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Abstract

Organizational agility is the ability of an organization to swiftly and efficiently respond to changes in the organization’s
environment. However, the literature demonstrates the interchangeability of agility, flexibility, adaptability, and versa-
tility. Therefore, confusion and conceptual overlap persist. As a result, this study aimed to provide further conceptual
clarity about organizational agility by synthesizing organizational agility, flexibility, adaptability, and versatility. A sys-
tematic review of 40 articles published in business and management-related journals between 1991 and 2022 in ABI/
INFORMS, Since Direct, Emerald databases are employed. Findings from thematic analysis and content analysis using
Leximancer text mining analysis show that versatility, adaptability, and flexibility are closely connected with their focus
on coping with change in the business environment. However, agility is distinct due to its emphasis on organizational
ability, capability, and changeability, as well as how it conceptualizes these attributes. This review contributes to devel-
oping organizational agility theory and practice by disentangling organizational agility from related concepts. Specifi-
cally, it contributes to scientific communication by referring to the same phenomena as organizational agility. Finally,

the study concludes by highlighting future research directions.
Keywords Organizational agility, Flexibility, Adaptability, Versatility, Organizational change

Introduction

Continuous change is increasingly the new norm rather
than the exception in contemporary organizations.
Today’s business environment is dynamic and subject
to significant changes in every aspect [1]. For a business
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to thrive in the market and gain a competitive edge, it
must quickly adapt to change and improve efficiency [2,
3]. Thus, certain organizational capabilities can enable a
company to respond appropriately to quickly changing
environmental conditions and to exploit these changes
as business opportunities [4]. In this respect, prominent
studies identify organizational agility (OA) as a specific
dynamic capability to sense unexpected changes and
respond swiftly and efficiently to them [5-7].

Accordingly, organizational agility is the strategy for
responding to these changes and revolution factors [6].
Agility provides the organization with quick response and
compatibility with the environment and allows applying
novel approaches as needed to improve its efficiency [1,
8]. Similarly, Hatzijordanou et al. [9] emphasized a high
agility level as a rewarding capability when aimed at the
quick exploitation of new business opportunities.

©The Author(s) 2024. Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which
permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the
original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or

other third party material in this article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line
to the material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not permitted by statutory
regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a copy of this
licence, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.


http://orcid.org/0009-0000-7839-1134
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1186/s43093-024-00405-6&domain=pdf

Desalegn et al. Future Business Journal (2024) 10:117

However, different definitions for the same phenom-
enon and interchangeable use of terms such as flexibility,
adaptability, and versatility with organizational agility are
the challenges in research on organizational agility, and
these may prevent the understanding of organizational
agility and its further progress [3, 4]. Previous literature
shows an overlapping conceptualization and interchange-
able use of agility, flexibility, versatility, and adaptability
[10-12]. Some scholars concluded that these concepts
are difficult to measure, predict, and effectively teach
since they are ill-defined and elusive [13]. Researchers
call this phenomenon concept proliferation, which means
the emergence of differently named constructs with over-
lapping attributes or the use of different names for the
same concept [14]. Jingle and jangle fallacies are another
name for this condition. The jangle fallacy describes labe-
ling two different terms to refer to the same thing, and
the jingle fallacy describes using a single term to refer to
different things [15].

Blending similar concepts leads to confusion and pre-
vents a complete understanding of organizational agility
(OA) [16]. A fundamental cause of this blending of simi-
lar concepts is a lack of construct clarity and differentia-
tion from similar or related constructs [14]. As a result,
these jingle-jangle fallacies hinder scientific communi-
cation and knowledge convergence among researchers
when we use the same terms for different phenomena
and study the same phenomena but refer to them differ-
ently [17].

In this respect, some scholars emphasize the differ-
ences and similarities between agility and related terms
[11, 13, 18]. The academic debate about the role of OA
and its relation with flexibility, adaptability, and versa-
tility can be dated back to 1991 when Evan argued that
the use of the word flexibility is ubiquitous. The sense
frequently evoked by flexibility is a capability for novel
situations, represented in agility and versatility [11]. Nev-
ertheless, Walter [4] emphasizes that OA builds on pre-
vious concepts in management theory, and similarities
exist, but there are important distinctions that should be
considered.

As a result, previous researchers have reviewed OA
and similar terms from different perspectives, such
as psychology [13], strategic management [11], sup-
ply chain management [18, 19], information technology
[20], and marketing [21]. These reviews provide valuable
insights into the use of OA and similar terms. However,
the studies are fragmented, and identifying the connec-
tion between these concepts calls for integrating the
important details of existing studies in an evidence-based
review. Moreover, to the best of our knowledge, there is
no comprehensive systematic review of studies that sum-
marize how agility is distinguished from similar terms
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such as flexibility, adaptability, and versatility in business
and management contexts using text mining analyses.
Furthermore, as conceptualization establishes the lan-
guage used when describing and thinking about terms,
an in-depth understanding of these concepts is crucial
for achieving them [22]. Therefore, the current study will
address the following research questions: How does pre-
vious literature differentiate OA from flexibility, adapt-
ability, and versatility? What characteristics differentiate
OA from flexibility, adaptability, and versatility as a strat-
egy to cope with the change in the business environment?

