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ABSTRACT – This study examines how agile 
bureaucratic frameworks are redefining 
employee roles within the scope of human-
centered public service. Drawing from a 
literature-based analysis, it argues that agility in 
governance shifts bureaucratic function from 
procedural compliance to adaptive, empathetic 
engagement. In this paradigm, civil servants are 
expected to embody relational intelligence, 
ethical responsiveness, and collaborative 
problem-solving. The paper explores how 
traditional hierarchies are giving way to flat team 
structures, iterative planning, and citizen co-
creation. It also highlights the impact of 
technological integration on employee 
expectations and the ethical dilemmas posed by 
speed-driven service delivery. Emphasis is 
placed on how employee identity is 
reconstructed within agile environments 
through emotional labor, discretion, and 
accountability. By contextualizing these 
changes within institutional theory and 
organizational learning, the paper underscores 
the importance of culture, leadership, and 
evaluation mechanisms in sustaining 
transformation. The findings suggest that agile 
bureaucracy is not merely a structural 
innovation but a philosophical redefinition of 
public work, where flexibility and human 
values converge. It concludes that without 
attention to capacity-building, well-being, and 
systemic coherence, the promise of agility may 
remain rhetorical. This study contributes to the 
growing discourse on public sector innovation 
by reframing bureaucratic reform as an 
employee-centered endeavor. 

Keywords: agile governance, public service, 
bureaucracy, civil servants, employee identity, 
innovation, organizational culture.  

A. INTRODUCTION  

Governments around the world are increasingly 
being called upon to deliver services that are not 
only efficient but also responsive, empathetic, and 
adaptive to changing societal needs. Traditional 

bureaucracies, once celebrated for their 
predictability and standardization, often struggle 
to meet the demands of modern governance. 
Citizens today expect more personalized and 
participatory interactions with public 
institutions, which challenges the rigid 
frameworks that have historically governed 
public administration. The emergence of agile 
bureaucracy responds to this shifting 
expectation by prioritizing flexibility, learning, 
and employee well-being as core values in public 
sector reform (Gunn et al., 2021). 

The idea of agility within bureaucratic structures 
stems from the realization that static systems 
cannot thrive in dynamic environments. Public 
servants are no longer merely operators of fixed 
procedures; they are expected to engage in 
collaborative problem-solving, rapid iteration, 
and adaptive learning. These capacities, essential 
in the digital and democratic era, require a shift 
in institutional thinking from compliance-
centered roles toward mission-driven, people-
focused roles. Human-centered service models, 
grounded in empathy and co-creation, demand 
that employees be empowered and trusted to act 
in real-time rather than follow procedural scripts 
(Nocera et al., 2020). 

A human-centered approach to public service 
reimagines the civil servant not as a passive 
executor of rules, but as a dynamic agent capable 
of interpreting, empathizing, and innovating within 
the boundaries of democratic accountability. This 
reframing necessitates new models of professional 
development, organizational culture, and 
performance evaluation. It also challenges 
hierarchical authority structures by encouraging 
more horizontal modes of coordination and a 
culture of psychological safety, where employees 
can voice concerns, test ideas, and contribute to 
institutional evolution without fear of reprisal 
(Engemann & Scott, 2020). 

As governments pursue reforms that emphasize 
agility and human-centered design, attention 
must be given to the evolving roles and 
expectations of public employees. These roles are 
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increasingly shaped by values such as 
autonomy, creativity, and relational 
intelligence, rather than strict adherence to 
formal rules (Abarca & Maljuf, 2021). 
Understanding how these values are 
operationalized within bureaucratic settings is 
crucial to examining whether agile 
transformation is genuinely occurring or simply 
being layered onto traditional command-and-
control systems. 

Bureaucratic transformation efforts have 
historically encountered inertia, particularly 
when reforms threaten embedded power 
structures or institutional norms (Hur et al., 
2019). Despite widespread agreement on the 
need for agility and innovation, many 
agencies continue to emphasize procedural 
compliance over outcome-oriented learning. 
For instance, Pollitt & Bouckaert (2004) 
argued that public sector reforms often face 
significant implementation gaps, where policy 
rhetoric fails to translate into everyday 
administrative behavior. 

