponds to the complexity characteristic of 
an organizational capability (Schreyögg & 
Kliesch, 2006). On the one hand, the task to be 
solved is complex (i.e., capitalizing on threat-
ening, unpredictable changes in a volatile 
business environment). On the other hand, 
agility as a capability is very complex in terms of 
structure and development. Moreover, the 
volatile business environment in the DC 
concept corresponds to that in which agility is a 
valuable capability (Teece et al., 2016). 
However, scholars argue that DCs might also 
be valuable in more stable environments – with 
higher levels of environmental volatility acting 
as a precursor for the degree to which DCs 
become competitive factors (Schirmer & 
Ziesche, 2010) – while the value of OA is 
inseparably linked to a dynamic and 
unpredictable business environment. In this 
context, there is consensus of directing actions 
toward the goal of responding appropriately to 
environmental changes (Walter, 2020). 
Moreover, agility explicitly focuses on reacting 
quickly to prosper in the course of a change 
event (Sambamurthy et al., 2003). The 
significant role of management (Ambrosini & 
Bowman, 2009) is consistent, whereby the 

 

Figure 1: Overview of different hierarchical levels of 
organizational capabilities, their relationship and 

classification of OA 
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realization of agility must have a clear manage-
ment intent (Brown & Bessant, 2003). 

3.2. Agility capability building as a two-
stage process 

Having outlined our conceptualization of OA, we 
now focus on the processes involved in its 
construction. To allow a detailed investigation of 
this phenomenon we analytically separate two 
interrelated processes: (1) the realization 
process of agility focused on a realignment 
between environmental needs and internal 
operational capabilities by deploying different 
agility capabilities, and (2) the process of further 
developing OA as a DC through different types 
of organizational learning. We argue, that this 
separation is helpful to better capture the 
dynamic process of OA building (e.g., Dosi et 
al., 2000; Helfat & Martin, 2015; Salvato & 
Rerup, 2011). Figure 2 depicts our dual-process 
framework of OA building as an interaction 
between capability realization and capability 
development. 

This inevitable connection results from a mutual 
dependency. The capability realization process 
represents the short-term component and takes 
place by means of a conscious increase or 
decrease in the company's level of capabilities 
over the course of an event. We extend recent 

findings that focused on developing agility 
capabilities from a strategic perspective. As 
described in section 2.1, previous implementa-
tion frameworks suggested several steps for 
increasing AL by implementing agility enablers 
and realigning the capability set to close 
significant gaps between an organization's 
actual AL and the agility requirements of the 
business environment. (e.g., Gunasekaran, 
1998; Zhang & Sharifi, 2000). We see the merit 
of this action perspective, but believe that a 
more holistic view on the temporal course of 
capability building is needed to more precisely 
understand the evolution of OA and its varying 
levels. We build upon microfoundational find-
ings and focus on agility from a processual, 
social-constructivist perspective. According to 
this view, organizational routines underlying 
DCs are not abstract objects, but rather socially 
constructed, emerging through repetitive perfor-
mance by organizational actors (e.g., Dionysiou 
& Tsoukas, 2013; Wenzel et al., 2020). 

Yet, agility cannot be successfully enacted with-
out further development in the long run by 
means of growing experience (e.g., Schilke et 
al., 2018; Zollo & Winter, 2002). The respective 
capabilities continue to compulsorily develop 
during their realization through organizational 
learning, which is highlighted as an important 

Figure 2: Capability building as a consolidation of capability realization and development 
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factor in research on the general development 
of DCs (e.g., Bingham et al., 2015; Zollo & 
Winter, 2002). That said, organizational 
learning takes place while the realized capabil-
ity level increases and decreases; i.e., the 
capability develops further and the retrievable 
capability level increases. Conversely, it is 
difficult to further develop the capability base 
without realizing the respective capabilities.  

