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Ⅰ. Introduction

Since the concept of agile was first introduced to the public 

and nonprofit sectors several decades ago, researchers and 

practitioners have increased attention to its application over the past 

few years(Kirkpatrick et al. 2021; Mergel et al. 2021). Even more 

recently, the concept of agile nonprofit management has received 

significant consideration. Since rapidly changing uncertainties 

exist as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, organizational agility 

has become critical to the nonprofit sector enabling them to 

respond to the crisis, provide necessary services to the public 

quickly and effectively as well as to survive in such difficult 

environments(Edwards and Ott 2021). During the pandemic, the 

demand for service provision increased whereas financial and 

human resources for the nonprofits were exacerbated(Shi et al. 

2020). Considering that nonprofit organizations are more likely to 

have mission-oriented cultures that lead them to be more flexible 

and innovative(Ott and Dicke 2012; Suh et al. 2018), nonprofits 

might also be more readily eligible to adopt agility. 

In this sense, the concept of ‘agile’ helps us to explore how best 

to prepare for unexpected and unpredictable crises, such as the 

COVID-19 pandemic. While the role of nonprofits in response to 

a crisis is essential, especially to local governments, much of the 

literature focuses on the roles of nonprofits in natural disasters and 

the role of nonprofits in infectious diseases-related crises remains 

largely unexplored(Kim and Jung 2016; Shi et al. 2020). Also, 
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we know little about the extent to which nonprofits adopt agile 

management in their service provision. To our knowledge, there 

is no study that specifically focuses on the nonprofits, using the 

concept of ‘agile’. For these reasons, we focus on cases during the 

COVID-19 pandemic to study agile practices in the nonprofit sector. 

This paper uses a case study approach and aims to answer the 

following research question: What characteristics of agility can be 

considered for nonprofit management and collaboration in crisis 

management? By collecting cases in South Korea during the initial 

stages of the pandemic, this study explores how South Korean 

nonprofit organizations quickly adapted to new or modified service 

demands, continued seamless provision of primary services, and 

effectively worked with both governments and other nonprofits. 

We first review the concept of agile and its application in 

management and collaboration and then provide background 

information regarding the South Korean context during the 

COVID-19 crisis. Next, we discuss the methodology and findings, 

respectively. Finally, we conclude with a presentation of our 

findings and the implications for application of the agile approach 

in the nonprofit sector.
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Ⅱ. Literature Review

The concept of agile is rooted in software development, where it 

was developed to respond to rapidly changing and unpredictable 

software markets(Rigby et al. 2016). One of the hallmark 

characteristics of agile management of software development is 

the deliberately incremental and iterative approach in contrast to 

traditional waterfall management of product delivery of the final 

product(Janssen and van der Voort 2016; Mergel 2016). Recently, 

agile management has been translated from the private sector 

to use in operations of public and third sector agencies(Mergel 

2016; Mergel et al. 2021). Responsiveness is fundamental to agile 

management, prioritizing the needs of the customer over process. 

Further, agile management acknowledges timely response, 

continual improvement, and simple and sustainable solutions 

provided by a multi-disciplinary team which highlights self-

organization and reflection throughout the process(Denning 2016). 

As an overarching management approach, agile acknowledges 

the need for flexibility and resiliency within an organization to 

maintain operational and organizational integrity, and promotes 

evolving management through collaboration between self-

organizing, cross-functional teams(Denning 2016; Duchek 2020; 

Mergel et al. 2021). 

Although the term ‘agile’ has recently begun to be used explicitly, 

a great deal of research dedicated to examining and evaluation of 

crisis management has adopted the concept of agile management 
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over the past decades. For example, McLoughlin(1985) outlined 

four components of the Integrated Emergency Management 

System(IEMS) – Mitigation, Preparedness, Response, and Recovery 

– and argued that emergency management should be managed 

in an integrated manner, including collaboration with various 

community groups. Utilization of agile can also reinforce 

all activities within the IEMS approach through incremental 

assessment and implementation of responses that minimize 

risk(mitigation), develop emergency scenarios(preparedness), 

activate flexible solutions(response), and provide continuity of vital 

systems(recovery)(McLoughlin 1985). 

Additionally, Comfort(2007) proposed 4Cs – Cognition, 

Communication, Coordination, and Control. This approach 

highlights the essential roles of cognition and coordination in 

timely identification of the risk and coordinates the response 

internally. Agile is uniquely suited for the decision-making process 

of the 4Cs model by Comfort(2007) using incremental actions, 

frequent feedback and empowered practitioners to identify and 

communicate the threat, then coordinate the response and control 

the crisis. More recently, Darkow(2019) categorized resilience into 

the three types of organizational crisis management – “the plan 

to resist approach, the containing crisis approach, and integral, 

capability-based understanding approach”(Darkow 2019, 149). The 

first two categories are common approaches that are largely based 

on preparation and mitigation; however, the integrated approach 

includes iterative evaluation inherent in agile management.
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As such, agile is incorporated into the steps and frames of these 

crisis management practices but is not specifically described or 

explained. Therefore, the following sections focus on the agile 

concept, by specifically highlighting two aspects: 1) routines 

of agile management, and 2) structure and process of agile 

collaborations as an expanded area.

1. �Agile Management : Sensing, Interpreting, and Responding 

Routines 

Reviewing literature from a wide range of disciplines, Kirkpatrick 

and her colleagues(2021, 69) defined Organizational Agility(OA) 

as “the capacity to adapt quickly and effectively in response to, 

or in expectation of, changes in the organization’s environment”. 

