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Why this topic — An infroduction

Once upon a time... or: When agile women work together

It began one evening after a project meeting in a small café by a river. We - eight female
colleagues from two organisations in adult education, linked for years by joint projects -
were still sitting together after an intense day’s work. We chatted about this and that. And
suddenly, the conversation was no longer just about projects, but about our own work, the
daily challenges and the many years of experience we shared.

Amidst reflection, discussion and shared laughter, an idea emerged that would shape the rest
of the evening: “Agile working” and self-organisation.

What initially sounded like a buzzword quickly developed an unexpected appeal. Could
this be the approach that not only makes work easier, but also takes adult education as a
whole a step further? One from which not only we ourselves and our colleagues in adult
education, but also our participants - and, thinking long-term and on a grand scale, society
as a whole - would benefit?

In day-to-day work, the push towards digitalisation is palpable for everyone. Constantly
changing conditions and rising demands have long since transformed the working day - yet
internal structures have often remained the same.

Staff feel increasingly overburdened, caught between operational work, growing
documentation requirements and demanding target groups. Managers are seeking the
right balance between control and trust. And in the process, a crucial insight often takes a
back seat: those who work on the ground every day know best how to do a good job.

On that evening, it became clear that more is needed than minor adjustments. We need
new forms of collaboration, more scope for self-organisation, and a shared understanding
of how we structure our work: flexibly, effectively, and on an equal footing. From this
realisation arose the desire to explore ‘agile working’ in adult education in greater depth,
and to share the results of this exploration with colleagues in the field. The Erasmus+
project “Agile Worlds: The Future of Adult Educators” was “born”.

This handbook summarises the findings from the project. It invites you to think further about
the path of agile working and self-organisation in teams within adult education, to try it out
and to shape it together.



Let us infroduce ourselves...

The people behind this little story and later project partners are staff members of the two
non-profit organisations nowa from Graz and Berufswege fiir Frauen & Social Business
Women from Wiesbaden.

nowa - Training, Consultancy, Project Management

.. Is committed to gender equality and a fair, diverse society. Our aim is to shape
structural conditions so that women can participate equally in all areas of life - from

the labour market and economy to education, politics and regional development.

We expand opportunities for action by developing and implementing innovative projects.
In this way, we ensure that existing disadvantages are eliminated and counteract
restrictive gender roles. We view equality as a structural challenge that requires
sustainable change. We work in partnership with women*, companies, organisations and
public institutions to jointly develop effective solutions. Our mission is clear: we advocate
for the self-determined participation of all people in all their diversity and actively shape

the path towards greater equality.

BerufsWege fur Frauen & Social Business Women e. V. (BWfF&SBW)

.. has been supporting women in Wiesbaden, Hesse and across Germany in their
professional and personal development since 1988. Our mission is to promote
professional equality and to accompany and support women as they return to work,
pursue professional (re)orientation, integrate into the labour market and establish a self-
employed livelihood. At the heart of all our services is working alongside women, showing
them professional and innovative ways to shape their future, and strengthening their
individual potential.’

From individual counselling and coaching, through training on professional topics and
career development, to learning and expanding digital skills and information on self-
employment and business start-ups, BWfF&SBW offers everything women need for their
professional and personal development. We also support migrant women in their
professional and social integration.

1 BWfF&SBW'’s Mission Statement




The quality of our work has been certified in accordance with AZAVZ2, amongst other
standards, and has been awarded the German Diversity Prize.

The association’s target groups include women of different age groups and educational
backgrounds, women in financial dependency, women in part-time employment or who
are unemployed, women wishing to return to work, and women with limited prospects in
the labour market, as well as female entrepreneurs and women pursuing social enterprise
ideas. Our services are inclusive, ensuring that people with different abilities can benefit
from them. BWfF&SBW works closely with regional networks and professional trainers,
and is therefore well integrated into the labour market and women’s policy landscape.

A defining feature of the organisational structure is agile working. BWfF&SBW relies on
flat hierarchies, short lines of communication and a project-based organisation that allows
staff a high degree of personal responsibility. Collaborative digital tools are an integral part
of everyday working life. Iterative coordination processes help to further develop projects3
and workflows and ensure transparency within the team. Training staff in agile methods
strengthens the internal culture. We are convinced that agile self-organisation is a
contemporary response to the challenges of digitalisation and is essential for both
organisations and learning processes in adult education.

We have also applied this agile approach to the learning programmes and workshops
offered by BWfF&SBW. We support participants in self-organised, collaborative and
self-directed learning. This strengthens and promotes personal responsibility and

equips women to be fit and resilient for the challenges of the future, such as an
increasingly digitalised world of work. We create the right environment to ensure that

learning is flexible, participatory and tailored to the needs of the participants.