The capability development process shows the 
long-term temporal development of agility 
capabilities, which means an increase in the 
organizational basal level of OA during the 
change in AL. This process can be divided into 
two steps: (1) increasing the organizational 
basal level of OA through organizational 
learning, and (2) maintaining the existing 
organizational basal level of OA through the 
preservation of knowledge from past experi-
ences in a pronounced organizational memory 
and through a well-functioning knowledge 
management. Referring to the emphasis on 
organizational actors, recent research also 
indicates that individuals play a fundamental 
role in the learning-by-experience process, as 
they primarily store the accumulated knowledge 
and the organization ultimately benefits from it 
through collaboration of knowledge holders 
(Jain, 2013). Thus, “organizations do not have 
a (dynamic) capability, but they become 
(Tsoukas & Chia, 2002) capable in and through 
the enactment of organizational routines” 
(Wenzel et al., 2020, p. 6). DCs are less 
routinized and rather depend on heuristics offer-
ing space for individual and collective decision-
making, especially in highly-volatile environ-
ments (e.g., Peteraf et al., 2013; Salvato, 2009). 
Accordingly, when theorizing about the two 
processes of capability realization and 
capability development in the next sections, we 
put a specific emphasis on temporal dynamics 
and microfoundational underpinnings. 

As outlined above, both processes unfold in a 
dynamic and interwoven way. The recursive 
nature of agility capability building makes it 
somewhat arbitrary to define a specific starting 
point. However, we begin with the process of 
realization in reaction to a specific event, and 
next discuss the process of capability 
development, which occurs in part at the same 
time, but can be theoretically separated to allow 
a more sophisticated analysis. 

3.2.1. Capability realization on multiple 
levels of the capability hierarchy 

In this section we focus on the short-term view 
and explain how the enactment of DCs at 

different hierarchical levels allows an organiza-
tion to successfully capitalize on environmental 
uncertainty. Linking with section 3.1, we 
elaborate more specifically on the assignments 
of OA and the agility capabilities to the individual 
hierarchy levels. More precisely, we outline how 
OA as a second-order DC and different first-
order agility capabilities interact over the course 
of a consciously initiated change event. The 
assignment of the specific DCs and the mech-
anisms of action are now described starting at 
the top of the hierarchy (vertical logic) and in the 
horizontal logic over time starting at t0. 

As argued by Doz and Kosonen (2008; 2011), 
an increased AL occurs by a constructive inter-
play and multiplicative interaction of a set of 
capabilities (see also Arbussa et al., 2017). 
Accordingly, a better understanding of the 
realization process of OA necessitates a 
processual view of the interplay between OA as 
a second-order DC and underlying first-order 
agility capabilities. We apply an event-based 
perspective to explain the process of agility real-
ization (Morgeson et al., 2015; Salvato, 2009). 
We focus on a single change event in reaction 
to triggers occurring from ongoing environmen-
tal changes (agility drivers) and argue that orga-
nizations apply their OA and agility capabilities 
to transfer this change into an opportunity. 

OA seeks to leverage ongoing changes that 
reduce the fit between the organization’s opera-
tional capabilities and environmental dynamics 
before they become major challenges. OA 
demonstrates a DC-typical value-creating 
character (Collis, 1994) by its inherent feature 
of reconfiguring agility capabilities at a lower 
level to eventually generate a tactical or strate-
gic change (Overby et al., 2006). This highlights 
the unique contribution of DCs in creating a 
competitive advantage: changing the resource 
base according to environmental needs by 
recombining, integrating, or even creating new 
resources (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000). The task 
of higher-order capabilities is to (re)configure 
the company's resources in response to 
changes in the business environment (Lee et 
al., 2015). Through the integration of lower-
order capabilities, new higher-order DCs, such 
as OA, are developed to ultimately enable 
innovative action in the company (Lee et al., 
2015). Considering agility capabilities as lower-
order DCs on a first level, the integration of 
these capabilities leads to OA on a higher 
(second) level (e.g., Grant, 1996; Vickery et al., 
2010). Thus, a DC enables organizational 
change and the emergence of new and 
innovative types of competitive advantage (e.g., 
Teece et al., 1997; Schilke et al., 2018). Agility 
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utilizes the inherent attribute of higher-order 
DCs to reconfigure underlying capabilities (first 
level agility capabilities) in order to create value 
(Ambrosini & Bowman, 2009; Winter, 2003). 