Keywords demonstrating potential application of agile management 

include ‘adaptive,’ ‘flexible,’ ‘responsive,’ and ‘resilient’(Beekharry et 

al. 2016; Duchek 2020; Duit 2016; Janssen and van der Voort 2016; 

Kirkpatrick et al. 2021; Lee et al. 2020a; Lee et al. 2020b; Moon 

2020). 

The strategic deployment of intra-agency agility leads to flexible 

and adaptive coordination of resources, allowing the response 

to break from set procedures in order to address immediate 

and evolving needs. Adaptive and flexible management varies 

by organization and situation(Janssen and van der Voort 2016); 

however, it generally focuses on the internal structure of an 

organization and how it performs at either end of the structural 
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spectrum between rigid hierarchy procedures and empowered 

decision-making through information sharing and use of 

technology(Chen 2012; Crichton et al. 2009; Duchek 2020; Janssen 

and van der Voort 2016; Kapucu et al. 2010a; Mergel et al. 2021; 

Smith 2010; Yap et al. 2014).

Agile highlights organizations that better cope with situations 

that keep changing(Mergel et al. 2021; Moon 2020). Lessons learned 

from previous crises are an important part of being flexible and 

adaptive(Lee et al. 2020a; Lee et al. 2020b) as organizations use 

a reflexive feedback process to improve response to the current 

crisis and prepare for the next one with improved procedures and 

connections to resources. While each disaster or crisis has a unique 

set of circumstances, the benefit of prior experience strengthens 

collaboration and promotes innovative responses as the current 

situation unfolds. 

Aspects of agile management are evident in each of the models 

previously discussed. One commonality is that each addresses the 

role of routine procedures internal to organizational operations and 

structure. Kirkpatrick further identifies three types of routines – 1) 

Sensing, 2) Interpreting, and 3) Responding - that support agility 

and are specified constructs of “Governmental Organizational 

Agility Assessment(GOAA)” -(Kirkpatrick et al. 2021). Situational 

awareness is a key component of agile routines. Sensing is linked 

to the ability to anticipate environmental changes, opportunities 

and evolving threats(Felipe et al. 2016; Overby et al. 2006; Teece 

et al. 2016). Therefore, sensing requires certain procedures that 
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include routine surveys of the external environment in anticipation 

of emerging opportunities and threats. In particular, “strategic 

sensitivity”(Doz and Kosonen 2010, 371) is a continual process that 

is embedded at all levels of the organization and is a component of 

the organizational culture(Butler and Surace 2015; Doz and Kosonen 

2010; Sambamurthy et al. 2003; Worley et al. 2014). In other 

words, regardless of their positions, all the members within an 

organization are proactively and continuously involved in collecting 

and sharing information about perceived environmental changes. 

While sensing and interpreting are coterminous routines 

which require balance of external dynamics and internal 

structure(Brueller et al. 2014; Edmondson 1999; Harraf et al. 2015; 

Hopkin 2014; Kirkpatrick et al. 2021), interpreting specifically 

involves using external dynamics to reflect on internal structures 

and the provision of services to external customers. Paired with 

sensing, interpreting involves understanding and application of the 

unique competencies of the organization and its ability to adapt to 

the emerging crisis(Dyer and Shafer 2003; Harraf et al. 2015).

Finally, organizational responsiveness is built on the foundation 

of sensing and interpreting routines(Brueller et al. 2014; Nejatian 

and Zarei 2013; Overby et al. 2006; Zhang and Sharifi 2000). 

Communication of external perceptions requires information 

sharing(Alavi et al. 2014; Barbaroux 2011; Bonilla 2015; Breu et 

al. 2002; Butler and Surace 2015; Edmondson 1999; Gren et al. 

2015; Nijssen and Paauwe 2012; Pellissier 2012) which ultimately 

results in “experiment[ing] and prototyping” rapid response 
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scenarios(Kirkpatrick et al. 2021, 72). Information sharing and 

internal management enable adaptive routines and rapid response 

through an established organizational culture that builds employee 

readiness(Alavi et al. 2014; Butler and Surace 2015; Harraf et al. 

2015; Holsapple and Li 2008; Hopkin 2014; Jaaron and Backhouse 

2014; Zhang 2011). Agile organizational management considers 

a variety of alternative responses, but implements tactical action 

appropriately scaled to the environmental changes(Barbaroux 

2011; Hamel and Valikangas 2003; Harraf et al. 2015; Holsapple 

and Li 2008; Nijssen and Paauwe 2012; Overby et al. 2006; Teece 

et al. 2016). The upper part of [Figure 1] summarizes the above 

indications of agile management: 1) all employees at all levels 

are involved, 2) continuously collecting and sharing information, 

3) sensitivity to external environments, 4) experimenting rapid 

responses scenarios, and 5) continuously changing ongoing 

implementation. 

2. Agile Collaboration 

From the collaborative governance perspective, nonprofits are 

viewed as partners with their horizontal networks and are involved 

in decision making, resulting in democratic accountability(Hutton 

et al. 2016; Kettl 2000). As a proactive form of collaborative 

governance, coproduction enables nonprofits to influence as well 

as build ownership on specific policy practices(Steen and Brandsen 

2020; Whitaker 1980). As such, partnerships of shared knowledge 
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and resources furthers provision of both regular services as well 

as emergency responses(Ansell and Gash 2008; Jeong and Kim 

2021). Effective operations during a crisis rely on interdependency 

which is based on establishing inter- and intra-agency trust prior 

to the event(Crichton et al. 2009; Kapucu et al. 2010a; kapucu et al. 

2010b). Notwithstanding, we often see inflexible management and 

a lack of coordination in response to disasters(kapucu et al. 2010b). 