2 Akkreditierungs- und Zulassungs-Verordnung Arbeits-Forderung (Accreditation and Admission Regulation for Employment Promotion)
3 See also: Iterative working in project management as an agile method, such as Scrum with plan-test-improve cycles




“Agile working” and self-
organisation: An attempt at a
definition for adult education

Self-organisation and “agile working” are increasingly finding their way into
everyday professional life, including and particularly in adult education. In this
context, self-organisation is not merely a supplementary element, but a

central cornerstone of agile working methods. “Agile working” is characterised
by flexibility, the ability to act and a consistent focus on the needs of learners.
Under these conditions in place, adult education teachers can make their work
more efficient and fulfilling. This has a noticeable positive impact on the
learning processes and experiences of the participants.

High-quality adult education thrives on the people who drive it

Professionals in adult education strengthen their professional role: they impart knowledge
and play an active part in shaping learning and development processes. Self-organisation
and agile principles promote democratic decision-making processes within organisations
and help to strengthen participation and self-empowerment among both staff and
participants in adult education.

Education plays a key role in peaceful coexistence, social participation and responsible
interaction within a democratic society. This gives rise to a clear mandate for adult
education: to encourage and empower people to shape their own lives and to participate
actively in social and economic processes.

High-quality adult education thrives on the people who deliver it. It requires staff who
have the necessary resources, skills and scope for action to respond flexibly and in a way
that suits the target group to societal demands, whilst at the same time meeting the
constantly changing requirements of the labour market. And they serve as role models: as
facilitators of knowledge, mentors and catalysts for equal participation.

“Agile working” and self-organisation make a significant contribution to this. They foster

a culture of equality and inclusion, regardless of gender, background, education or
position. At the same time, they facilitate work in educational institutions by creating
transparency, shortening communication channels and structure responsibilities more
clearly. After all, how decisions are made and tasks allocated is often shaped by

societal power imbalances.




-

This is where this handbook aims to help: it raises awareness of existing inequalities
and shows ways in which agile methods and self-organised working practices can

promote greater fairness, transparency and participation in adult education.

This is how we have defined “Agile Working”

We have engaged intensively with the definition of “Agile Working” and found that many
different approaches exist. We have not found a universally valid definition. So we
considered together: What does “Agile Working” mean for us in adult education, in the
context of our work and our remit? The result:

‘Agile working” means that teams organise their tasks
Independently and collaboratively, transparently, in a self-
organised manner and with clear roles, so that short

planning phases, feedback and flexible adjustments result
In programmes that meet the needs of people and the
labour market.




Review of “Agile Working” in adult
education

At the start of our project, we wanted to find out whether and in what form approaches to
“agile working” are being put into practice in adult education. To this end, we sent out
questionnaires to adult education organisations, consulted with experts in the field and
reflected on our own experiences. The analysis of 65 questionnaires from Austria,

Germany and other EU countries can be summarised as follows:

The majority of organisations are small: 56% have fewer than 25 staff members.
Decisions are predominantly made hierarchically, though in some cases also
participatively.

When it comes to dealing with conflicts, the picture is mixed: whilst 50% favour
openness, 25% tend to avoid them.

The culture of error is perceived as positive by the majority, yet at the same time,
access to information is deemed patchy in 63% of cases.

Quality is defined primarily in terms of meaningfulness, further development
and target group orientation.

30% of organisations have recently undergone structural changes.

There is a clear interest in expertise regarding agile working methods and
psychological safety.

From our discussions with experts, we have summarised the following insights, among

others:

When employees are actively involved in decision-making processes, they are also
committed to them.

It is worthwhile engaging in joint negotiation processes regarding how decisions
should be made.

Careful consideration must be given to which communication tools and

methods are used for which information.

There must be support structures in place for dealing with conflicts.

Not everyone wants to be involved in decision-making. Some people feel overwhelmed by
having a say.

Introducing self-organisation requires resources, and everyone must be involved.
The goals must be clear and transparent. The path to achieving them can be self-
organised and flexible.

Self-organisation provides freedom in how work is organised.

Transparency increases understanding of the framework conditions.

It often makes more sense to ask for objections rather than seeking approval.



What if...

... adult education were to work in an agile way? What might be the strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities and risks of ‘agile working’ in adult education? We asked ourselves these

questions in the project and arrived at the following conclusions:

Strengths:

‘Agile working’ focuses on flexibility, open
communication and shared responsibility,
so that everyone is accountable for their
own work and for the overall goal.