The current review advances OA literature through a
systematic analysis of definitions, connectedness, and dif-
ferences associated with OA, flexibility, adaptability, and
versatility. Consequently, this advances OA research by
improving scientific communication amongst research-
ers by allowing them to refer to the same phenomena as
OA, which enhances the development of efficient meth-
ods for measuring, predicting, and instructing OA.

The structure of this study begins with a brief overview
of the historical connections between OA, flexibility,
adaptability, versatility, and the ability to adapt to changes
in the business environment, followed by an identifica-
tion of the gaps in more recent literature. In the follow-
ing sections, the research method and the findings of the
thematic and content analysis using text mining are pre-
sented. Finally, the discussion, conclusion, and avenues
for future research are outlined.

Background literature
Organizational agility
The term agility goes back to the Old French term (agil-
ité) in the fourth century meaning “nimbleness, and
quickness” [23]. Agility was first used in a business set-
ting in 1982 when it was defined as “the ability to react
quickly to rapidly changing circumstances” [4, 24]. The
term agile was also mentioned by [25] study, that organi-
zational leaders were responsible for driving continuous
change to meet the changing needs, and emphasized the
need for organizations to adjust fast, which is a crucial
notion in OA [26]. However, other researchers believe
that OA has its roots in the manufacturing context and
originated with the 1991 Lehigh Report of the Iaco-
cca Institute. The report concluded that a new produc-
tion system based on OA must be invented to fulfill the
needs caused by new competitiveness factors in United
State of America (USA) manufacturing industry [1, 4].
In the mid-1990s, the largest American corporations,
particularly in the Information Technology (IT) and tel-
ecommunications sectors, adopted the notion of agility
concerning this report [27].

Over the last three decades, researchers have
looked into agility in a variety of contexts, including
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manufacturing, strategic management, operations and
marketing, and information systems and supply chain
management. As a result, scholars and practitioners have
debated what constitutes OA and indicated a lack of
theoretical clarity [28]. Furthermore, scholars view agil-
ity from various angles, resulting in discrepancies in the
concept’s definition [4, 29]. On the other hand, the con-
ceptualization of OA was also argued as a paradigm and
capability of an organization [4].

In this respect, prominent studies identify agility as a
capability that an organization builds with its resources
to identify changes and the ability to respond to the envi-
ronment, coupled with the know-how, experience, and
knowledge of the organization and its decision-makers
[5, 6, 30, 31]. Several researchers also defined OA as the
ability to adapt or react to change [5, 32, 33]. Further-
more, OA is an organizational readiness to change, the
capability to alter organizational resources and predict
future opportunities [29]. Similarly, OA is defined as the
ability to recognize unexpected changes in the environ-
ment and appropriately respond swiftly and efficiently by
utilizing and reconfiguring internal resources, thus gain-
ing a competitive advantage [6]. All taken together, it can
be concluded that literature identified OA as the ability
to recognize, foresee, react, and create change.

Flexibility
The term flexible goes back to the Old French term (flex-
ible) in the fifth century meaning capable of being bent
and mentally or spiritually pliant. In Latin flexibilis means
“bent, pliant, flexible, yielding, figuratively tractable and
inconstant” [23]. Flexibility is a multi-dimensional con-
cept with different connotations, paradigms, founda-
tions, and dimensions [34]. The origin of flexibility as a
concept dates back to the pioneering work of Stigler and
Hart during the 1930s in economics and then became the
topic of discussion in different research areas, including
economics, decision analysis, military strategy, organi-
zational design, and information technology [35, 36]. For
decades, management literature has addressed the idea of
organizational flexibility. However, studies indicated that
flexibility in an organization highlights ambiguity and
suggests a closer examination of its definitions [34].
Different studies described flexibility as the abil-
ity to adapt, the ability to accomplish something other
than initially intended, the degree to which an organi-
zation has a variety of managerial capacities, and the
speed to increase the control capacity of management
and improve the controllability of the organization [11,
37]. Flexibility is a company’s capability to deal with or
respond to environmental fluctuations or uncertainties
and consequently acquire the opportunities to obtain a
maintainable competitive advantage [38]. In general, it
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can be concluded that flexibility is the ability of an organ-
ization to deal with internal and external environments.

Adaptability

The concept of adaptation with its meaning (adapt) goes
back to the Latin term (aptus) in the early fourteenth cen-
tury, meaning “suited, fitted” or to adaptare meaning “to
join” and in French, (adapter) it goes back to its English
roots in (1610) to mean (fit something into some pur-
pose) [23]. Adaptation takes its conceptual glory from
the theory of evolution and remains the center of focus
in biology. However, adaptation became a central concept
in several major social disciplines, such as psychology,
anthropology, and geography, as well as in many fields of
biology. In each discipline, the environment is strongly
linked to the concept of adaptation [39].

In organizational theory and strategic management,
[40] layered the concepts of strategic decision-making
and functional efficiency on the concept of adaptation.
The important frameworks known as Behavioral Theory
of the Firm [41] and Differentiation and Integration in
Complex Organizations [42] defined adaptation and fit
as concepts representing the interface between organi-
zations and environments, in which organizations assess
feedback from the environment and strive to rectify
misalignments. The frameworks claim that a good fit
between internal structures and external sub-environ-
ments aided organizations in achieving better results
[43].