Thomson and Perry(2006, 24) identified five key dimensions 

of the collaboration process that include 1) governance, 2) 

administration, 3) organizational autonomy, 4) mutuality, and 5) 

norms of trust and reciprocity and argued that “two are structural 

dimensions(governing and administering), two are dimensions 

of social capital(mutuality and norms), and one is an agency 

dimension(organizational autonomy)” Of the structural dimensions, 

the governance dimension highlights the essential roles of 

shared power and participatory decision-making through which 

agreements and commitments are made while the administration 

dimension focuses on the administration side of practices such as 

leadership and competencies. 

The governance dimension describes that as the collaboration 

process entails a series of interactions and negotiations between 

parties, “collaboration evolves…over time”(Thomson and Perry 

2006, 22). To establish each party’s commitment with clear roles and 

responsibilities, thus, it is highly likely that reaching an agreement 

may require lengthy communication and negotiation(Babiak and 

Thibault 2009; Jang et al. 2015; Thomson and Perry 2006). Such a 
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lengthy process may become a challenge for effective collaboration 

in a crisis that demands a quick response. 

In this sense, the concept of agile benefits both governments 

and nonprofits, promoting more effective collaboration as well 

as coordination of appropriate responses to specifically complex 

crisis situations(Janssen and van der Voort 2016). Agile assumes a 

degree of failure, accepts trial and error, and encourages learning 

and improvement from trials(Edwards and Ott 2021; Lee et al. 

2020a; Lee et al. 2020b). The core agile principle of reflection 

regularly considers how to improve the process. Its application is 

not linear but iterative and reflective; leading organizations to try 

new tactics and innovative responses without fear of failure(Lee et 

al. 2020a; Mergel 2016). Applying such an agile approach, parties 

quickly make a decision, then focus on the innovation necessary 

to adequately address immediate needs rather than waiting to 

reach mutual agreements. However, continuous learning and 

improvement, especially in a collaborative activity, may become 

challenging with the hassles of lingering processes. Therefore, 

simplified and streamlined procedures are necessary to enable 

such agile practices. 

The third dimension, organizational autonomy, talks about the 

tension between self-interest and the collective interest among the 

parties, whereas the last two dimensions, mutuality and norms, 

describe trust and relationships that are mutually beneficial 

to every party(Thomson and Perry 2006). These dimensions 

emphasize the essential roles of communication, including sharing 
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information and face-to-face dialogue(Ansell and Gash 2008; 

Babiak and Thibault 2009; Wood and Gray 1991). Particularly in 

a crisis, multi-way communication and information sharing are 

critical for faster and more flexible response because delivered 

information tends to be inaccurate and emotional(Beekharry 

et al. 2016). Since agile focuses on empowering all responders 

and stakeholders to collaborate to find solutions in a very timely 

manner, communication between organizations at the front-line 

level can result in transparent information sharing with other 

organizations as well as with the public(Jeong and Kim 2021).

As noted earlier, hierarchical organizations which depend on a 

sequence of rigid procedures are not very adaptive and, therefore, 

not well suited to manage an intense and growing crisis. In a 

crisis that is constantly changing and unpredictable, collaborative 

practices should move faster than can be done with waterfall 

approaches. An agile approach is not dependent upon hierarchical 

approval and emphasizes bottom-up change based on the discretion 

available to all actors(Mergel et al. 2021). These characteristics are 

also essential elements of effective collaboration which requires 

horizontal and interdependent relationships(Thomson and Perry 

2006). In this sense, it is worth noting that the relationship among 

organizations needs to be developed during a normal time to then 

quickly respond during a time of crisis. Pre-developed networks 

with constant communication among organizations enable 

collaborative activities to respond to public needs more effectively 

in a crisis. In sum, applying the concept of agility to collaboration 
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can result in policies that are more responsive and more closely 

aligned to public needs(Mergel et al. 2021). From the literature 

review, we propose two areas - process and structure - which can 

adopt agile practices as shown in [Figure 1]

Management

Collaboration

• All employees at all levels are involved

•  Continuously collecting and sharing info

• Sensitive to external environments

• Simplified and streamlined

•  Multi-way communication and information 

sharing among parties

•  Experimenting rapid response scenarios

•  Continuously changing ongoing 

implementation

•  Mutual relationships that are beneficial to 

all the parties

•  Pre-developed relationships with 

communities and other parties

Sensing

and

Interpreting

Responding

Process

Structure

[Figure 1] Theoretical Framework

3. �COVID-19 Pandemic and its First Large-scale Wave in South 

Korea

Based on the lessons learned from the 2015 MERS outbreak, 

South Korea improved its health reporting system. When 

information emerged about an unknown pneumonia in China in 

December 2019(Kim et al. 2020), the South Korean government 

then issued the first alert on January 3 and correspondingly raised 

the national alert level to Level I. By the time the first case was 
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confirmed on January 20, 2020, protocols were already set up at 

118 institutions. Eight days later, 288 selective care facilities were 

activated. Rapid development and approval of a COVID-19 reverse 

transcription–polymerase chain reaction(RT-PCR) test on February 

4 was an extraordinary, coordinated effort between public and 

private entities. 

By February 23, 2020, less than 60 days after the first alert, the 

country was at the highest alert level. The South Korean government, 

in coordination with the health care system and citizens, actively 

deployed an aggressive response specifically adapted to address 

the outbreak in Daegu and North Gyeongsang province(Moon 

2020). According to the Korea Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention(KCDC), the first large-scale wave started on February 

18, 2020, when the positive cases surged abruptly with community 

transmission caused by a religious group Shincheonji in Daegu. The 

nation responded to the needs of the province(Lee et al. 2020b). As 

South Korea adapted to control the outbreak, management of the 

crisis was maintained at the national level. 