Tasks are assigned based on skills, self-
determination and creativity are
encouraged, and knowledge is accessible
to everyone.

The focus is on collaboration, which
also means that backups work better

in the event of absences.

Opportunities:

Greater freedom to shape one’s work
fosters personal responsibility, joint
decision-making and the ability to respond
flexibly to change.

At the same time, “agile working” fosters
appreciation, constructive collaboration
and job satisfaction. This makes the
organisation more attractive as an
employer. Overall, “agile working”
contributes to greater professionalism
and a better understanding of processes
and responsibilities.

Weaknesses:

Self-organisation can be overwhelming and
trigger pressure and uncertainty. And it
doesn’t work without a certain level of
maturity, clear values and a shared basic
understanding.

It takes time to learn new methods and
change habits. Furthermore, clear rules
and responsibilities are often lacking,
particularly when it comes to unpleasant
tasks.

And there are potential challenges such
as fear of losing power, external demands
or the expectation that

“Agile working” is a “panacea”.

Risk:

A high degree of co-determination leads to
uncertainty, as not all employees want to
work independently and miss clear
instructions.

When everything is decided by everyone
and everyone has a say in everything,

this leads to a lack of control and
coordination, and hinders effective
processes and workflows.

“Agile working” is often used merely as
“stopgap”, and co-determination as
“reward”, whilst resources such as staff and
money are in short supply. This gives rise to
silent resistance and a shirking of
responsibility.



Selected theoretical approaches

Below, we provide an overview of the central cornerstones and key factors of “agile
working” that were relevant to us in the project. In doing so, we present the fundamental
principles and values, as well as the theoretical approaches, which we have examined

in depth.
An overview of the principles and values of agile working

For “agile working”, certain fundamental prerequisites are crucial to enable a team to
function effectively and independently. Psychological safety* plays a central role here:
team members feel confident to express their opinions openly, ask questions and even
admit mistakes without fear of negative consequences. Only in such a trusting
environment is learning possible and continuous improvement encouraged.

Equally important is the sense of responsibility, known as psychological ownership. Each
team member sees themselves not merely as an executor, but also feels actively
responsible for the shared tasks and outcomes. This inner commitment strengthens
personal initiative and has a positive impact on the quality of the work. In addition, a
shared purpose and common values are required. A clearly defined goal and a shared
understanding of why the work is important provide direction and foster team cohesion.
When these three conditions are met, a team can organise and regulate itself: decisions
are made independently, challenges are tackled together, and collaboration continues to

develop. This is a key factor in the success of ‘agile working’.

Agile values

Courage / Culture of learning from mistakes

Openness

Respect

Psychological safety

Focus / Concentrated work / Self-management

Simplicity / reduced complexity / self-reflection

Self-commitment / personal responsibility / willingness to take responsibility
Commitment / clear and transparent frameworks / transparent agreements on goals
and tasks

4 Psychologische Sicherheit



Key principles of “agile working™:

Teams organise themselves
No traditional hierarchies, but rather clearly defined roles that support rather than
control

Responsibility and decision-making authority lie with the team
Requirements are continuously adapted

Flexibility and a willingness to embrace change

Regular reviews for self-reflection

Openness about progress, obstacles and successes
Willingness to learn from mistakes

Short lines of communication

Transparency

Close collaboration within the team and regular team meetings

The five key elements of self-organisation according to

Frederic Lalouxé7

In his book ‘Reinventing Organizations’, Frederic Laloux describes how human

collaboration has evolved and presents a new organisational model. Drawing on what is
known as Integral Theory, he analyses how management paradigms are shifting from
authoritarian hierarchies to self-managed, “teal” structures. This form of organisation

breaks with traditional chains of command and focuses on self-management, wholeness
and a shared, meaningful purpose.

The book is a practical guide for leaders and teams who wish to overcome rigid systems and
establish vibrant, adaptable forms of collaboration.

In his foreword to the book, Ken Wilber emphasises how significant this shift is for unlocking

human consciousness and potential within a business context.

5 Allmers, Swantje; Trautmann, Michael; Magnussen, Christoph: On the Way to New Work — Wenn Arbeit zu etwas wird, das
Menschen stérkt, Minchen 2022
6 Laloux, Frederic: Reinventing Organizations: Ein Leitfaden zur Gestaltung sinnstiftender Formen der Zusammenarbeit,
Minchen 2015
7 Laloux, Frederic: The Journey: Video Masterclass, in: Reinventing Organizations, o. D., reinventingorganizations.com (retrieved on
28.04.2026).