Recent research highlighted the key role of 
management in the capability building process 
(e.g., Helfat & Martin, 2015; Tripsas & Gavetti, 
2000) and the agility concept (e.g., Bessant et 
al., 2001). Here, we argue that the correct 
enactment of agility capabilities is shaped by 
the OA capability, which guide managerial 
action over the OA realization process. Agility 
capabilities as first-order capabilities operate in 
combination with each other and are nested in 
the higher-order capability OA, allowing strate-
gic change and a reconfiguration of ordinary 
capabilities (Schilke et al., 2018). Agility capa-
bilities therefore allow the replacement and new 
configuration of a company's resources. OA is 
directed at quickly enabling a strategy change 
through resource or capability reconfiguration to 
develop a new, profitable strategy before other 
competitors and to exploit valuable other 
capabilities or resources for this purpose 
(Ambrosini & Bowman, 2009; Collis, 1994). 
Therefore, OA demonstrates a behavioral 
orientation “to integrate, reconfigure, renew and 
recreate its resources and capabilities and, 
most importantly, upgrade and reconstruct its 
core capabilities [ed. note: here first-order 
capabilities] in response to the changing 
environment to attain and sustain competitive 
advantage” (Wang & Ahmed, 2007, p. 35). 
Reconfiguration across the three capability 
levels can take place, for example, if the 
enactment of OA displays that the current agility 
capability set does not meet the requirements of 
the business environment (e.g., the company is 
too slow according to the agility driver currently 
in effect). This means, the agility capability 
quickness should be increased. This is done 
through the conscious management decision 
(Brown & Bessant, 2003; Vinodh & Aravindraj, 
2012) to implement a suitable agility enabler 
(Aravindraj et al., 2013; Sharifi & Zhang, 1999), 
which requires resources, for example the labor 
of a production employee. A reconfiguration of 
the ordinary capabilities takes place at the 
moment a member of the production team is 
assigned to the enabler-related task, since the 
respective employee is withdrawn from his or 
her everyday role and is now responsible for 
enhancing the DC quickness (Winter, 2003). A 
higher-level capability therefore modifies an 
ordinary capability on the zero-level (Ambrosini 
& Bowman, 2009; Winter, 2003). It is important 
that this role change is also used and imple-
mented in a goal-oriented manner, i.e., that it is 

used to improve the quickness capability. If the 
work there is not directed at the purpose of the 
first-order DC, then this role change can lead to 
resource loss and is therefore associated with 
higher costs (Winter, 2003). In Figure 3 we 
propose a second framework that provides a 
more nuanced view of realizing agility as a sub-
process of building agility (as illustrated in 
Figure 2). We previously described the top-
down mechanisms of action; in the following we 
will elaborate on the time course. 

Agility and DC research agree that organiza-
tional decision makers must first perceive a 
capability gap, before engaging in capability 
development or change; both at operational and 
dynamic levels (e.g., Helfat & Peteraf 2003; 
Lavie, 2006; Sharifi & Zhang, 2001). As such, 
having and enacting the capabilities to sense 
and evaluate agility drivers (i.e., recognizing 
and understanding future developments) is a 
precursor for realizing agility capabilities (Teece 
et al., 2016). This sensing process is patterned 
and stable, always proceeding in similar ways, 
and can subsequently trigger a strategic change 
in the company. Moreover, sensing constitutes 
an important element of DCs (e.g., Ambrosini & 
Bowman, 2009, Augier & Teece, 2007). While 
perceiving capability gaps primarily occurs at 
individual and group levels (Konlechner, 2017), 
operating in complex, fast changing environ-
ments that require OA is likely to require highly-
routinized patterns of environmental screening 
and evaluation. Various agility capabilities must 
be aligned and deployed to create opportunities 
and exploit them before competitors do (Teece 
et al., 2016). This includes routines for recog-
nizing weak signals (Ansoff, 1975), gathering, 
sharing, and discussing cues/new information, 
and making proactive decisions (Teece, 2007).  

Wenzel et al. (2020) recently argued that 
organizational change emerges when actors 
perform (enact) organizational routines. 
Accordingly, after having sensed and shaped a 
valuable opportunity to act on, this opportunity 
must be seized through changes in operations 
based on conscious investments by enacting 
relevant agility capabilities (Teece, 2007). 