Organizational adaptation is the ability of an organiza-
tion to change and survive in the face of external changes
that were not predicted in any precise way when the
organization was designed [44]. Besides, organizational
adaptability is the ability to learn and perform according
to changing environmental contingencies [20]. In gen-
eral, it can be concluded that literature identified adapt-
ability as the ability to survive and change according to
environmental change.

Versatility

The root of the word versatility meant “to turn around”
or “to pivot” [44]. Versatility is the ability to do different
things and pivot from one approach to another depend-
ing on the needs of a situation [45, 46]. On the other
hand, versatility is the provision of analytical support to
decision-makers that explicitly considers the variation in
effectiveness and other payoffs of alternatives with poten-
tial future events and explicitly examines the tradeoffs
between costs, effectiveness, and flexibility to respond or
adapt to these future events [46, 47]. Versatility is being
able to respond to a range of positive and negative uncer-
tainty [48].
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Some authors elicit versatility as an element of flexibil-
ity [11, 49]. Accordingly, flexibility has two distinct and
independent components in terms of the use of different
representations and the acceptance of both operational
and structural viewpoints, namely versatility and adapta-
tion [11]. According to Golden and Powell [50] versatility
is one of the four metrics to measure flexibility. On the
other hand, versatility is the ability to turn freely between
opposing styles like an assertive “forceful” versus a more
considerate “enabling” approach or between a focus on
long-range strategic needs versus near-term operational
concerns [51, 52].

In general, versatility is the organizational ability to
respond to the environment with a wide range of activi-
ties that can be complemented by other concepts such as
agility and flexibility.

Previous systematic literature reviews
Previous literature reviews regarding OA and related
terms are summarized below.

In their 2009 review of the literature, Bernardes and
Hanna [53] examined how flexibility, agility, and respon-
siveness were frequently used in the operations man-
agement literature. Their paper proposed a hierarchical
interrelationship between the terms: flexibility is mostly
associated with the inherent property of systems that
allows them to change within pre-established parame-
ters, and agility is used to describe rapid system reconfig-
uration in the face of unforeseeable changes. The authors
analyzed the content regarding the most common asso-
ciations between the terms in the literature. While the
reader gets an idea of the meanings of these terms, the
understanding of OA as a construct distinct from versa-
tility and adaptability remains unclear. In contrast, the
goal of this Systematic Literature Review (SLR) is to dis-
tinguish the concept of agility from flexibility, adaptabil-
ity, and versatility.

Abdelilah et al. [54] reviewed papers written between
1920 and 2017 focused on flexibility and agility in man-
ufacturing and the supply chain context. The authors
justified that agility is the natural evolution of flexibility
and confirmed that the idea of flexibility is part of agil-
ity. Based on this, the authors indicated that until the
1990s, the term “flexibility” was used to refer to agility,
but because of market changes, competitiveness, and the
need for speed, the term “agility” was coined, and flexibil-
ity became an agility capability, among other capabilities
such as responsiveness or speed. In this connection, their
study emphasized flexibility and agility in manufactur-
ing and supply chain literature. However, this literature
review focuses on the interactions between agility and
related terms such as flexibility, versatility, and adaptabil-
ity in business and management-related literature.
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Stefanelli et al. [19] systematically reviewed 74 stud-
ies (71 articles and 3 publications in books) from the
literature focused on supply chain management. The
authors critically analyzed relevant literature regard-
ing how adaptability, flexibility, agility, lean, and leagility
(the combination of the lean and agile paradigms needed
for responding to a volatile demand) differ in the supply
chain context. The result of the review was a summary of
each term in supply chain management and an analysis
of the external forces that might influence the extent of
“lean,” “leagile; “agile,” “flexible,” and “adaptable” think-
ing in organizations and the expected effects on the sup-
ply chain. From this, they concluded that all terms aim at
improving business performance. However, the authors
did not explain the relationship between each term and
how they differ. Further, the study focused exclusively on
the supply chain context. By contrast, the purpose of this
SLR is to distinguish OA from related concepts in man-
agement and business contexts.

Walter [4] reviewed 75 research articles focusing on the
conceptualization of OA on an organizational level and
summarized the categories of OA: agility drivers, agil-
ity enablers, agility dimensions, and agility categories.
In particular, the author justified that the SLR aimed to
improve the conceptual understanding of OA. The result
of the review proposed an operational definition of the
OA and agility categories, their respective functions,
and their interrelationships. However, the review did not
provide an evidence-based review on agility and related
terms other than indicting agility and absorptive capacity
in background literature.

The OA literature is still disconnected and needs to
disentangle OA from related terms to measure, pre-
dict, and teach effectively. None of the existing literature
reviews summarize how agility is distinct from flex-
ibility, adaptability, and versatility. Therefore, this SLR
addresses the stated gap in the OA literature. To further
advance research in this area, the following questions are
identified:

1) How does previous literature differentiate OA from
flexibility, adaptability, and versatility?

2) What characteristics differentiate OA from flexibility,
adaptability, and versatility as a strategy to cope with
the changing business environment?