How self-organised teams work

Self-organisation does not happen by chance. It requires clear agreements, transparency and
suitable tools. The following five elements form the basis for this.
1. Defining roles and assigning tasks
Self-organisation replaces positions with clearly defined roles that can be flexibly adapted.
Key questions:

What tasks are there in our team / in our organisation?

How do we allocate tasks based on skills?

What do we do when new tasks come up?
How do we ensure that even unpleasant tasks are distributed fairly?

2. Making decisions
Decision-making processes are at the heart of self-organisation. It is important to
define clear decision-making procedures.
Key questions:
How do we reach decisions?
How do we make them?

Which methods/tools help us best in this regard? Some
methods are presented on page x

3. Conflict management
Self-organisation only works if teams learn to deal with conflict constructively.
Key questions:

What do we do when we disagree?

What methods do we want to use to prevent and resolve conflicts?

How do we ensure our communication remains respectful?
When do we seek external support such as supervision or mediation?

4. Quality of work
Self-organised teams take responsibility for their results and their quality.
Key questions:

What do we set as the benchmark for the results of our work?

How do we measure or assess quality?

What do we do if we do not achieve our results?
What do we do if we achieve or even exceed them?



5. Transparency
Transparency is essential for teams to be able to act independently. Key questions:

How do we ensure that everyone has access to the information they need for their
tasks?

Which (digital) tools or methods can help us with this?

e.g. central wiki, staff apps, noticeboard, etc.

Which information flows in one direction only? Which flows back and forth?
Bring-or-fetch systems?

How do we create transparency in our processes, roles and structures?

New Work

Selbstorganisation in Teams

5 Schliisselelemente zur Umsetzung
nach Fréderic Laloux - Reinventing Organisations

Definition von
Rollen

Entscheidungs-

common

Transparenz pupose findung

psychological psychological
safety ownership

Selbst-
regulierung

Qualitat der Konflikt-
Arbeit Management

Figure 1: New Work graphic, created in Prezi by Karin Siepmann



Psychological safety 8

Psychological safety is both a prerequisite for and a consequence of agile corporate and

work organisations.

From the employees’ perspective, ‘psychological safety’ describes a working atmosphere

in which employees feel confident enough to take risks, communicate openly and admit

mistakes without fear of negative consequences.

To this end, the organisation or company creates an environment in which employees feel

safe and can express their opinions, questions and ideas courageously and without fear of

punishment, ridicule or judgement.

Key aspects of psychological safety in the workplace

Open communication: Employees can voice concerns, ask questions and contribute
ideas without having to worry about being blamed.

Tolerance of mistakes: Mistakes are seen as opportunities to learn, not as
grounds for punishment or criticism.

Willingness to take risks: It is acceptable to take calculated risks and explore new
avenues.

Respect: All employees feel respected and their contributions are valued.

Trust and support: There is a climate of mutual trust, and managers offer support and

encourage development.

Wie entstehen Gefiihle von Sicherheit und Unsicherheit

Was sind férderliche und hemmende Faktoren fiir psychological safety im Innen und AuBBen?

Menschen fiihlen sich sicher, mnnen auBen
wenn sie wissen:

“Ich kann beitragen und meine
Meinung zahlt”

Ein Umfeld in dem Lernen,
Feedback und
Verletzlichkeit erlaubt sind.

baredariich Selbstwirksamkeit
Vertrauen

Psychologische
Unsicherheit entsteht
durch Strukturen, die Angst
oder Konkurrenz

begtiinstigen

hemmend

Hier entsteht Unsicherheit durch
eigene innere Muster oder
Vorerfahrungen

Figure 2: Factors that promote and hinder psychological safety, created with Prezi by Karin Siepmann

8 Edmondson, Amy C.: Psychological Safety, amycedmondson.com/psychological-safety (retrieved on 28.04.2026)



Psychological safety in practice - experiences and findings from the project
We posed these questions in our workshop on "Agile Worlds" and discussed them with
the participants, who then wrote their answers on cards. All participants answered the

four questions openly.
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Sociocracy/Holacracy

During the project, we also explored the theoretical approaches of sociocracy and
holacracy. For the sake of completeness, these models are briefly mentioned here, but
they play only a minor role in our practice. For both our adult education organisations and
for many other institutions with which we were in contact, these approaches have proved
to be largely unsuitable. A key reason for this lies in limited resources: implementing such

organisational forms requires considerable investment of time and money, which is

generally not available in our working context.