That said, first-order capabilities must be per-
formed by organizational actors, which means 
increasing the organization’s AL. This invest-
ment decision necessarily depends on man-
agerial actions (e.g., Dosi et al., 2008; Teece, 
2016) and must be treated as a managerial 
priority (Teece, 2016). O’Reilly and Tushman 
(2008, p. 195) argued that DCs “manifest in the 
decisions of senior management.” 
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Figure 3: Realization process of OA from a dynamic capability perspective 
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Entrepreneurial initiatives are identified as 
microfoundations to change operational rou-
tines (Mahringer & Renzl, 2018). Managers can 
consciously start such initiatives to kick-start the 
enactment of agility capabilities. Intensive 
efforts in organizational change and learning 
can be triggered by proactively constructing an 
internal crisis and thus, a shift in attention (Kim, 
1998). Such an internally constructed crisis 
supports fast learning (Kim, 1998). The con-
comitant entrepreneurial behavior constitutes a 
component of DCs (Teece, 2012). Additional 
agility capabilities are enacted by organizational 
actors during the change event. Through the 
realization of agility capabilities, the AL of the 
organization is facilitated and ordinary capabili-
ties are adjusted so the event can be carried out 
successfully and aligned to the modified 
environmental conditions. OA, in turn, enables 
an efficient alignment of the agility capabilities 
by reconfiguring them in a situation-specific and 
economic way. In line with Doz and Kosonen 
(2011), we suggest a varying level in the 
realization of each agility capability in the 
course of an event (see varying trajectories of 
lines for each agility capability in Figure 3). The 
corresponding capability level adapts to the 
requirements of the respective situation and the 
current drivers (Gunasekaran & Yusuf, 2002; 
Lin et al., 2006). This enables the organization 
to exploit the sensed change as an opportunity 
to grow and prosper. 

The eventual reconfiguration of resources and 
the transformations of routines, behaviors, and 
attitudes (Teece, 2007) will consequently 
increase (+) or decrease (-) the level to which 
different agility capabilities are performed. The 
agility capabilities show different effectiveness 
in mitigating the negative effects of agility 
drivers (Yusuf & Adeleye, 2002). Winter (2000, 
p. 981) introduced the “matter of degree” to 
which an organization has (or does not have) a 
specific capability. Thus, we propose a vari-
ability of the realized capability levels. Because 
the agility need level is situation-dependent 
(Overby et al., 2006), organizations should 
assess the degree to which they can realize 
relevant agility capabilities and subsequently 
develop a strategy for improving the respective 
capabilities, if needed (Brown & Bessant, 2003). 
Therefore, the agility capabilities of an organi-
zation occur in a continuum. This means an 
organization is not agile or not agile, but is 
always agile to a certain extent. The degree 
depends on the prevailing situation and the 
successful enactment of OA, as only a 
harmonious interplay of all agility capabilities 
enables the full exploitation of a positive effect 

of OA on business performance. Thus, the 
higher-order capability OA must be deployed at 
a higher level over the full change event (see 
upper part of Figure 3). Alignment of agility 
capabilities is important because a disharmony 
between them could be harmful. Imagine, for 
example, an organization excellent in sensing 
environmental changes (responsiveness), but 
lacking the ability to do this faster than 
competitors (quickness). OA encompasses the 
ability to reconfigure capabilities, routines, and 
processes to realize and align a set of agility 
capabilities in a situation-specific manner. OA 
as a DC is a collection of routines that respond 
to internal or external stimuli (Zollo & Winter, 
2002), i.e., the impact of an agility driver (Van 
Oosterhout et al., 2006). Here, we regard the 
step-by-step approach to realize agility in the 
enterprise proposed in previous implementation 
frameworks (e.g., Gunasekaran & Yusuf, 2002; 
Nejatian et al., 2018; Sharifi & Zhang, 1999) as 
a higher-level routine to systematically influence 
the adaptability of agility capabilities on a lower 
level (according to Salvato & Rerup, 2011 and 
Schilke et al., 2018). According to the imple-
mentation framework as a management action-
plan, OA thus runs according to a structured 
pattern (routine) that can be consolidated and is 
persistent. 

3.2.2. Capability development as an 
organizational learning process 

In this section we focus on the long-term view 
and theorize about the development of agility 
over time. We do not focus on specific 
capabilities, but on the mechanisms shaping 
OA as a DC. From the literature, we know that 
DCs as collective patterns of behavior do not 
exist in general, but must be developed and 
regularly updated over time (e.g., Salvato & 
Rerup, 2011; Zollo & Winter, 2002). Thus, we 
offer a third framework (see Figure 4), which 
displays a more detailed view of one element of 
the framework presented in Figure 2 (i.e., the 
development process of OA). Simultaneously, it 
zooms further out of Figure 3 by providing a 
multi-event perspective. 