Moreover, the shift toward agility and human-
centered design can encounter resistance due 
to cultural misalignment between hierarchical 
institutions and values of empowerment and 
flexibility. Hood (1991) and Peters (2021) 
noted that administrative traditions rooted in 
Weberian principles often resist change, 
especially when it comes to flattening 
authority structures or expanding discretion 
among lower-level employees. This tension 
can produce an uneasy coexistence between 
old and new models within the same 
institutional space. 

Another issue concerns the metric-driven 
legacy of New Public Management, which 
emphasized quantifiable outputs and 
performance measurement (Lewis & 
Westlund, 2015). This approach, while useful 
for ensuring accountability, can undermine 
the relational aspects of service delivery 
that agile and human-centered models seek 
to cultivate (Navarro, 2017). As Dunleavy et 
al. (2006) cautioned, without revisiting the 
logic of performance regimes, efforts to 
humanize bureaucracy may be constrained 
by outdated frameworks that prioritize 
control over care. 

The need to study these shifts arises from a 
broader recognition that institutional 
success depends not merely on structural 
reform, but on the lived experiences and 
evolving identities of public employees. Their 

capacity to act as adaptive, empathetic, and 
engaged professionals is shaped by both 
organizational design and cultural narrative. 
Exploring how these factors interact offers 
valuable insight into the real conditions under 
which innovation and responsiveness in 
governance can be sustained. 

What remains unclear is whether current 
implementations of agile bureaucracy 
genuinely alter employee roles, or whether 
they are cosmetic adaptations that leave 
hierarchical power relations intact. How these 
transformations are understood and enacted by 
public servants themselves determines whether 
the shift is cultural or superficial. Examining 
this question offers a lens into the deeper 
institutional logic behind contemporary public 
service reform. 

This study aims to examine the extent to which 
agile bureaucratic principles reshape 
employee responsibilities and behavioral 
expectations within human-centered public 
service initiatives. It seeks to uncover whether 
such reforms result in genuine changes to the 
way civil servants interact with citizens and 
institutions, or whether they reproduce 
traditional hierarchies under new 
terminologies. The findings will contribute to 
broader debates on public administration 
reform and the conditions necessary for 
innovation-driven governance. 

B. METHOD  

This study adopts a qualitative literature 
review approach aimed at synthesizing 
existing scholarly work on agile bureaucracy 
and human-centered public service. By 
examining theoretical contributions and 
empirical analyses across public 
administration, organizational behavior, and 
innovation studies, the research seeks to trace 
conceptual shifts in the role of civil servants in 
modern governance. The selection of sources is 
guided by their academic rigor, relevance to the 
topic, and credibility within the field. 
Publications were drawn from peer-reviewed 
journals, authoritative monographs, and 
governmental policy reviews, with particular 
attention to those that address institutional 
reform, employee engagement, and 
participatory service design. This method 
allows for a critical exploration of institutional 
narratives, reform trajectories, and evolving 
frameworks for evaluating bureaucratic 
performance in human terms. 
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To ensure analytical coherence, the study follows 
a thematic analysis framework as outlined by 
Braun & Clarke (2006), enabling the identification 
of recurring patterns, contradictions, and 
conceptual trends across the literature. Each 
source is assessed for its contribution to 
understanding how bureaucratic agility and 
human-centered design intersect in practice, 
rather than theory alone. The use of comparative 
insights from multiple governance systems, 
including both centralized and devolved models, 
provides a wider basis for assessing the 
applicability of findings. This approach aligns 
with the principles of qualitative inquiry 
discussed by Denzin & Lincoln (2000), 
emphasizing interpretive richness and critical 
depth over generalizability. The literature-based 
method facilitates a reflective interrogation of 
normative assumptions embedded in public 
sector innovation discourse, particularly 
regarding the transformation of employee 
identity and responsibility. 

C. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION   

Public administration has long been 
characterized by its emphasis on predictability, 
stability, and procedural uniformity. Such 
qualities were historically deemed essential for 
maintaining bureaucratic neutrality, minimizing 
corruption, and ensuring consistency across 
diverse governance functions (Zafarullah, 2016). 
Yet, as societal demands grow more complex and 
policy environments more volatile, these once-
celebrated features increasingly appear ill-
equipped to respond with the necessary agility. 

The shift toward adaptive governance arises 
from the recognition that rigid institutional 
routines may hinder rather than enhance public 
service delivery. Citizens today expect not only 
efficiency but also personalization, 
transparency, and responsiveness (Nica & 
Potcovaru, 2015). Meeting these expectations 
requires a transformation in how 
bureaucracies are structured, how decisions 
are made, and how civil servants engage with 
their roles. In this emerging model, rules serve 
as guidance rather than constraint, and 
discretion becomes a crucial component of 
effective public service (Kanter, 2019). 

Agile administrative models reflect an evolution 
in public sector logic. Rather than enforcing 
standardized solutions, they promote iterative 
approaches that learn from feedback and 
prioritize real-time responsiveness. Within 
such environments, the emphasis shifts from 

adherence to process toward outcomes that are 
collaboratively defined and continuously refined. 
This paradigm encourages continuous 
experimentation, peer learning, and a culture of 
responsible risk-taking (Howard et al., 2018). 

At the core of agile bureaucracy lies a 
redefinition of professional identity among 
public employees. No longer confined to clerical 
functions or compliance monitoring, they are 
increasingly seen as interpreters of citizen 
needs, designers of service interfaces, and 
navigators of institutional complexity (Ubaldi et 
al., 2019). Their effectiveness is judged not only 
by efficiency but also by empathy, judgment, 
and adaptive capability. 

Institutional agility also brings to the forefront 
the question of trust within and across public 
organizations. When employees are granted 
greater latitude to make decisions and iterate 
solutions, institutional support must extend 
beyond formal protocols (Ramus et al., 2017). It 
must foster environments where innovation is 
protected, collaboration is incentivized, and 
accountability mechanisms are reformulated to 
accommodate iterative learning. 

The emergence of agile bureaucratic 
frameworks signifies a pivotal reorientation in 
the purpose and practice of governance. Rather 
than simply updating administrative tools, it 
calls for a transformation in mindset, role 
perception, and systemic logic. In this 
landscape, public servants transition from 
executors of predefined tasks to curators of 
evolving value systems, reflecting a deeper shift 
in how government understands and enacts its 
mission (Dolan & Gordon, 2019). 

Agile bureaucratic frameworks fundamentally 
alter the architecture of public administration 
by shifting from procedural rigidity to adaptive 
responsiveness (Greve et al., 2020). In 
traditional models, employees operate within 
tightly regulated workflows, where discretion is 
limited and innovation is discouraged. Agile 
governance challenges this paradigm by 
encouraging experimentation, iterative problem-
solving, and stakeholder co-creation (Osborne & 
Brown, 2005). Within such a framework, 
employees are empowered to act as facilitators 
of value rather than mere implementers of rules. 

This transformation introduces a reorientation 
of identity among public servants. The role of 
bureaucratic actors is no longer confined to 
transactional service delivery; it extends toward 
empathetic engagement, dynamic coordination, 
and anticipatory governance (Pepinsky et al., 
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2017) As Bourgon (2007) asserted, public 
administration is evolving toward models that 
recognize complexity, uncertainty, and the 
value of discretion. Employees are expected to 
demonstrate emotional intelligence, systems 
thinking, and interdepartmental collaboration, 
which were previously peripheral to their core 
duties (Kaur & Hirudayaraj, 2021). 

The recalibration of employee roles aligns with 
broader shifts in human resource management 
within the public sector (Brunetto & Beattie, 
2020). Agile bureaucracies demand a 
redefinition of performance indicators, moving 
away from efficiency-based metrics to 
outcomes focused on social impact, inclusivity, 
and citizen trust (Denhardt & Denhardt, 2000). 
As a result, civil servants are increasingly 
evaluated on their ability to navigate complexity, 
manage stakeholder expectations, and design 
interventions that respond to diverse needs. 