My notes \




Selected methods for practice

When we work with and for our clients in adult education, we naturally use agile
methods. This is because we structure processes, facilitate decision-making and
consciously shape collaboration. Yet in our own day-to-day team work, we often forget

to use these tools for ourselves as well. Methods of ‘agile working’ and self-

organisation can also bring greater clarity and facilitate easier and faster decision-
making in everyday team life. This often leads to better results, which everyone takes
responsibility for.

Our teams also benefit when we make meetings more structured, make decisions more
transparently and test new forms of collaboration. Team meetings don’t have to be boring

or monotonous; they can be lively, effective and inspiring.

The key Is lo identify which agile decision-making methods
are best suited to our needs.

Wiith the following ideas, we aim to encourage you fo try out
new approaches and consciously develop your own way
of working.




Method one: Round-robin discussion

The round-robin discussion is a facilitated communication method. It is particularly well
suited when major decisions need to be made within a team, where all participants are
expected to contribute their viewpoint. The aim is to create a space in which all voices are
heard and a decision is reached that the entire team stands behind. The speaking round is
often used in conjunction with the consensus method, whereby a decision is reached as

long as no one has a serious, well-founded objection.®

Aim of the method

to promote equal participation

Gather a variety of perspectives

Strengthen shared understanding

Create a respectful culture of dialogue

Assist in making decisions that are supported by the whole team
Reaching consensus

¢

Figure 5: Mlustration of a Round-robin discussion

9 See method two: Consent vs. Consensus



Procedure

1. Introduction and question

At the start, the facilitator formulates a question to be decided upon (e.g. “Should we
submit this project?” or “What conditions are needed to open the course to new target
groups?”).

2. First round of speaking

All team members take turns expressing their thoughts, feelings and views on the
qguestion. Important:

Each person speaks for as long as they wish or need to. No one interrupts. There is no
discussion. The aim is simply for everyone to express themselves individually.
Contributions may be in agreement, disagreement, questioning or reflective.

3. Further rounds

After the first round, the facilitator asks whether another round is desired. Often, new
thoughts only emerge through listening. Each subsequent round follows the same order as
the first and allows everyone to speak again if they wish. Those who have nothing further
to contribute pass on the floor. This continues until no one wishes to contribute any further
and/or the team has reached a sense of inner clarity.

4. Conclusion and decision

Once all contributions have been heard, the facilitator can: formulate a ‘consent’ proposal and

guide the group through a formal decision-making process (e.g. a vote).



Method two: Consent vs. Consensus

The method is similar to the resistance check'0. Not everyone has to be enthusiastic and say
“yes”. The aim is to reach a decision that is “good enough for now and safe enough to try”.

This means that not everyone has to agree, but there is no

‘serious objection’, for example, that the decision would harm the team or the organisation.

Aim of the method

A broader tolerance range leads to faster decisions.
Projects and ideas can be implemented more quickly.

Teams remain able to act, as the opinion or resistance of a single person or group
does not block decisions.

Everyone feels heard and takes responsibility for the decision.

consensus consent

Large time investment rapid action capability

Risk of the lowest common

. focus on visibility & feasibility
denominator

Veto blocks everything objections improve the solution

“Good enough for now, safe
enough to try”

Procedure

1. Presentation of the proposal

2.  Clarification round: Participants may ask clarifying questions; there is no
discussion or judgemental reactions.

3.  Opinion round(s): Participants express their views on the proposal. Everyone has a
turn in turn, without direct reaction.

4. The proposal or idea is revised if necessary, and improvements are incorporated.

Consensus round: Question: Are there any serious and justifiable objections?1
6. Decision: “good enough for now, safe enough to try”

9 See method three: Resistance Assessment or ‘Systemic Consensus-Building’
10 A “serious objection” is defined as a well-founded fear that the decision could harm the organisation or the company.



A practical example

BWfF&SBW tried out this method. The task was to decide whether we wanted to address our

clients informally or formally in future.

There were no questions regarding understanding, but there were differing opinions on
the subject of form of address. Some were in favour of using the formal ‘Sie’ in all public
media and when addressing people, whilst others could envisage using the informal ‘Du’
as a general rule. Concerns were raised in particular regarding communication with

official funding bodies.

Accordingly, we adapted the proposal: we generally use the informal ‘you’ in public media,
but continue to use the formal ‘you’ when addressing funders. We then asked whether
anyone wished to raise any serious objections.

No one feared that the association might suffer as a result of the decision. We therefore
decided: in media aimed at our participants, we use the informal ‘you’. And in face-to-face
contact, each member of staff can decide for themselves how to address the client.

We will now trial this decision for a while and then make a final decision.