Zollo and Winter (2002) argued that DCs 
develop via different learning mechanisms. 
Likewise, agility scholars focused on the role of 
organizational learning for the agility of a com-
pany (e.g., Jafari & Amoozegar, 2017), yet did 
not explain how this learning unfolds. We 
propose that OA as a complex, higher-order DC 
develops in large part through the realization of 
existing agility capabilities by organizational 
actors. Because DCs are shaped through their 
performance they can only be changed to a 
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limited degree through deliberate, exogenous 
interventions (e.g., Pentland & Feldman, 2008; 
Royer & Daniel, 2019; Wenzel et al., 2020). 
Accordingly, we argue that the development of 
OA heavily depends on learning by experience 
(Argote & Miron-Spektor, 2011; Zollo & Winter, 
2002), which occurs over recurring change 
events. Our argumentation starts at a point in 
time (t0), where the organization has already 
developed a certain organizational basal level 
of OA defined as AL (t0) (see Figure 4). This 
means the organization already made a strate-
gic decision to build OA as a DC to address 
environmental demands by implementing agility 
enablers (Sharifi & Zhang, 1999; 2001) and/or 
by leveraging interventions to learn initial agility 
capabilities (Zollo & Winter, 2002). However, 
these capabilities were not deliberately realized. 
Learning completely new capabilities during 
change events marked by high uncertainty and 
volatility is rather difficult. Uncertainty generates 
fear and anxiety at the individual level, and thus 
hinders adequate action (e.g., Carleton et al., 
2007; Carleton, 2016). Accordingly, basic rou-
tines or heuristics guiding the uncertainty regu-
lation of individuals, i.e., uncertainty appraisal 
and proactive behavior (Griffin & Grote, 2020), 
must be in place before starting a change event. 

Deliberately realizing OA advocates the 
occurrence of certain events. The organization 
realizes its OA each time an external change 
occurs that prompts the organization to re-
configure a set of operational resources and 
routines. In Figure 4, the first event starts at t0 
and continues until t1. Over the course of this 
realization event the organization increases its 
basal level of OA to AL (t1) via internal organi-
zational learning from cumulative experience 

(Bapuji & Crossan, 2004) and experiments 
(Salvato, 2009). The company shows an in-
creasing basal level (∆ AL1). Argote and Miron-
Spektor (2011) focused on learning from 
experience and introduced a circuit: experience 
is transformed into knowledge, which changes 
the characteristics of an organization and sub-
sequently affects future experiences. Micro-
scholars emphasized the vital role of lower-level 
entities in organizational learning. Employees, 
who directly or indirectly participate in a change 
event, are affected by the enactment of agility 
capabilities. During the event individuals enact 
routines underlying agility via human inter-
actions (e.g., Argote & Ingram, 2000; Kremser 
& Schreyögg, 2016; Wenzel et al., 2020). 
Individuals develop and share knowledge and 
observe each other (e.g., Annosi et al., 2020; 
Jain, 2013; Zollo & Winter, 2002) during this 
“collaborative problem-solving” (Felin et al., 
2012, p. 1368). In so doing, they develop a 
common understanding of the successful use of 
OA and agility capabilities. This experience is 
collectively interpreted, which leads to the 
development of shared cognitive frames and 
superstitious learning (Annosi et al., 2020). As 
collectives engage in codification and storing 
processes (Zollo & Winter, 2020), the related 
know-how, know-who, and know-what content 
can be stored in the organizational memory 
(e.g., Argote & Ren, 2012; Easterby-Smith & 
Lyles, 2011; Felin et al., 2012).  

This displays patterning processes (Turner & 
Rindova, 2018; Wenzel et al., 2020), which 
allow for a more advanced enactment of OA and 
agility capabilities in the future (e.g., Antunes & 
Pinheiro, 2020; Walsh & Ungson, 1991). 
Cegarra-Navarro and Martelo-Landroguez 

 
Figure 4: Agility capability development as an organizational learning process 
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(2020) confirmed a positive link between organi-
zational memory and OA, which is reinforced by 
the application of knowledge. Thus, we believe 
that after an episode of OA realization the orga-
nization will probably have a higher capability 
baseline, and consequently the retrievable 
capability level of OA increases, enabling the 
organization to better handle future change 
events in reaction to environmental uncertainty. 
Therefore, the organization becomes more 
capable of enacting their agility and OA capa-
bilities (e.g., Tsoukas & Chia, 2002; Wenzel et 
al., 2020). An increase of OA can also occur 
through experimental learning (Kolb, 2014). For 
example, Salvato (2009) found that DCs are 
adapted and refined based on variations in how 
individuals implemented routines. 