Methodology
Data gathering
A review protocol that includes database selection,
search strategy, eligibility criteria, and data abstrac-
tion and management is developed based on Tranfield’s
guidelines [55] to indicate the description and rationale
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of methods and how different types of studies will be
located and selected.

Based on frequently recommended databases in busi-
ness and management [56], ABI/INFORM, Since Direct
and Emerald were the databases selected for this study.
Besides, a thorough analysis of the search terms utilized
in prior pertinent reviews served as the basis for the
search term selection [4, 11, 19, 54]. Keywords such as
organization agility, flexibility, adaptability, and versatil-
ity are among the search terms identified. Additionally,
the study employed synonyms for keywords from vari-
ous dictionaries, including the Library of Congress sub-
ject heading and thesaurus synonym dictionary. Table 1
indicates the systematic review’s keywords and syno-
nyms. Then, the search pattern in the search strategy is
determined by using boolean operators AND to com-
bine keywords and OR to combine synonym terms with
the concepts. As a result, studies that include the words:
(agility OR Nimbleness) AND (flexibility OR adjustability
OR changeability) AND (adaptability OR suitability OR
fitness) AND (versatility OR dexterity OR ambidexterity)
were identified from each database.

The inclusion and exclusion criteria for studies also
include publication years between 1991 and 2022 because
the inception of OA is mostly believed to date back to
the Lehigh Report of the Iacocca Institute in 1991 [1, 4].
Besides, publications in the English language, qualitative
and quantitative studies, and peer-reviewed publications
were the criteria for including studies in this systematic
review.

Data analysis

A critical assessment of the sampled studies was con-
ducted using a Preferred Reporting Items for System-
atic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) step-by-step
screening guideline. First, in the paper identification
step, papers were identified from selected databases,
and duplicates were removed. Second, the screening
step includes activities such as topic and abstract evalua-
tion of the studies based on their relevance to the review
questions and inclusion and exclusion criteria. This step
focused on excluding articles that had no relevance to
the reviewed topic. Then, the full texts of the qualify-
ing papers were assessed based on selection criteria and

Table 1 Keywords and synonyms

Keywords Synonyms

Agility Nimbleness

Flexibility Adjustability/Changeable
Adaptability Fit/Suitability

Versatility Dexterity/Ambidexterity
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relevance for the study. In this step, articles are excluded
for two reasons: (a) they were inadequate or only men-
tioned one concept in the study, and (b) they were not
within the scope of the study. In total, this step yields 29
papers.

Finally, because formal search techniques of entering
index terms or keywords in electronic databases may
overlook important studies [57], a backward and forward
snowballing procedure was employed, which is used by
the reviews [57, 58] to search the reference lists of the
selected studies for additional relevant works. After this
screening process, another five articles were included
in our final sample. Following this screening, manual
searches of articles were also conducted to include per-
tinent works on the subject of the study. As a result, six
additional studies were added. Then, this process results
in the inclusion of 40 publications. Figure 1 shows the
flow of the review process.

Thematic analysis and narrative synthesis were used
based on the review questions to summarize and clarify
the parallels and discrepancies [59, 60] between OA, flex-
ibility, adaptability, and versatility in the literature. Given
the nature of the study, articles are coded based on varia-
bles such as the journal, method (theoretical/conceptual,
quantitative, qualitative), level of analysis (institutional/
country, organizational/firm, individual, multi-level), and
theory used by selected articles for descriptive data anal-
ysis, and definitions, elements, and dimensions code for
thematic analysis to precisely ascertain the difference and
similarity of the concepts agility, flexibility, adaptability,
and versatility. Besides, for the content analysis and text
mining analysis, the Leximancer software package was
used. Leximancer uses an empirically validated Bayesian
learning algorithm to examine the most frequently used
concepts within the text and the relationships between
these concepts [61]. Specifically, Leximancer allows us
to transform lexical co-occurrence information from
natural language into semantic patterns (concept maps)
by conducting both thematic (analysis of the pattern
of meanings) and relational (analysis of the relation-
ship between concepts) analyses of the text data using a
machine learning technique [62]. In this respect, Lexi-
mancer has been used in different studies to disentan-
gle and examine the co-occurrence of concepts [62, 63].
Moreover, we also used the MapChart program to pre-
sent the number of studies used in the systematic review
by the country of origin on the world map.

Results

Descriptive analysis

The distribution of the selected literature from 1991 to
2022 displays 40 papers. The selected articles have been
published in a variety of contexts in 33 various business
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Fig. 1 PRISMA systematic review process. Note adopted from MJ, McKenzie JE, Bossuyt PM, Boutron |, Hoffmann TC, Mulrow CD, et al. The PRISMA
2020 statement: an updated guideline for reporting systematic reviews. BMJ 2021; 372:n71. https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.n71

and management-related journals. Figure 2 shows the
distribution of publications in the years 1991-2022.
Such heterogeneity demonstrates the extreme diversity
of disciplines and research areas now addressing agility-
related issues. Overall, the wide range of publications
needs focused research to make sense of the knowledge
already available. Moreover, research on organizational
agility and related terms has been conducted in nineteen
countries. The USA has produced the most published
articles (n=11; 27.5%), followed by Australia and the UK
(n=4; 10%). Regarding continental distribution, Europe

accounted for the greatest number of articles (n=15;
37.5%), followed by North America (n=11; 27.5%), Asia
(n=8; 20%), Australia (n=4; 10%), and Africa (n=2; 5%).
Figure 3 presents the number of articles distributed by
country on the world map.