Tip

Anyone wishing to try out the method can do so using this interactive guide:_
https://gemini.google.com/share/ce7bf3b225c4.
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Figure 6: /lustration of consent vs. consensus


https://gemini.google.com/share/ce7bf3b225c4
https://gemini.google.com/share/ce7bf3b225c4

Method three: Resistance inquiry or “systemic consensus
building”12

Aim of the method

To identify resistance to a selection of options
Taking into account the resistance of those involved
Making constructive decisions without anyone feeling sidelined.

Procedure

1. The available options are presented.

2. The options are rated on a points scale, with the option facing the greatest

resistance receiving the highest score (e.g. 0 = no resistance to 10 =

maximum resistance).

Once everyone has cast their votes, the points for each option are totalled.

4. The option with the fewest points is considered selected, as it provokes the least
resistance.

w

A real-life example

e Mot M s

AGILE WELTEN
The cover image of this
handbook was selected by

participants in our workshops

using this method.

Figure 7: Photo of the result of the resistance inquiry
for the selection of the cover image of this handbook

Tip
Anyone wishing to try out the method can do so using this interactive guide:
https://gemini.google.com/share/441e880e9c5a

12 Paulus, Georg; Schrotta, Siegfried; Visotschnig, Erich: Systemisches Konsensieren — der Schliissel zum gemeinsamen Erfolg,
Holzkirchen 2010



https://gemini.google.com/share/441e880e9c5a

Method four:1-2-4-all3

Objectives of the method

Actively involve all participants (including introverts) in a short space of time Gather
ideas and opinions in a safe space (no decisions)

Break down complex topics in a structured way
Strengthen collaboration without lengthy plenary discussions.

Procedure
1. “1”: Individual work - 1 minute
Each person thinks about a question on their own and jots down thoughts and ideas.
2. “2” Pair discussion - 2 to 3 minutes
Two people share their ideas, questions, findings and insights and develop them
further.
3. “4”: Discussion in groups of four - 4 to 5 minutes
Two pairs join together to form a group of four, refining the results and noting
similarities and differences. They agree on the most important aspects.
4. “all”: Group discussion - 5 minutes

The groups of four briefly present their findings. The facilitator collects the ideas
visibly, e.g. on a flipchart, whiteboard or Miro.

Figure 8: /llustration of the 71-2-4-all method

13 Source: Liberating Structures: liberatingstructures.de (retrieved on 28.04.2026)



https://liberatingstructures.de/

A real-world example

As part of our project, we were tasked with determining the content for this handbook.
As we wanted to incorporate a wide range of perspectives and experiences into the
handbook, we deliberately chose the Liberating Structure 1-2-4-all.

1. Individual work - gathering ideas

Each team member first thought about it on their own:

“Which topics and content absolutely must be included in our handbook?”

This resulted in the first bullet points regarding the content.

2. Pair work - refining and adding

In pairs, we shared our thoughts and prioritised the most important topics. This
revealed the first gaps and allowed us to add further content.

3. Discussions in groups of four - structuring together

The pairs then joined together to form groups of four. Here, the ideas were pooled,
organised and condensed into specific content blocks.

4. Plenary session - Consolidating content

Finally, each group of four presented their results to the whole group.

From the collection of all the groups, a structured content overview emerged, which we then
used as the basis for creating the handbook.




Method five: Opinion barometer

The opinion barometer is a method of non-verbal expression. | can share my opinion
without speaking. This method is particularly suitable when people in the team are

reluctant to express themselves verbally. This way, we include everyone.

Aim of the method

To make positions within teams and the status quo visible
To create a basis for further discussion and decision-making

Procedure

1. Preparation
Draw an imaginary or marked line (e.g. with tape) in the room from ‘Strongly disagree’ (0)
to ‘Strongly agree’ (10).

2. Implement
Formulate a clear statement, e.g.
» “Agile methods are well suited to adult
education.”
+ ‘| feel confident enough to use agile methods
in my courses.”
* “Our learners benefit from working in a more
self-organised way.”
« “Agile working takes too much time and isn’t
practical for our day-to-day work.”
Participants line up along the line according to

their opinion.

3. Reflection / Discussion
* Observe: How is the group distributed?

+ Ask: “Why have you positioned yourself
here?”

* Initiate a discussion: “What would it take for
you to move further in a different direction?”
» The discussion can take place in pairs, in small groups or as a whole group.
* Important: No one is required to justify their position
4. Follow-up
The facilitator summarises the observations:
* Where is there agreement?
» Where are positions far apart?
» What ideas emerge for further work or learning?
5. Possible further discussion and follow-up

>

Figure 9: lllustration of the opinion barometer method



Conclusion

Suitable methods can effectively support ‘agile working’ and the self-organisation of
teams. The less encouraging news, however, is that a good method alone does not
constitute ‘agile working’. Rather, it is underpinned by an attitude and a willingness to
enable and allow participation, to shape things together and to share responsibility.