Because capability development is a gradual 
and cumulative process (Montealegre, 2002), 
additional organizational learning processes 
take place during following events until the 
capability baseline at time tn increases to AL (tn). 
The framework of a dynamic satisficing level 
(Winter, 2000), which is applicable in uncertain 
environments, explains the rising basal level. 
This means, learning organizational capabilities 
goes hand in hand with variability of the satis-
faction level with the mastery of the respective 
capability. The satisficing level raises when 
increased competence is required in the course 
of the event. Because this cannot be fulfilled 
simultaneously, organizational learning occurs 
until the new satisficing level (i.e., a higher 
capability baseline) is reached and the organi-
zation can master a capability to the desired 
degree at the end of the event. We propose that 
a high organizational learning capability is a 
prerequisite for sustainable agility development. 
Previous research highlighted rapid organiza-
tional learning as an important competitive 
factor (e.g., Argote, 2015; Senge, 1990) and 
described a direct connection to an organiza-
tion´s ability to adapt to changing environmental 
conditions and prosper in such uncertain en-
vironments (Argote, 2015). Similarly, Meredith 
and Francis (2000) mentioned the ability of an 
organization to capture knowledge and learn 
from experience as an important prerequisite for 
an organization on the way to agility. 

While we assume that the successful enact-
ment of OA will become more professionalized, 
we also believe there will be a decrease of 
learning over time. Thus, we propose the learn-
ing curve will flatten from event to event. We 
explain the phenomenon of progressively lower 
learning progress and a diminished increasing 
basal level of OA as a result of the repeated 
implementation of the same agility enablers and 

the ongoing patterning of routines underlying 
OA. We leverage Jain's (2013) understanding of 
learning curves with a focus on OA. As men-
tioned above, capability development depends 
on individual learning and collective processes 
for developing patterns. When organizations 
initiate their first change event to capitalize on 
environmental uncertainty, they leverage new 
capabilities developed primarily through 
learning from research or simulations (Cant & 
Cooper, 2010) and deploy newly established 
agility enablers. Accordingly, the experience 
level is every low. When using such enablers 
and capabilities in reality for the first time, the 
participating individuals quickly increase their 
knowledge (Schilling et al., 2003) so that 
productivity that was comparatively low in the 
beginning increases relatively fast with 
increasing knowledge (Jain, 2013). New know-
ledge is shared between actors and transferred 
between different business units of an organi-
zation (Argote, 2015). Thus, collective routines 
evolve (patterning), which allow for a more 
effective and better-aligned enactment of agility 
capabilities. The degree of novelty decreases 
through the repetitive enactment of agility capa-
bilities, which leads to reduced learning effects 
(Argote, 2011; Lampel et al., 2009). Well-known 
and practiced agility enablers and capabilities 
can be transferred to following events and can 
proceed in a targeted manner, dealing with 
challenges more consciously. OA as a higher-
order DC especially guides the behaviors of 
managers and management teams. They face 
particularly high requirements for aligning and 
leading the enactment of lower-order agility 
capabilities when managing first internal 
changes in reaction to environmental demands. 
Over recurring events they accumulate experi-
ence in which agility capabilities work well and 
where managerial action is needed to support 
their application and alignment. Thus, organi-
zational attention as an important and dynamic 
managerial capability raises (Salvato, 2009). 

Because routinized DCs are relatively stable 
over time (Schilke et al., 2018), we argue that 
the capability baseline will remain approxi-
mately the same between any two events. We 
are aware of concepts such as organizational 
forgetting (de Holan & Phillips, 2004), which 
might trigger opposing trajectories, but will 
postpone this discussion to the next section. 
Moreover, there are likely several factors that 
influence the rate of change in OA over time, but 
this is beyond the scope of this manuscript. 
Again, we will address this issue in the next 
section. 
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4. Discussion and conclusion 

Our study offers a dynamic view of how agility 
unfolds in organizations. Although previous 
research enhanced our understanding about 
the various factors related to agility and ways to 
implement agility capabilities successfully 
(Walter, 2020), little knowledge exists on the 
temporal dynamics and microfoundations 
underlying agility. We reconceptualized OA as 
a second-order DC, which allows organizations 
to enact different agility capabilities (first-order 
DCs) to successfully change operational (zero-
level) capabilities in a constantly changing 
business environment, thus facilitating com-
pany performance and competitiveness. We 
systematically linked research on OA and DCs 
by clearly embedding the OA capability and 
related agility capabilities within the hierarchical 
DC framework. Based on this understanding we 
offered a dual-process framework of agility 
building. This framework advances previous 
research on the implementation of OA by 
focusing on the enactment and improvement of 
existing agility capabilities. In particular, we 
analytically differentiated between the 
processes of agility realization and agility devel-
opment to carve out the temporal dynamics and 
microfoundations underlying these two partly 
overlapping processes. 