Regarding the methodology, the findings show that
purely conceptual and empirical studies are equally fre-
quent (39% for both), while systematic reviews are less
frequent (22%). For the empirical studies, the major-
ity use quantitative methods (81%), while only 13% use
qualitative methods, followed by a small number using
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mixed methods. Among the articles included in the
review, a greater emphasis is given to the organizational
level of analysis related to agility and related terms. This
highlights the need to conceptualize agility and related
concepts at the organizational level [4, 57]. Besides, the
theoretical underpinnings indicate that the Dynamic
Capability View is the most used theoretical framework
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to explain OA as a higher-order capability to sense and
respond to environmental changes. In addition, Real
Option Theory appears as the next framework used to
explain decision makers’ ability to be more proactive in
responding to uncertainty and investing in the options
that suit the company to perform strategic actions and,
thus, achieve competitive advantage at the right time
[64].
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Thematic analysis

The thematic analysis focuses on the definitions and
elements/dimensions of OA, flexibility, adaptability,
and versatility used in the sample literature.

The analysis of the articles indicated that the papers
used different definitions in different contexts. This
implies that there is no clear and agreed-upon defini-
tion of OA and related terms. However, the concepts of
agility, flexibility, adaptability, and versatility indicate
the ability of the organization to react to changing busi-
ness environments. Table 2 indicates different defini-
tions of agility, flexibility, adaptability, and versatility.

On the other hand, the analysis of the articles indi-
cates different elements of agility, flexibility, adaptabil-
ity, and versatility are used in different papers. Table 3
shows the use of several elements for agility. On the
one hand, some authors use flexibility as the element of
agility [18, 54], while others use the opposite [46, 50].
In addition, some authors indicated range as an ele-
ment of flexibility, while others used it as an element
of versatility [37, 50]. Moreover, authors use flexibility
as an element of adaptability [18], while others use the
opposite [50]. This suggests that different authors use
different terms and elements that compose agility, flexi-
bility, adaptability, and versatility, which vary from per-
spective to perspective and context.

In general, studies indicated the concept of OA is
rooted in flexibility and adaptability, and underlined
agility shares the main elements of these concepts [58,
64, 78, 79]. However, the analysis of this review sug-
gests the similarity and distinct nature of this concept
require further examination, which is addressed in the
content analysis part of this study.

Content analysis: Leximancer result

Text mining is used to systematically decipher key con-
cepts and themes that existing literature has focused on.
The output of Leximancer consists of themes formed
by closely related concepts and displays the extracted
information visually. The information is displayed
using a conceptual map that provides a birds-eye view
of the material, representing the main concepts con-
tained within the text and information about how they
are related [82]. The map displays themes as colored
circles; the most important theme is shown in red or
orange, while cool colors (blue and green) indicate the
next or less important themes in the body of literature;
gray nodes represent the main concepts that appear in
the text; and connected lines show the relationships
and connections between concepts [82].
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Leximancer result: literature on organizational agility

As shown in Fig. 4, the finding indicates the relation-
ship between organizational and agility themes. The
organizational theme incorporates a large number of
core concepts in business and management research.
The key concepts with high numbers of hits (i.e., word
counts) in the organizational theme include organiza-
tional change, organizational process, process analysis,
systems, and resilience capability [66, 67, 69]. On the
other hand, the agility theme includes concepts such as
firm performance, dynamic capabilities, supply chain,
strategy, flexibility, manufacturing, and market. Fur-
ther, the findings indicate that agility is linked to the
concepts of flexibility, supply chain, performance, and
manufacturing and receives the most attention from
scholars [37, 75, 80] as it covers organizational-level
issues and forms the basis for literature and studies in
business and management. A closer examination of the
articles included in this theme further suggests that
business ability is the concept that is connected with
agility, and this concept is also related to business capa-
bility, model, and technology [83, 84].

Besides, dynamic capabilities [67], business ability [57,
83], technology [70], business model [84], product value
development [66], and management [69] are the concepts
that link the organizational theme with the agility theme.
These findings are in line with Sumayya et al’s [85], argu-
ment that an organization’s agility is the ability to predict
change and modify its policies and practices to embrace
it in a timely, effective, and sustained manner while
simultaneously maintaining excellent performance. In
light of these findings, this study defines OA as follows.

OA is the firm dynamic business capability to
respond to market trends with flexible organiza-
tional practices such as system management, tech-
nology, and business models.

The Leximancer analysis: literature on agility and flexibility
In order to examine the research on flexibility and agility,
a text mining analysis using Leximancer on the selected
articles with the keywords “agility” and “flexibility” is
conducted. Figure 5 shows the results of the Leximancer
analysis and shows a brooder relationship that occurred
between agility and flexibility.