If this fundamental attitude is present and is supported by everyone, agile methods can
unfold their full potential. Then suitable tools are needed to successfully implement agility
and self-organisation in the day-to-day practice of adult education.

And this brings us full circle



Glossary (terms)

1-2-4-All: A method from the “Liberating Structures” designed to involve all team
members in the collection of ideas and opinions in just 12 minutes. The process
proceeds step by step: alone (1), in pairs (2), in groups of four (4) and finally as a
whole group (All).

Agile working: A way of working in which teams organise their tasks independently,
collaboratively, transparently and in a self-organised manner. Through short planning
phases, feedback and flexible adjustments, solutions are created that are precisely
tailored to the needs of people and the market.

Agile learning: An approach in adult education based on self-organised,
collaborative and self-directed learning processes. The aim is to strengthen
participants’ personal responsibility and to design learning environments that are
flexible and participatory.

Agile values: The foundation of collaboration. These include courage (a culture of
learning from mistakes), openness, respect, psychological safety, focus
(concentrated work), simplicity, as well as commitment and personal responsibility.
Commitment: An agile value that encompasses clear and transparent frameworks
and agreements on goals and tasks for which each team member takes
responsibility.

Evolutionary Purpose: A principle of modern organisational forms according to
Laloux, in which the organisation pursues a deeper purpose that evolves
dynamically.

Culture of error: An essential part of agile values, in which mistakes are not seen as
grounds for criticism, but as valuable learning opportunities.

Frederic Laloux: A theorist and author whose approaches serve as one of the
theoretical foundations for self-organisation and ‘agile working’ in the ‘Agile Worlds’
project. His work ‘Reinventing Organisations’ and the concepts described therein were
discussed in the project’s workshops to highlight new ways of collaborating in adult
education.

Holacracy is a strictly structured system for dismantling hierarchies. It involves
assigning roles and clear responsibilities, with decisions being made through
integrative processes.

Integral Theory: The theoretical framework for the model of ‘Teal’ organisations
(according to Frederic Laloux), which analyses the development of human
consciousness in a management context.

Iterative development: A process in which services and processes are continuously
improved in small steps through regular reviews and feedback loops.

Collaborative digital tools: Software and platforms such as wikis or employee

apps that enable transparent task management and rapid communication within
the team.

Competence-based task allocation: The principle of allocating tasks within a team not
according to hierarchy, but according to the specific strengths and skills of the
members.



Consent (as opposed to consensus): A decision-making method in which a proposal
is accepted if there are no serious and justifiable objections. The aim is a solution

that everyone can live with (“good enough for now, safe enough to try”).

Liberating Structures: A collection of facilitation methods (such as 1-2-4-All) designed
to actively involve all participants and gather diverse perspectives in a short space of
time.

Opinion Barometer: A method for visualising positions within the team. Members
physically position themselves on a scale, for example from 0 to 10, in relation to a
specific statement.

Psychological Safety: An atmosphere in which team members feel confident enough to
take risks, admit mistakes and express opinions openly without fear of negative
consequences or ridicule.

Psychological Ownership: The principle that team members actively feel responsible
for shared tasks and outcomes, rather than seeing themselves merely as executors.
Round-robin discussion: A facilitated communication method for decision-making in
which everyone speaks in turn to ensure that every voice is heard and a shared
understanding is reached.

Roles: In an agile context, clearly defined roles replace traditional hierarchies. Roles
serve to support the team rather than control it, with responsibility lying within the team.
Empowerment: The process of enabling people to shape their own lives and

work in a self-directed manner and to participate actively in social and economic
processes.

Self-organisation: A central cornerstone of ‘agile working’. Teams organise
themselves, make decisions independently and have the necessary scope for action.
Sociocracy is a method of self-organisation in teams and organisations based on
consensus-based decision-making to involve all participants equally.

Teal structures (according to Laloux): An organisational model based on self-
management, wholeness and an evolutionary approach, which views organisations as
living, adaptable networks.

Transparency: It is ensured that all team members have access to the

information they need for their work. This includes progress, obstacles and
decision-making processes.

Resistance scoring: A decision-making method in which options are evaluated

based on the level of resistance (0 to 10 points). The option with the lowest overall
resistance is selected.