4.1. Limitations and implications for future 
research 

Despite the benefits our paper presents, our 
work also offers different limitations. In this 
section we critically reflect on some limitations 
and outline aspects we believe researchers 
should consider in future work. Our proposed 
framework on the dynamics of agility building 
outlined in Figure 2 and detailed in Figures 3 
and 4 provides, by necessity, a simplification of 
a complex phenomenon. To our knowledge, our 
paper is the first to theorize on the processes 
related to agility building from a DC perspective. 
Thus, a focus on core factors underlying the 
realization and development processes of 
agility was necessary to offer a clear line of 
argument and to address parsimony—a key 
factor in high-quality theory building (Suddaby, 
2010; Whetten, 1989). For example, to illustrate 
how different first-order agility capabilities 
interact with second-order OA capability, we 
leveraged the highly-cited agility capability 
taxonomy proposed by Zhang and Sharifi 
(1999). Yet, we also highlighted work 
suggesting other agility capabilities in the 
theoretical foundations and believe that future 
researchers must elaborate more deeply on 
central agility capabilities. Likewise, we want to 

clearly state we leveraged the chosen 
representations in Figures 3 and 4 for illustrative 
purposes only. That said, both the agility 
capabilities included and the process trajecto-
ries presented are of exemplary nature and 
were introduced to make our theoretical 
derivations more comprehensible. Neither 
figure is designed to indicate an approach for 
measuring OA or different agility capabilities. 

While we offer the first valuable insight in the 
processual dynamics of agility, this should only 
be seen as a starting point for further research 
on temporal dynamics. We agree with scholars 
from a practice-based perspective who argued 
that DCs as collective routines are produced 
and recreated through actors’ performances 
(enactment) and patterning (development of 
understanding) processes (e.g., Dionysiou & 
Tsoukas, 2013; Turner & Rindova, 2018). 
Following this line of argumentation, organiza-
tional capabilities based on routines (such as 
OA) can neither exist nor be improved without 
organizational actors. Moreover, if organiza-
tional routines are streams of action that come 
into being through their performance (Wenzel et 
al., 2020), this will always involve temporal 
dynamics. As such, we encourage future 
researchers to leverage our theorizing to en-
gage in a deeper investigation of the temporal 
and microfoundational factors shaping OA. 

For example, we highlighted the key role 
managers play in the capability development 
process (e.g., Helfat & Martin, 2015; Tripsas & 
Gavetti, 2000). Teece et al. (2016) argued that 
managers can support the successful develop-
ment of an agile organization. Similarly, 
Schoemaker et al. (2018) confirmed that strong 
strategic leadership from top management is a 
crucial component during capability develop-
ment. We believe that dynamic managerial 
capabilities as a microfoundation of OA are an 
important topic to investigate. DC research 
focuses primarily on the cognitive, affective, and 
behavioral capabilities of top managers that 
underlie organizational DCs (e.g., Adner & 
Helfat, 2003; Helfat & Peteraf, 2015; 
Hodgkinson & Healey, 2011). Yet, Mahringer 
and Renzl (2018, p. 71) recently suggested 
focusing on the specific role of middle 
managers to supersede top management as 
“lonely heroes” in the capability framework. As 
such, further research on the role of diverse 
management levels in the agility capability 
building process would advance the current 
understanding of the respective areas of 
responsibility and potential influence. Moreover, 
because organizational members at all hierar-
chical levels increasingly operate in teams, 
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investigating the importance of DCs of key 
groups (e.g., top management teams) might be 
another fruitful area for better understanding the 
microfoundations of OA (e.g., Friedman et al., 
2016; Martin, 2011). 