To summarize, the South Korean response included proactive 

acknowledgment of the potential threat which in turn triggered 

coordinated response at the local and national levels and activated 

innovative methods to quickly create a test. “This was possible due 

to widely distributed cognition and crisis management capabilities 

cultivated from years of shared experience, repeated interactions, 

routinized practices, and continued structural reform”(Lee et al. 

2020b, 732). South Korea put the country on alert on January 
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3, then continually and critically evaluated the crisis. It issued 

multiple updates to case definition as the crisis unfolded and with 

increased knowledge about the disease(Kang et al. 2020). Innovative 

and expedient responses came from collaboration between 

several government agencies, private sector companies, nonprofit 

organizations, and citizens. Integrated coordination between private 

and public agencies led to the quick development and deployment 

of testing. Support of the governmental efforts were reinforced by a 

culture focused on community and volunteerism. An estimated 246 

volunteer centers provided community service in the first six months 

of 2020, providing disinfection, supporting public information 

campaigns, and distributing meals(Jeong and Kim 2021). 

Ⅲ. Methodology

By adopting a case study approach that allows us to explore 

how organizations react in a specific way under a specific context, 

this study explores how nonprofit organizations in South Korea 

responded to problems as they arose with the spread of COVID-19 

or what kinds of challenges the organizations encountered under 

the condition of COVID-19(Yin 2018). Cases for this study were 

collected by conducting interviews with nonprofit leaders and by 

reviewing news articles that pertained to nonprofit activities dealing 

with COVID-19. Review of the interviews and news articles helped 

us to understand and analyze how nonprofit organizations in South 
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Korea responded to the COVID-19 at the onset of the outbreak of the 

pandemic. The approaches used to collect data are essential because 

the cases of agile management and collaboration may not be fully 

detectable through publicly available data. We focused on the first 

large-scale wave(2nd wave) of the pandemic in South Korea([Table 

1]). This wave started on February 18, 2020, and ended in early May 

2020, but several small outbreak clusters occurred until August 2020. 

[Table 1] COVID-19 Waves in South Korea

Wave Dates Note

1st wave 01/20/2020-02/17/2020

2nd wave 02/18/2020-05/05/2020 1st large scale

3rd wave 05/06/2020-08/11/2020

4th wave 08/12/2020-11/12/2020 2nd large scale

Source: Suh et al.(2023)

1. Interviews

We conducted unstructured interviews with senior staff members 

of nonprofit organizations in Seoul and Incheon between June 1 

and June 11 and between September 22 and 29, 2020. We chose two 

mega-cities, City of Seoul and City of Incheon, for the case study 

interviews with nonprofit organizations for the following reasons. 

The combined region of Seoul(the capital and the biggest city in 

South Korea) and Incheon(3rd biggest city of South Korea) is a 

representative area to understand social activities and the nonprofit 

sector in South Korea. These two cities are located close to each 

other and their combined region accounts for 27 percent of GDP in 
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South Korea(E-index of South Korea Website). Also, 25 percent of 

the total nonprofit organizations are registered in these two local 

governments(Ministry of Interior and Safety Website). Furthermore, 

because traveling to a different part of the country was discouraged 

between February and September 2020, we decided to focus on 

these two mega-cities where one of the authors works. 

Selecting the nonprofits. This study chose two types of nonprofit 

organizations for the interviews. The first type, intermediary 

centers, are mainly funded by local governments to support 

nonprofits in the region(Kim et al. 2019). These centers play several 

supporting roles by providing incubating programs for nonprofits 

and education programs for their staff members. In addition, 

the centers build networks with their local communities, other 

nonprofits, and social enterprises, acting as an information hub. 

Because of their established networks, they know more cases than 

other types of nonprofits. Further, they can objectively answer the 

interview questions as a third party. Among the 55 intermediary 

centers located in Seoul and Incheon, three centers in Seoul and 

two centers in Incheon were finally selected. 

One of the biggest nonprofit organizations in South Korea was 

also selected for the interview because their services cover most of 

the country, by providing human services through a large number 

of branches nationwide. This large nonprofit also plays a role in 

funding other small nonprofits. To select the five intermediary 

centers and the one large nonprofit organization, the referral 

sampling technique was used based on nonprofit leaders, public 
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officials, and academic researchers’ recommendations(Singleton 

and Straits 2010). The referees evaluated these six nonprofit 

organizations as the most proactively involved nonprofits in the 

region during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Conducting interviews. For each nonprofit organization, we 

chose an executive director or a manager whose main role is to 

regularly communicate with other nonprofits in the region. In 

June 2020, we interviewed two executive directors of intermediary 

centers in Incheon(Interviewee #1, #2) and a manager of the 

nonprofit organization in Seoul(Interviewee #3). Then, we 

interviewed executive directors of three intermediary centers in 

Seoul(Interviewee #4, #5, #6). All the interviews were conducted 

in person by visiting the nonprofit offices. [Table 2] describes 

interviewee profiles and their organizations.

 

[Table 2] Interview Participants

Interviewee Position Organization Type Service Area Location

1
Executive

Director

Intermediary Center

for Community Organization
Metropolitan Incheon

2
Executive

Director

Intermediary Center

for Social Economy
Metropolitan Incheon

3 Manager Nonprofit Nationwide Seoul

4
Executive

Director

Intermediary Center

for Community Organization and 

Social Economy

District Seoul

5
Executive

Director

Intermediary Center

for Community Organization and 

Social Economy

District Seoul

6
Executive

Director

Intermediary Center

for Community Organization and 

Social Economy

District Seoul
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The unstructured interview employed an initial broad question, 

and each interview lasted approximately 30-60 minutes. To 

broadly understand and examine how nonprofits responded to the 

problems caused by COVID-19, we used a question: ‘Can you tell us 

any stories or cases you have known any nonprofit organizations 

have done to respond to COVID-19?’ For further investigation of 

nonprofits’ activities, we also asked follow-up questions: ‘Can 

you tell us cases you have known or heard of any collaborations 

between nonprofit organizations and local government, or among 

nonprofit organizations to deal with COVID-19?’, and ‘Can you tell 

us cases you have known or heard of any difficulties or challenges 

in the collaboration between nonprofit organizations and local 

government, or among nonprofit organizations to address problems 

caused by COVID-19?’ 