Moreover, agile principles introduce a 
participatory ethos that decentralizes decision-
making. Employees are encouraged to engage 
with frontline data, iterate solutions with 
communities, and participate in rapid feedback 
loops (Zimmerman et al., 2016). This bottom-
up dynamic fosters autonomy and professional 
growth, but it also requires significant cultural 
change and institutional support. Without a 
shift in organizational norms, employees may 
struggle to balance agility with accountability 
(Appelbabum et al., 2017). 

One of the most profound impacts of agile 
frameworks is on organizational learning. 
Bureaucracies are reconceptualized as learning 
systems, where failure is seen as a source of 
feedback rather than a threat to legitimacy 
(Ingvaldsen & Engesbak, 2020). This 
epistemological shift encourages public 
employees to develop adaptive capacities, learn 
from anomalies, and redesign services 
iteratively. As Argyris & Schön (1996) 
emphasized, double-loop learning becomes 
critical to sustainable reform. 

Human-centered public service, as an ethos, 
introduces a new ethical dimension to 
employee responsibilities. The relational 
dynamic between citizen and civil servant is 
reframed through empathy, co-production, 
and shared purpose. Employees are expected 
to act as facilitators of public value, listening 
actively and translating citizen narratives into 
actionable insights. This orientation demands 
a high degree of interpersonal skill and ethical 
judgment (Crosby et al., 2017). 

However, the transition is not uniform across 
institutions. Bureaucratic inertia, political 
resistance, and inadequate capacity-building 
can hinder implementation. Employees often 
face tension between the aspirational 
language of agility and the operational 
constraints of existing systems (Ambituuni et 
al., 2021). As Christensen & Lægreid (2006) 
note, the success of administrative reforms is 
deeply contingent upon institutional 
coherence and leadership commitment. 

The redefinition of employee roles within 
agile frameworks also impacts authority 
structures. Traditional hierarchies give 
way to flatter, cross-functional teams, 
requiring civil servants to engage in peer-
based decision-making and collective 
accountability (Ungerer & Buys, 2021). Such 
arrangements may enhance responsiveness, 
but they can also create ambiguity regarding 
roles, responsibilities, and escalation paths 
(Stewart et al., 2017). 

Furthermore, agile governance emphasizes 
temporal flexibility. Employees are expected 
to shift priorities rapidly, adapt workflows, 
and embrace iterative planning. While this 
supports adaptability, it may generate stress 
and burnout without appropriate workload 
management and psychological support. The 
human cost of agility must be accounted for in 
reform agendas (Kossek & Perrigini, 2016). 

Technological enablement is integral to agile 
practice. Digital tools facilitate transparency, 
real-time collaboration, and data-informed 
decision-making (Olayinka, 2021). Employees 
must therefore develop digital literacy and 
confidence in using platforms for project 
management, citizen engagement, and 
performance monitoring. This necessitates 
continuous professional development and 
institutional investment. 

A key tension lies between agility and equity. 
Human-centered design must not privilege 
vocal user groups at the expense of 
marginalized voices. Employees must be 
trained to recognize implicit bias and ensure 
that inclusive representation informs service 
iteration (Onyeador et al., 2021). Otherwise, 
agile practices risk reinforcing existing 
disparities rather than dismantling them. 

Evaluation frameworks must evolve 
accordingly. Traditional audits focused on 
compliance are ill-suited to assess adaptive 
behaviors (Ike et al., 2021). Instead, 
developmental evaluation, as outlined by Patton 
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(2008), offers a more nuanced lens to 
understand how innovation unfolds in complex 
systems. Employees are seen as co-researchers, 
contributing insight into what works, for whom, 
and under what circumstances. 

The legitimacy of agile governance depends on 
trust, both within organizations and between 
institutions and citizens (Luna et al., 2020). 
Employees must be seen as credible, competent, 
and caring agents of public value (Denhardt & 
Dendhardt, 2015). This requires sustained 
attention to leadership, ethics, and communication 
practices that affirm integrity and respect. 