Next, when presenting our framework on the 
development of agility (see Figure 4) we lever-
aged a few simplifications that merit more 
detailed investigations. In particular, we built 
upon a rather positive view when offering our 
arguments for learning through repetitive 
events. First, when explaining learning from 
experience as part of agility capability building, 
we argued in favor of a stable trajectory of the 
AL between two environmental change events 
because agility capabilities were defined as 
DCs. DC research argues that DCs are 
routines, which are relatively stable over time. 
However, we are aware of phenomena such as 
organizational forgetting (Easterby-Smith & 
Lyles, 2011) and, as such, we encourage 
researchers to focus on factors that might 
hinder rather than stabilize trajectories over 
time. We believe a more nuanced focus on 
event characteristics may offer helpful guid-
ance. Morgeson et al. (2015) proposed event 
system theory as an approach for clustering 
events and their consequences based on the 
characteristics of event strength, space, and 
time. For example, long breaks between two 
events may trigger a degeneration of DCs, as 
involved actors might change. 

Moreover, we implicitly focused on learning 
through successful capability realization when 
arguing how learning from experience occurs. 
Yet, we believe that organizations can also 
learn from situations in which they fail to 
reorganize their operational capabilities in a 
way that supports ongoing superior perfor-
mance. Various scholars also demonstrate that 
organizational entities can learn from setbacks 
and failures (e.g., Ariño & De La Torre, 1998; 
Rauter et al., 2018). Research on entrepre-
neurship especially highlights the role of 
(entrepreneurial) learning from failure (e.g., 
Cope, 2011; Lattacher & Wdowiak, 2020). 
Diving deeper into how unsuccessful capability 
realization is related to learning might offer 
additional insights on OA development. 

Finally, we solely focused on learning through 
the first-hand experience of change events. Yet, 
we believe that deliberate learning mechanism 
(Zollo & Winter, 2002) could complement OA 
development in a meaningful way. For example, 
using specific interventions might help maintain 
agility between change events. Further, an 
analysis of the interplay between experience-

based and deliberate learning on OA building 
thus constitutes another fruitful topic for future 
elaboration. 

4.2. Methodological implications 

As mentioned above, most literature on agility is 
conceptual in nature. Empirical work has mainly 
applied observational designs and analyzed 
cross-sectional data. Such methods are not well 
suited to capture and explore temporal dynam-
ics and organizational processes (Spector & 
Meier, 2014). Accordingly, and based on our 
call for more research on the dynamics of OA, 
we also call for the application of time- and 
context-sensitive research designs, which allow 
gathering detailed data on collective actions 
that constitute OA. We echo Teece’s (2012) 
sentiment that in-depth qualitative research 
might be a powerful tool to reveal fresh insight 
about the processes underlying DCs. This is in 
line with the general recommendation for using 
qualitative, open-ended inquiries for investi-
gating new phenomena in nascent fields 
(Edmondson & McManus, 2007). Social 
science offers a broad range of qualitative 
methods that allow scholars to engage “with the 
everyday realities of organizational life” 
(Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011, p. 1249), such as 
case studies (Eisenhardt, 1989), ethnographic 
approaches (Van Maanen, 1979), and action 
research (Eden & Huxham, 1996). Similarly, 
quantitative research offers various approaches 
to gather and analyze longitudinal and process-
related data (Spector & Meier, 2014), such as 
social network analysis (Park et al., 2020) and 
diary methods (Bolger et al., 2003). 

4.3. Implications for practice 

Current conceptualizations of OA typically focus 
on the implementation of agility capabilities and 
the role of fundamental capability reconfigure-
tions to major changes. Our theorizing provides 
several implications on how organizations might 
manage the realization of agility to adopt their 
operational capabilities to demands arising from 
an ever-changing business environment. For 
instance, organizations acting in highly uncer-
tain environments should actively engage with 
their environment to recognize opportunities for 
enhancing their competitiveness. This calls for 
tools that allow the integration of external know-
ledge, even knowledge with a rather low per-
ception threshold. Mahringer and Renzl (2018) 
argued that instruments such as customer feed-
back forms, market surveys, and communities 
of practice with external participants might be 
applicable. Moreover, we highlighted the role of 
microfoundations for successful OA building. 
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Thus, organizations must be aware of the 
crucial role individuals play in the development 
and application of agility. Higher-level 
managers should actively monitor when and 
how agility capabilities are leveraged to change 
operational capabilities. They play a vital role in 
the implementation of agility enablers as they 
are usually responsible for the allocation of 
resources. Moreover, they might consider the 
use of simulations and trainings to obtain 
acquired agility capabilities. Frontline 
employees and lower- and middle-level 
managers play key roles in sensing minor 
changes (because of their direct customer 
contact) and the way agility capabilities and 
learning practices are enacted. Therefore, 
companies working in a very uncertain 
environment need to support their employees 
by offering adequate organizational conditions. 
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