Future skills: Skills necessary for successful participation in a dynamic and

digitally driven labour market, which are specifically promoted through agile

learning.



Tips and recommendations for
infroducing agile methods and
self-organisation in aduli
education:

Introducing ‘agile working’ and self-organisation into teams requires neither a complete
reorientation nor far-reaching restructuring. Rather, it is a matter of viewing one’s own
work, the team, the respective field of activity and the organisation from a new
perspective.

For the authors of this handbook, after all the concepts, examples and perhaps even
minor conceptual stumbling blocks, the question of whether “agile working” and self-
organisation have a place in adult education. We are convinced that everyone benefits
from this way of working: staff who actively help shape their working environment,
managers who feel supported by their teams, and, last but not least, clients and
participants who experience flexible and high-quality services.

If, as a reader, you are asking yourself: How do we get started? And how do we take the
next step? We reply: The good news is that you neither need to plan this step perfectly nor
does it have to be particularly grand. Often, it is enough to question a routine, rethink
familiar processes, try out a different form of decision-making, plan projects together as a
team, or consciously delegate responsibility.

“Agile working” and self-organisation do not develop overnight. They require time,
collaborative shaping and the courage to break new ground. This concluding chapter aims
to encourage you, with clear and actionable recommendations, to try out “agile working”

and self-organisation. And if something doesn’t work straight away, simply give it another
go.

Expanding scope for creativity

Assign tasks based on skills

Let teams decide for themselves on approaches and solutions

Create scope for decision-making rather than delegating predefined responsibilities
Define scope for decision-making and boundaries

Have confidence in self-organisation



Strengthen shared responsibility

Everyone shares responsibility for the whole
Prioritise the team’s goals over individual goals
Embed participation structurally, not on an ad hoc basis

Create transparency as a prerequisite for ‘agile working’

Ensure that everyone has access to the information they need
Clearly define and document processes, roles and responsibilities
Clear and transparent decision-making processes

Develop decision-making skills within the team

Introduce methods for decision-making (e.g. round-robin discussions and consensus)
Establish clarity on how decisions are made

Establish clarity on who makes or must make the final decision

Enabling genuine participation

Gradually introduce agile methods

Learning through joint experimentation and further development

Adapt to the context of adult education

adapt to the structures and framework conditions of the organisation in question
Adapt to the corporate culture

Avoid overwhelming staff with excessive demands on self-organisation balance

structures and agility

Address areas of tension and use them productively (e.g. ‘agile working’ vs. rigid
framework conditions)

Consciously allow for uncertainty in the early stages. This promotes flexibility.
Position and involve employees. They have the expertise and actively shape their
own work environment

Actively involve those who implement the changes and avoid discrepancies between
planning and implementation

Clear priorities rather than constant self-optimisation

Actively promote psychological safety

Systematically build a culture of feedback and error tolerance
Establish mistakes as a source of learning
Institutionalise conflict resolution and reflection



Concluding remarks

Christine

Since the project, | know that this is the only way | want to work: independently and self-
organised. As a freelance consultant, | am intrinsically motivated to do so anyway.

Yvonne

For me, agile working in our association means sharing responsibility, enabling self-
directed action and fostering an open culture of learning from mistakes. This approach
helps our team to work flexibly, in a solution-oriented way and - above all - based on
competence. That is exactly what | value so much as a manager. At the same time, | am
aware that agility in its purest form, as described by Laloux, for example, can only be
implemented to a limited extent in funded projects. Our work is subject to certain

structures and guidelines that we must adhere to.

Nevertheless, | am convinced that genuine agility can emerge within clear parameters - not
as a rigid model, but as an attitude that strengthens collaboration.

Heidi

As a big fan of participatory collaboration, | was immediately fascinated by the ideas
surrounding agile working and self-organisation in teams. It was particularly enriching not
only to learn about these approaches at nowa and in the workshops as part of the project,
but also to try them out together and bring them to life. The experiences gained in the
process have convinced me beyond doubt of how effective, efficient and, at the same
time, motivating this way of working can be.

Karin

| first came across the concept of self-organisation through Frederic Laloux’s Reinventing
Organizations. At the time, | was working in the care sector and immediately recognised
its great potential for people who reach their limits within traditional hierarchies. Through
my subsequent experience with SCRUM and agile project management, | was able to
further develop these ideas. This has resulted in five core principles that | have derived
from Laloux’s approach - combined with concrete ideas for implementation in everyday
team life.

Nina

| only joined the project later on, but | soon realised that our team had already been using
agile methods for some time. | think it's very positive for the team culture and | feel valued
and needed at work.