In sum, agile bureaucratic frameworks do not 
simply reconfigure organizational processes; 
they reconstitute the professional identity of civil 
servants (Ylinen, 2021). Employees emerge as 
adaptive, collaborative, and emotionally 
intelligent agents, navigating a terrain shaped by 
ambiguity, pluralism, and innovation. Their 
evolving roles are central to the promise of 
human-centered public service (Currie & 
Spyridonidis, 2016). 

However, sustaining this evolution requires more 
than new protocols—it demands a reimagination 
of what it means to serve the public. Agility is not a 
technique, but a philosophy that must permeate 
recruitment, training, incentives, and institutional 
design. Only through such a comprehensive 
transformation can employee roles be genuinely 
redefined (Holbeche, 2018). 

The transition toward agile governance cannot 
rely solely on procedural updates or superficial 
reform (Greve et al., 2020). It necessitates a 
foundational shift in the ethos of public 
institutions—one that sees public service not 
as compliance to static rules, but as a living 
commitment to evolving societal needs. This 
outlook requires organizations to view 
adaptability not as an operational adjustment, 
but as an embedded principle that informs every 
aspect of administrative behavior (Boylan & 
Turner, 2017). 

To fully operationalize agility, public sector 
entities must revisit the foundations of their 
personnel systems. This includes rethinking how 
talent is recruited, how capabilities are nurtured, 
and how performance is understood (Sanatigar 
et al., 2017). Rather than privileging routine 
expertise, there must be an institutional 
preference for curiosity, flexibility, and relational 
intelligence. These qualities enable civil servants 
to navigate uncertainty and shape solutions 
that reflect the lived realities of the 
communities they serve. 

Incentive structures must also evolve. 
Recognition and advancement can no longer be 
anchored exclusively in seniority or 
compliance (Shields et al., 2020). Instead, they 
should reflect contributions to organizational 
learning, innovation, and stakeholder 
collaboration. When institutional rewards 
align with values of experimentation and co-
production, agility becomes sustainable, rather 
than episodic or symbolic. 

Moreover, institutional design must be 
responsive to the complexities of human-
centered service delivery (Boy, 2107). 
Bureaucratic models that segment functions and 
isolate roles must give way to systems that 
emphasize connectivity, shared purpose, and 
distributed leadership (Lumby, 2019). This 
requires not only structural flexibility but a 
cultural environment that encourages cross-
boundary dialogue and mutual accountability. 

Ultimately, redefining employee roles through 
agility is an invitation to reimagine governance 
as a moral and creative endeavor. It calls for a 
reinvestment in the public vocation—one that 
values adaptability, courage, and compassion as 
essential qualities of statecraft. Only when this 
vision is fully embraced can public institutions 
become spaces where service is not prescribed, 
but continually renewed. 

D. CONCLUSION 

The exploration of agile bureaucratic 
frameworks reveals a significant shift in the 
architecture of public administration. No longer 
defined by rigid hierarchies and procedural 
uniformity, bureaucracies are increasingly 
adopting adaptive models that position 
employees as active agents of innovation and 
empathy. These changes redefine employee roles 
from rule enforcers to relational facilitators, 
whose contributions are measured by 
responsiveness, creativity, and the ability to co-
produce value with citizens. 

This transformation has important implications 
for institutional design and public sector culture. 
Agile governance requires not just structural 
adjustment, but a paradigmatic rethinking of 
human resource practices, performance 
assessment, and interdepartmental 
collaboration. It suggests a departure from static 
job descriptions toward fluid, evolving 
responsibilities aligned with citizen needs and 
systemic change. Such a paradigm fosters 
resilience, learning, and ethical governance in an 
era marked by volatility and complexity. 



-32- 

Recommendations arising from this analysis 
include the need for continuous investment in 
employee development, reorientation of 
evaluation systems toward collaborative 
outcomes, and cultivation of leadership styles 
that reinforce agility and emotional intelligence. 
Additionally, public institutions must embed 
ethical safeguards to ensure that agility does not 
compromise inclusivity or accountability. 
Reforming bureaucracy is not a matter of 
technical innovation alone—it is a cultural 
undertaking that centers the lived realities of 
those who serve and those who are served. 
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