2. News Article Search

We used the Google search interfaces to search for relevant news 

articles written in Korean that were published between February 22 

and June 11, 2020, to fully cover and focus on the period of the first 

large-scale wave of the pandemic. We reviewed articles from all 

news sections, including business and political news, local news, 

opinions, and so on from nationwide and regional newspapers. We 

chose Google as a search engine to investigate nonprofit actions 

handling COVID-19 because it provides a comprehensive access to 

news articles written in Korean with a duplication removal function. 
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Both DAUM and NAVER are the most usable search engine in South 

Korea; however, these engines do not provide a duplication removal 

function or a filter function for keyword searches. For example, the 

engines provide all of the news articles including either “social” or 

“enterprise” when we search “social enterprise,” while Google only 

provides news articles on social enterprise. 

This study adopted a two-keyword combination method(Xu 

and Huang 2020) using a combination of the two keywords in 

Korean: 1) one of the terms that indicate the types of organizations: 

nonprofit organization, community organization, social enterprise, 

or cooperatives and 2) COVID-19. The method allowed us to 

comprehensively capture nonprofit activities to respond to 

COVID-19 while not omitting any important articles. [Figure 2] 

describes the process of selecting news articles. From the news 

article search using the above keywords, we found a total of 

1,077 news articles during the search period. Since news articles 

generally appear in several places across newspaper websites, we 

also used a duplication removal function to delete duplicates. We 

then reviewed the articles in light of our theoretical framework 

depicted in [Figure 1].
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Selected Cases for the Study

(4)

Nonprofits

& COVID 19
(252)

Social Enterprises

& COVID 19
(269)

Community Organi-

zations & COVID 19
(280)

Cooperatives

& COVID 19
(276)

Reviewed by the 

authors

Total Number of News Articles

(1,077)

[Figure 2] News Article Search Process

3. Analysis Process

The constructed theoretical framework in [Figure 1] was used 

to analyze all the collected cases from the interviews and news 

articles. First, all the interviews were recorded and one of the 

authors reviewed and coded the interviews to classify the cases. 

Then, another author reviewed the coded cases. Based on the 

authors’ agreement, the authors confirmed the cases as agile 

activities of nonprofit organizations. The final number of cases 

that were used in this study is thirteen. Next, to identify agile 

cases from the news articles, one of the authors read all the articles 

and classified them. A significant number of news articles were 

filtered out in this process because the same story was used by 

several news outlets. And then, the other author reviewed the 

coded content of the article. When the authors agreed on the 
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coded content based on the framework, they chose those cases as 

agile activities. As a result, four cases from the news articles were 

selected. Finally, reviewing the 17 cases led us to identify codes of 

each theme and to classify them into the three categories. Because 

the two authors are native Koreans, all the data was stored written 

in Korean, and the analysis was conducted in Korean without 

translation. The next section discusses each category in detail.

Ⅳ. �Findings : Agile Management and Collaboration

Reviewing the collected cases, we classified them into three 

themes: 1) Agile management(five cases), 2) Agile collaboration: 

process(nine cases), and 3) Agile collaboration: structure(three 

cases). [Table 3] describes the categories and the corresponding 

codes for each theme that can be applied to the nonprofit sector. 

These categories emphasize agile responses to the pandemic that 

are defined by the proactive and entrepreneurial participation of 

nonprofits in horizontal relationships with governments. Also, 

these categories and codes provide a useful framework to assess 

the organizational readiness for any crises that may arise. From 

the findings, we further argue that these categories and codes can 

help nonprofit organizations apply agility in their management and 

collaboration practices. 
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1. �Agile Management Routines: Entrepreneurial Service 

Provision and Flexible Implementation

Generally, when organizations deal with uncertainties, 

“adherence to prescribed plans, procedures and rules is not 

feasible”(Janssen and van der Voort 2016, 3). Instead, it is thus 

necessary to expedite the transition of services by accelerating 

decision making(Rigby et al. 2016). This first category aligns with 

the argument by Shi and colleagues(2020) that services must rapidly 

change to deal with problems caused by unforeseen circumstances. 

During the pandemic, for example, human service organizations 

in South Korea faced abrupt disruptions of their service delivery. 

In response to the disruption, they found new ways to provide 

their services and otherwise exhibit agility in responding to the 

pandemic. 

When there was an abrupt surge of confirmed cases in the City 

of Daegu, human service organization ‘A’(Interviewee #3) had 

to shut down their facilities in compliance to a local executive 

order(Comfort et al. 2020) making their services unavailable to the 

community. The organization that had provided lunch programs 

quickly pivoted from providing lunches to seniors inside their 

facilities to delivering lunches to their customers’ homes. This shift 

happened so fast that employees of these organizations initially 

cooked the meals at their respective facilities. They then shifted 

to an approach considered to be safer - delivering frozen meals 

purchased at stores.
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“Because COVID-19 spreads, the government keeps people away 

from gathering in the public or social facilities. So, people who use 

the lunch program provided by local nonprofit organizations could 

not eat their lunch. However, some people said that the crisis is an 

opportunity. I heard that a nonprofit organization in Daegu initiated 

a delivery service for lunch boxes to seniors. The organization 

delivers frozen lunch boxes to the seniors for them to eat lunch 

using microwave.”(Interviewee #3)

In another case, social enterprise ‘B’ pivoted away from 

its traditional services to address the shortage of medical 

supplies(Interviewee #2). Prior to the pandemic, this organization, 

located in the City of Incheon, provided handmade eco-friendly 

goods to teenagers in low-income families(e.g., sanitary pads). In 

the early stages of the pandemic, there was a severe shortage of 

masks in South Korea as a majority of Koreans considered masks 

to be one of the most important types of personal protective 

equipment(PPE) to protect themselves from the virus(Moon 2020). 