The findings suggest that flexibility and agility are
closely connected and distinct concepts that have
received attention from scholars. Studies included in
the agility theme address the fact that agility is dis-
tinct from flexibility by its focus on firm capability,
changeability, firm abilities, resilience capacity, firm
performance, and the influence of the supply chain on
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Terms Definition Authors
Agility The ability to reconfigure operations processes, and business relationships efficiently while at the Feizabadi et al.[65]
same time flourishing in an environment of continuous change
Responsiveness to change without losing flexibility Dunford et al.[37]
A strategic ability that assists organizations rapidly to sense and respond to internal and external Fayezi et al.[66]
uncertainties
The ability to sense short-term, temporary changes in the supply chain and market environment Eckstein et al. [18]
and to rapidly and flexibly respond to those changes with the existing supply chain
The capability to provide a quick organizational response when dealing with turbulences, maintaining  Conz and Magnani [67]
existing organizational structures and strategies
The ability of an organization to respond quickly to rapidly changing markets driven by customer- Mohammed et al.[68]
based valuing of products and services
Ability of the system to rapidly reconfigure with a new parameter Bernardes and Hanna [53]
The ability to adapt to external changes in the external environment Phillips and Wright [69]
The capability to survive and prosper by reacting quickly and effectively to a continuously and unpre-  Vazquez-Bustelo and Avella [16]
dictably changing, customer-driven and competitive environment
The ability to exercise or sometimes reconfigure available options rapidly and appropriately Lee et al.[70]
when uncertainty or opportunities have materialized
A capacity to respond with speed to environmental changes and opportunities Ravichandran [63]
The ability to prosper in a competitive environment and respond quickly to the rapidly changing Golgecietal[71]
markets
Persistent, systematic variations in an organization’s outputs, structures or processes that are identified, Baskarada and Koronios [72]
planned, and executed as a deliberate strategy
Moving nimbly with a sense of urgency Bahrami and Evans [35]
The capability to respond quickly to environmental change Patten et al.[20]
Flexibility The ability to perform tasks in more than one way Karman [73]
The capacity to increase variety without losing responsiveness Dunford et al.[37]
The range and extent of the malleability of the firm’s structure, resources, and activities Golgecietal. [71]
The capability of implementing rapid decision-making processes, quick internal communication Conz and Magnani [67]
and fast learning
An operational ability that assists organizations to change efficiently internally and/or across their key  Fayezi et al.[66]
partners in response to internal and external uncertainties
The ability to respond to a variety of customer requirements which exist within parameters Phillips and Wright [69]
Ability of a system to change status within an existing configuration (of pre-established parameters) Bernardes and Hanna [53]
The ease with which the organization’s structures and processes can be changed Kumar and Stylianou [48]
The capacity to change status within a pre-established range with mobility Lee et al.[70]
The capacity to adapt across four dimensions; temporal, range, intention and focus Golden and Powell [50]
Ability of the manufacturing system to cope with the changes effectively Siddiqui et al.[74]
Adaptability Allowing an internal change in the organization, procedures and structures to better adapt to chal- Karman [73]

lenges
Adjusting the supply chain to meet structural shifts in markets

The ability of the firm to sense long-term fundamental changes and to respond to such changes
by flexibly adjusting the configuration of the supply chain

The capability to adjust the firm's response and to adapt internal processes to changing external
conditions

A singular and permanent adjustment to a newly transformed environment
Inherent ability to adjust or modify

The sense of adapting the organization to unpredictable environments, through several features
that represent a suitable set of drivers

A dynamic capability to freely communicate and recombine to the situation at hand
The ability of the firm to make supply chain design changes that are far more radical and long term
The capability of the organization to self-learn and self-organize based on previous experience

Feizabadi et al. [65]
Eckstein et al. [18]

Conz and Magnani [67]

Evans [11]
Butler and Surace [10]
Stefanelli et al.[19]

Loughlin and Priyadarshini [75]
Aslam et al.[76]
Patten et al.[20]




Desalegn et al. Future Business Journal ~ (2024) 10:117 Page 10 of 18

Table 2 (continued)

Terms Definition Authors
Versatility  The ability to maintain efficiency as a part of changes in mission and tasks Karman [73]
A capability to respond to a wide range of scenarios ahead of time, or by affecting a rapid modifica- Evans [11]

tion once a change has occurred

Being able to respond to a range of positive and negative uncertainties

Kumar and Stylianou [48]

Balancing the operational efficiency of the supply chain with market needs Leoniczuk [77]
Able to do different things and apply different capabilities depending on the needs of a particular Bahrami [46]
situation

The extent to which the organization has the range of activities that the organization has contingently Golden and Powell [50]
planned for, and can respond to environmental change

Functioning with dexterity in different settings

Bahrami and Evans [35]

Table 3 Elements/Dimensions of Terms

Elements Authors

Agility

Alertness Golgecietal[71]
Competency Abdelilah et al.[54]

Cooperation
Cost
Dependability
Flexibility

Proctiveness
Quality
Quickness
Reconfigurability
Responsive
Adaptability
Flexibility
Innovation
Modification
Flexibility
Adaptability
Agility
Efficiency
Focus
Intention
Range
Responsiveness
Robustness
Temporal
Versatility
Versatility
Diversity
Range

Fayezi et al.[66], Mohammed et al.[68]
Abdelilah et al. [54]
Abdelilah et al. [54]