To respond to this shortage of mask supplies, social enterprise 

‘B’ decided to temporarily produce and provide handmade eco-

friendly masks to people.

“I heard the news that a social enterprise located in Seo-gu, Incheon 

has produced cotton masks since last week. The company originally 

makes sanitary goods of cotton for teenagers. Nowadays, people 

worried that it is hard to get masks. So, the company began to 
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produce the masks.”(Interviewee #2)

Similar pivots by organizations in the capital City of Seoul also 

occurred. For example, it was reported that Cooperatives ‘C’ and 

‘D’ originally produced and sold leather bags and health gear for 

the elderly. These cooperatives rapidly shifted to production and 

provision of masks to low-income families in order to help address 

the severe shortage of mask supplies(Sijung News 2020/3/29; Seoul 

News 2020/5/21).

Some nonprofits also quickly started to provide new services. 

Because wearing a mask was required for everyone, including 

teachers and students in school, some students were inadvertently 

placed in a difficult position. Students who have hearing problems 

communicate not only with sign language but also by reading 

lips. Wearing a mask thus became a huge barrier. To remove this 

barrier, Nonprofit ‘E’ in the City of Daejeon invented masks with a 

window that allow people to see the user’s mouth. Nonprofit ‘E’ has 

since provided these masks to schools(Yonhapnews 2020/4/9). 

These cases show that nonprofit organizations quickly 

responded to the changing needs of people through flexible and 

entrepreneurial service provision. These cases are well aligned 

with the factors shown in [Figure 1], especially three items(sensitive 

to external environments, experimenting rapid response scenarios, 

and continuously changing ongoing implementation). Organizations 

in these cases changed their method of service delivery, 

transformed the type of services provided, and developed new 
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services to specifically address challenges caused by the pandemic. 

From the case analysis, we argue that nonprofit organizations who 

exhibit agility are sensitive to the needs in their communities and 

flexibly make decisions to address local needs. 

2. Agile Collaboration: Procedural Simplicity

Although nonprofit organizations have innovative ideas and 

are willing to collaborate with the government, this would not 

be possible if governments strictly adhered to bureaucratic 

procedures. This category thus emphasizes the simplicity essential 

to agility(Mergel et al. 2021). Simplified processes help nonprofit 

organizations focus on service provision without spending too 

much time on paperwork and worrying about procedures. For 

example, governments may not request reports or simplify internal 

procedures to approve certain services during times of crisis.

In some cases during the pandemic, local governments 

streamlined the contract negotiation process with nonprofits 

in response to the crisis. Local governments generally have 

prerequisite administrative procedures in such negotiations, usually 

including a series of meetings and documentation requirements 

designed to hold private organizations accountable in government 

projects. However, processes such as on-site evaluations or in-

person meetings were no longer encouraged to protect people from 

COVID-19 better. Instead, face-to-face contacts were replaced with 

video conferences or documentation. A couple of center directors 
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mentioned that using online conferences helped community 

organizations ‘F’, ‘G’, and ‘H’ focus more on care services and saved 

time and cost of communication(Interviewees #1, #4, #6).

“A manager of the community organization [F] said that it is good to 

have a video conference with the department instead of face-to-face 

meeting in order to avoid spreading COVID-19. It helps them a lot 

because they could save their time for commuting and protect them 

from being infected.”(Interviewee #1)

“He told me that their public official requested a video-conference 

call for meeting. It feels awkward at first. But, it is really good 

for me because he could save the time and focus on our care 

service.”(Interviewee #4)

“‘Originally, we should submit the proposal document and then 

make a presentation for the grant proposal. Due to the COVID-19, 

the administrative process was streamlined. We submitted 

the document to the department only.’, a staff member of the 

community organization said.”(Interviewee #6)

Despite these changes, when nonprofit programs involved 

contractual collaboration with the government, there were still 

challenges to their program operations. These issues stemmed 

from bureaucratic rigidity, which required nonprofits to stop 

their service provision at the initial outbreak and resume them 
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later per government guidelines. Each subsequent new upsurge 

in reported cases often resulted in repeated shutdown and re-

opening cycles because of the rigid budgeting process practiced by 

local governments. For example, the strict budgeting process did 

not allow the nonprofit organizations ‘I’, ‘J’, and ‘K’ to cancel their 

programs, thereby hindering them from initiating newer programs 

in direct response to the pandemic(Interviewees #4, #5, #6). 

“A local nonprofit having government grant could not initiate a new 

program to respond to the outbreak because the organization could 

not cancel their granted program.”(Interviewee #4)

“I heard that an organization could not design a new program to 

deal with COVID-19 because they needed to work on the program 

that has been already granted by the government.”(Interviewee #5)

“‘Nonprofit organization K could not afford to do a new project. This 

is because they could not cancel the grant project.’, a staff member 

said.”(Interviewee #6)

Similarly, community organizations dealt with the financial 

constraints imposed by their government grants. Community 

organizations ‘L’, ‘M’, and ‘N’ that received a government grant in 

Fiscal Year 2020(FY 20) were unable to spend their grant money 

because the relevant government programs were halted during the 

pandemic in FY 20(Interviewees #1, #4, #5). In addition, the rigidity 
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of government budgeting precluded nonprofit organizations from 

using grant monies for any other programs or services because the 

government did not change or amend the relevant regulations to 

reflect current realities on the ground. Several nonprofit leaders in 

Seoul said that they could have used the grant to deal with social 

and health problems resulting from COVID-19 if they had been able 

to spend the allocated grant funds on another area(Interviewees 

#1, #4, #5). The previously arranged and approved grants limited 

their COVID-19 response. These cases show the importance of 

simplified and streamlined processes in agile collaboration as 

depicted in [Figure 1].  

“I know that the community organization [L] received a government 

grant this year. But they could not use the money due to the social 

distancing policy which prohibits people gathering.”(Interviewee #1)

“I heard that the community organization [M] could not operate their 

programs due to the COVID-19. Unfortunately, they could not use the 

grant money for another program or service because the grant was 

limited to be used only for the granted program.”(Interviewee #4)

“A staff member told me that they could not run their social 

programs. They wanted to do another program for the youth to 

respond to the needs caused by the outbreak. But they could not 

do it. This is because the fund should be used only for the original 

program.”(Interviewee #5)
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3. Agile Collaboration: Adaptive Structure

One of the central tenets of agile is “customer collaboration over 

contract negotiation”(Mergel et al. 2021, 162). This emphasizes the 

importance of proactive involvement by nonprofit organizations 

that have close ties with their communities. Although research has 

shown that local cooperative efforts between local governments 

and nonprofits is effective in addressing national crises, 

governments have traditionally centralized control away from other 

organizations, including nonprofits(Kapucu et al. 2010b). Given 

that governmental efforts alone are neither sufficiently impactful 

nor sufficiently fast, a more effective approach to contending with 

the virus may be building or strengthening horizontal relationships 

with nonprofit organizations and flexibly accepting offers and 

proposals from nonprofits. 

For example, local governments in South Korea collaborated 

with nonprofit organizations to supply masks to the public and, 

in particular, to the populations most vulnerable to the virus. 

Providing masks became a public service early in the COVID-19 

outbreak because of the government mandate to wear masks in 

public spaces. Since local governments did not produce masks, 

they identified nonprofits that could produce and supply PPE to 

the public. For instance, the local government of Yeonsu-gu in 

the City of Incheon partnered with nonprofit organizations and 

social enterprises to produce and deliver masks to residents in the 

region(Incheon today 2020/3/3). 
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On the other hand, international Non-Governmental Organization 

‘O’(NGO ‘O’) that runs human service organizations in South Korea 

initiated an emergency program to address the crisis before even 

receiving a request from the government or waiting to build 

a partnership with government(Interviewee #3). In February 

2020, the NGO deemed the COVID-19 outbreak a national crisis, 

allocated a certain portion of their budget to crisis response, and 

quickly purchased emergency kits. They then requested that local 

governments and schools collaborate in providing masks, hand 

sanitizer, and other equipment. 

“Our organization usually thought that we are going to have a 

project for emergency response or preparedness. We have a budget 

for doing this. When suddenly COVID-19 outbreak has occurred 

we bought emergency kits for dealing with problems. And then we 

searched for organizations that we can work with. We contacted 

schools and local governments to provide necessity for COVID-

19.”(Interviewee #3)

Local community nonprofits in the City of Incheon also 

initiated collaborations together to respond to the needs of low-

income families(Interviewee #1). Collectively, these nonprofits 

initiated a new program and provided boxed lunches to children 

in low-income families in their communities. As the outbreak 

continued, several grass-roots nonprofit organizations continued 

to engage in such collaborative efforts. A leader from one of these 
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community nonprofits explained that such collaborations were 

available because the local community nonprofit leaders had built 

important relationships prior to the crisis. These cases are well 

aligned with the factors in our framework([Figure 1]) and show 

adaptive structures for collective actions addressing local needs 

during the pandemic. As the theme of agile highlights, continuous 

communication among nonprofits and with governments 

enables them to be more responsive to the local needs. Further, 

governments do not have to be initiators of such actions.

“I heard a case. The local nonprofit and community organizations 

jointly provide boxed lunches to children in their local area. I think 

this is possible because the organizations have previously interacted 

with other organizations.”(Interviewee #1) 

Ⅴ. Discussion and Conclusions

Nonprofit organizations tackle social issues that are not typically 

addressed by the public sector(Salamon 1987). While government 

organizations are likely to be slow and inflexible due to rigid 

structures and rule constraints, nonprofit organizations tend to be 

entrepreneurial and relatively adaptable(Chen 2012; Suh et al. 2018). 

The role that the nonprofit sector played in response to the first 

large-scale wave of the COVID-19 pandemic in Korea is particularly 

indispensable(Kim and Jung 2016), a crisis into which the theme of 
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agility gives us essential insights.

In this paper, we found three categories of agile management 

and collaboration that are particularly useful in a national crisis. 

Compared to natural disasters, infectious disease outbreaks last 

longer and have more ambiguous endpoints(Edwards and Ott 2021). 

These differences require organizations that are structurally and 

culturally prepared specifically for the exigencies of an outbreak. 

Our first category ‘entrepreneurial service provision and flexible 

implementation’ requires nonprofits to innovate new approaches 

which still align with their organizational missions and service 

communities. Such new approaches do not have to be large scale. 

Rather, it is more important to be able to quickly shift to smaller 

scale activity and to be able to change the response over time. 

This category also reflects a key principle of agile in software 

development, that “the most important benchmarks are working 

software”(Mergel et al. 2021, 162), as nonprofit organizations must 

focus on outcomes, not procedures. 