Eckstein et al.[18]; Worley & Lawler [36]; Abdelilah et al.[54]; Feizabadi et al.[65]; Fayezi et al.[66]; Mohammed et al.[68];];
Lee et al.[70]; Golgeci et al.[71]; Siddiqui et al.[64]; Shams et al.[79]; Ravichandran [80]

Fayezi et al.[66]

Abdelilah et al.[54]

Abdelilah et al.[54]; Feizabadi et al. [65]; Fayezi et al. [66]; Golgeci et al.[71]
Bernardes and Hanna [53]

Abdelilah et al. [54]; Fayezi et al.[66]; Mohammed et al. [68]; Golgeci et al.[71]

Eckstein et al. [18]
Eckstein et al. [18]
Golden and Powell [50]

Golden and Powell [50]

Bahrami [46]; Kumar & Stylianou [48]; Golden & Powell [50]; Phillips & Wright [69]; Siddiqui et al.[74]; Shukla & Sushil [81]
Golden and Powell [50]

Dunford et al. [37]; Bahrami [46]; Kumar & Stylianou [48]; Golden & Powell [50]; Abdelilah et al. [54]; Mohammed et al.[68]
Dunford et al. [37]; Bahrami [46]; Kumar and Stylianou [48]; Golden and Powell [50]; Mohammed et al. [68]

Stefanelli et al.[19]; Dunford et al. [37]; Bahrami [46]; Fayezi et al. [66]; Mohammed et al.[68]

Golden and Powell [50]

Golden and Powell [50]

Stefanelli et al.[19]; Dunford et al. [37]; Bahrami [46]; Golden & Powell [50]; Fayezi et al. [66]; Mohammed et al. [68]
Bahrami [46]; Kumar & Stylianou [48]; Golden & Powell [50];Siddiqui et al.[74]

Bahrami [46]
Golden and Powell [50]
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Fig. 4 Leximancer result on organizational agility

OA [70, 75]. These findings align with the notion that
organizational agility is typically viewed as the organi-
zation’s capacity, capability, or both [86].

On the other hand, the flexibility theme focuses
on system flexibility, process flexibility, analysis, and
manufacturing flexibility [37, 70, 71]. A closer exami-
nation of the articles included in this theme further
suggests that business model, changeability, manage-
ment process, and information technology are the con-
cepts that connect the flexibility theme and the agility
theme [57, 65, 73]. Based on these findings, this study
defines flexibility as follows.

Flexibility is the firm ability to change its system,
process, and management.

The Leximancer analysis: literature on agility and versatility
A text mining analysis utilizing Leximancer on the
selected articles with the keywords “agility” and “ver-
satility” is carried out to look at the research on agil-
ity and versatility. Figure 6 shows the result of the
Leximancer analysis of two themes, agility and versatil-
ity. Concepts like capability, resilience, flexibility, and
change response are at the center of the agility theme.
As a result, this result closely resembles the content
of the agility theme in Figs. 4 and 5. Besides, a closer
examination of the articles included in this theme fur-
ther suggests that agility is connected and shares some
similarities with the versatility concept [50, 73].
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The versatility theme includes concepts such as vis-
ibility, velocity, and responsiveness. Visibility is the
ability to quickly identify changes, opportunities,
and threats [77], while velocity is the ability to carry
out various processes and measures aimed at quickly
achieving the desired goals [77]. Responsiveness is the
capacity to sense, anticipate, initiate, and respond to
change [66].

Remarkably, the relationship between versatility and
agility themes shares similar concepts such as organiza-
tional changes, coping ability, adaptability, and organi-
zational performance. This result is consistent with the
finding that visibility and responsiveness concepts are
also similarly claimed to be important enablers of agil-
ity [66]. In light of these findings, this study defines ver-
satility as follows.

Versatility is firm responsiveness, velocity, and vis-
ibility to change, meaning the ability to promptly
recognize changes and implement various proce-
dures and actions in response.

The Leximancer analysis: literature on agility

and adaptability

To examine the relationship between agility and adapt-
ability, a text mining analysis using Leximancer on
the selected articles with the keywords “agility” and
“adapt” “adaptability” and “adaptation” is conducted.
Figure 7 shows the results of the Leximancer analy-
sis and about agility and adapt theme. Thus, the agil-
ity theme is distinct from the adapt theme by focusing
on concepts such as capabilities, strategy, management
system, and manufacturing [65, 72]. On the other hand,
the adapt theme focuses on firm adaptation, resil-
ience, and adaptability [67]. A subsequent reading of
the articles included in these themes showed signifi-
cant attention is given to the changes in the business
environment (market changes), organizational ability
to change, and organizational performance as common
concepts shared by the adapt and agility themes [75].
On the other hand, an in-depth review of relevant arti-
cles included in this theme also suggests adaptability
mainly focused on the capacity to adapt to its business
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Fig. 6 Leximancer result on agility and versatility

environment [67, 77]. Based on these findings, this
study defines adaptability as follows.

Adaptability is the firm’s ability to fit changing mar-
kets and business environments.

Discussions

This systematic literature review offers a comprehen-
sive outlook on agility, flexibility, adaptability, and ver-
satility in the business and management context. The
discussion below addresses the review questions: How
does previous literature differentiate OA from flexibility,
adaptability, and versatility? and what characteristics dif-
ferentiate OA from flexibility, adaptability, and versatility
as an organization’s coping strategy to the change in the
business environment.