The second category ‘procedural simplicity’ underscores the 

importance of simplicity to agile collaboration and the continuing 

challenges that the nonprofit sector still needs to address. The last 

category ‘adaptive structure in collective actions” emphasizes a bigger 

role for nonprofit organizations and the construction of horizontal 

relationships with the government prior to a national crisis. The 

category suggests that nonprofit organizations consider 1) developing 

horizontal relationships with governments and other nonprofits and 

2) initiating, rather than waiting, for direction from government. 
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Close contact with their local community is especially valuable, 

enabling nonprofits to better understand what the public needs and 

effectively act upon those needs. 

Like any other study, this study has limitations. We reviewed 

articles from newspapers by using web-search interface and 

interviewed several nonprofit leaders to examine the cases of agile 

response to the COVID-19 pandemic. However, the selected cases 

are not considered as exhaustive. There may be other examples 

of agile management and collaboration that were not reported in a 

news article or were not known or recognized by the interviewees. 

Similarly, we did not find any cases about multi-way communication 

and information sharing among parties that was identified as an agile 

structure from the literature review. Also, as an exploratory study, 

this study shows agile practices of nonprofit organizations during a 

crisis and does not provide any antecedents or subsequent factors of 

agile practices. Furthermore, the agile concept needs to be studied 

more as it can be used with similar concept, such as flexibility and 

resiliency. Therefore, we suggest these research topics be addressed 

by future studies. 

Despite its limitations, this study contributes to the current state 

of the public administration literature by connecting the agile 

management theme to the nonprofit sector. Although this theme has 

been studied extensively in the field of business studies, it is rarely 

studied in the public and the nonprofit sectors. To our knowledge, 

there are only a few studies focusing on the public sector and none 

on the nonprofit sector, regarding crisis management. The cases 
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we investigated are specific to nonprofit organizations during the 

worldwide pandemic in the South Korean context. Furthermore, 

we argue that leadership is critical to culturally transforming an 

organization, for instance, in adopting agility in their management. 

Although this study did not find a specific case of leadership, the 

three categories cannot be applied without leader support. Leadership 

brings together a variety of stakeholders, builds trust, facilitates 

communication, and welcomes innovation(Ansell and Gash 2008; 

Comfort 2007; Kapucu et al. 2010b; Lee and Jung 2019; Lee et al. 

2020a; Mergel et al. 2021; Suh et al. 2018). Organizational agility can 

be fostered by leadership and its incorporation into the bureaucracy 

is increasingly more common. Therefore, we suggest future research 

delves more into leadership roles in promoting organizational agility. 

Mergel and colleagues(2021, 163) argued that “agile is a mind-set 

that initiates a cultural change in bureaucratic command and control 

organizations”. This study suggests nonprofit practitioners adopt the 

agile approach to nonprofit management and collaboration. Moreover, 

we also argue that practitioners in nonprofits and governments 

should revisit the relationship between the two sectors. Such changes 

are imperative to preparing for the post Coronavirus era and, as the 

study illustrates, there are already some practitioners in the public 

and nonprofit sector that are adapting to this new normal.
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국 문 초 록

비영리조직의 민첩한 대응에서 협력까지:
코로나19 펜데믹 대응 사례 연구

서지원(텍사스주립대학교 행정학과 조교수)

제니퍼 라이너(텍사스주립대학교 행정학과 박사과정)

김정욱(서울시립대학교 도시행정학과 조교수)

애자일은 비영리조직이나 공공기관이 긴급하게 사회문제에 대응하는 것을 

말한다. 본 연구는 코로나19 펜데믹 상황에서 비영리조직이 빠르게 서비스를 

변경하거나 집단행동에 참여함으로써 민첩하게 관리하거나 협력하는 사례를 

분석하기 위하여 사례연구방법론을 활용하였다. 본 연구는 비영리조직이 민첩

한 관리나 협력을 행사하는 데에 방해가 되는 정부의 절차로 인해 한계와 경직

성을 마주한 사례 또한 확인하였다. 코로나19 펜데믹 상황에서 한국의 경험에 

대한 분석결과를 통해 우리는 애자일 관리와 협력에 대해 1) 기업가적 서비스

의 공급과 유연한 실행, 2) 절차의 간결성, 3) 집단행동의 참여 등 세 가지 내용

을 제안하고자 한다.

주제어: 애자일 관리, 애자일 협력, 코로나 19 펜데믹, 사례연구
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Abstract

Agile Management to Agile Collaboration in the Nonprofit 

Sector:
Cases During the COVID-19 Pandemic

Suh, Jiwon(Assistant Professor, Department of Public Affairs and Planning, University of 

Texas at Arlington)

Reiner, Jenifer(Ph.D. Student, Department of Public Affairs and Planning, University of 

Texas at Arlington)

Kim, Jung Wook(Assistant Professor, Department of Urban Administration, University of 

Seoul)

The concept of agility refers to the rapidity with which nonprofit and public 

organizations respond to social problems. Using a case-study approach, we find 

several cases wherein nonprofit organizations exhibited agility in their response 

to the pandemic by quickly transitioning their services and adapting to collective 

action. However, this study also finds that nonprofit organizations still face 

inflexibility and limitations from government procedures that hinder their agility. 

Based on these findings, we propose three categories of agile management 

and collaboration based on South Korea’s experience during the first large-scale 

wave of the COVID-19 pandemic. The three categories are: 1) entrepreneurial 

service provision and flexible implementation, 2) procedural simplicity, and 3) 

adaptive structure in collective actions. 

Key words:  ��Agile Management, Agile Collaboration, COVID-19 
Pandemic, Case Study