Studies in business and management provide us with a
better understanding of OA. Previous literature differen-
tiates OA from flexibility, adaptability, and versatility in
business and management literature by focusing on the
definitions, elements, or components that comprise the
concepts and by identifying relationships between the
terms. The study’s findings, however, showed that distin-
guishing terms based on definitions and constituent parts
did not result in conceptual clarity since many research-
ers employ similar terminology and pinpoint comparable

= i agility
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constituent parts for each term. The present study aligns
with the claims that the confusion and impediment to
a comprehensive comprehension of OA result from the
combination of similar concepts [4, 14]. The primary
cause of this blending is the absence of construct clarity
and the inability to distinguish between similar or related
constructs [4, 14].

In this case, the analysis and synthesis of this study
have identified and elaborated paths whose characteris-
tics differentiate and relate OA to the concepts of flex-
ibility, adaptability, and versatility. The review’s findings
indicate that agility and the notions of flexibility, adapt-
ability, and versatility are closely related, with change in
a business setting serving as their common theme. This
finding is in line with previous studies that state that OA
builds on previous concepts in management theory, and
similarities exist. Nevertheless, there are crucial differ-
ences that should be considered [16]. Some researchers
also indicated that agility is a unique construct that is
based on flexibility, adaptability (the ability to adjust to a
changing environment) [87-89], and versatility (the abil-
ity to anticipate and react to a wide range of situations)
[65].

Subsequently, agility is a distinct concept that places
greater emphasis on an organization’s entire capability to
adjust to its changing environment than it does on any
specific feature. The findings of the study place a strong
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Fig. 7 Leximancer result on agility and adaptability
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emphasis on flexibility, with particular attention paid to
system flexibility, process flexibility, and analysis flexibil-
ity; in contrast, agility stresses organizational capabilities,
changeability, and resilience. On the other hand, agil-
ity emphasizes competence, resilience, flexibility, and a
strategic reaction to change, while versatility focuses on
responsiveness, visibility, and velocity to organizational
change. Agility is more concerned with capability, man-
agement systems, and business strategy than adaptabil-
ity is with adaptation and resilience. In general, the way
that agility emphasizes organizational ability, capability,
and changeability as well as how it conceptualizes these
qualities distinguishes it from flexibility, adaptability, and
versatility.

Conclusion and implications

The review has demonstrated that prior research has
made significant progress toward distinguishing OA
from flexibility, adaptability, and versatility. Researchers
predominantly conceptualize OA as an organization’s
capacity and capability to survive in front of change, and
this characteristic helps to set OA apart from flexibility,
adaptability, and versatility. The findings draw attention
to OA, flexibility, adaptability, and versatility similarly by
their emphasis on responding to organizational change.
Therefore, OA is a construct that can be achieved by
integrating different organizational abilities such as flex-
ibility, adaptability, and versatility rather than using these
terms as an alternative to OA.

Understanding the differences and interconnectedness
of OA, flexibility, adaptability, and versatility enhances
common understanding and implementation of OA.
Consequently, this advances OA research by giving a
foundation for distinguishing OA from related concepts,
improving scientific communication amongst research-
ers by allowing them to refer to the same phenomena as
OA, and advancing the development of efficient methods
for measuring, predicting, and instructing OA.

Additionally, this review provides some management
implications. Agility is the quality that companies need to
thrive in today’s fast-paced environment [1, 64]. A clear
distinction between OA, flexibility, adaptability, and ver-
satility, in terms of their focus and interconnectedness,
can guide managers to understand what OA is and how it
is connected with other organizational abilities. Moreo-
ver, it enhances managers’ ability to assess and support
the improvement of agility levels.

Future research directions

Studies on the nature and conceptualization of OA are
required to further shed light on better understanding
and practical implementation of OA. The findings of
this study provide some pointers for further research on
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this topic. It does suggest that flexibility, adaptability,
and versatility are related to OA by their focus on cop-
ing with change, but some significant differences exist.
Therefore, to advance research on OA, future studies
may look at how flexibility, adaptability, and versatil-
ity relate to OA as a foundation for new and intrigu-
ing research directions. Research may also explore the
concept that a combination of organizational abilities
is necessary for an organization to adapt to changing
environmental conditions. Moreover, the finding indi-
cates that OA is distinct in its focus on organizational
capability. Therefore, researchers might examine the
capability and capacity conceptualization of OA and its
shortcomings.

This systematic review had notable limitations. The
selection of publications in the current systematic lit-
erature review is limited to journal articles published
by three of the most well-known electronic databases.
The search methods of inserting index terms or key-
words in electronic databases may neglect significant
studies, which is why the study also incorporated addi-
tional papers [57, 75]. These search methods, however,
may restrict results on OA, flexibility, adaptability, and
versatility. Therefore, future scholars can extend the
research by including other electronic databases and
relevant studies to produce a more compelling argu-
ment on OA and related terms. Moreover, this study is
limited to content analysis using Leximancer text min-
ing analysis. Therefore, to guide and strengthen the
implication of the software outputs, the research team
read the contextual text and supplemented the objec-
tive examination of the literature with qualitative inter-
pretative analysis.
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