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Compressing Coordination with Al at Decathlon China

"We thought AI would make engineers faster. Instead, it showed us engineers were

never the bottleneck."

Al can accelerate the execution of individual tasks, but it cannot improve an
organization's overall efficiency. After Decathlon China deployed Al in its software
development process, coding efficiency increased by 20 to 40 percent, while overall delivery
speed increased by only 10 to 15 percent. This gap forced the company to rethink its time

allocation and revealed that the real bottleneck was not technical execution, but coordination.

Background

Decathlon is the world's largest sporting goods retailer by store counts, with global revenue
of €16.2 billion by 2024. The company entered the Chinese market in 2003 and now has more

than 200 stores in over 100 cities.

Decathlon China's Digital, Tech & Data team employs approximately 150 full-time staff. It
is responsible for the design and maintenance of customer platforms, e-commerce, retail systems,
supply chain tools, and data and information systems applications. Recently, this team shifted
from a project-driven to a product-driven operating model, assuming full responsibility for
products, engineering, and data. Multiple product teams must collaborate continuously on shared
systems; therefore, delivery speed depends directly on the fluidity of workflows between teams,

rather than solely on each team's coding speed.

Current State of Artificial Intelligence: Individual Gains, Organizational
Disappointments

In 2025, Decathlon China's digital leadership set an ambitious target: use Al to achieve a 2—
S5x improvement in software delivery productivity. Their approach was traditional: deploying
code generation tools, automated testing, and early development agents to increase engineer
productivity. Over the next year, these tools worked at the individual level. Coding and testing

efficiency improved by 20 to 40 percent.
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However, upon analyzing deliverables, the leadership team found that overall delivery speed
had only increased by 10 to 15 percent. Projects were still taking weeks. Deadlines were still
being missed. The gap between individual productivity and organizational performance was too

large to be explained simply by adoption issues.

A deeper analysis of how engineers' time was allocated revealed the solution. A significant
portion of their weekly work time was not spent on development, but on clarifying requirements,
attending cross-team coordination meetings, synchronizing dependencies, and waiting for a
release. This pattern was consistent across all projects and teams. Al only optimized a small part
of the problem. Tasks accelerated by Al, such as coding and testing, represented a small portion
of the project time, and therefore a small portion of the total time. The majority of the time was

spent coordinating between people, teams, and systems.

The team gradually realized that Al optimized tasks, not the system.

The NPS Experiment: From Traditional Pipeline to Multi-Agent Delivery

A cross-functional requirement presented an opportunity to try a different approach. The
global Consumer & User Insights team needed Decathlon's NPS survey system updated across
multiple platforms, a contained task that would typically take four to six weeks through the

standard development pipeline.

Traditional Approach: Following the established process, this requirement would go through
business requirements, product requirements, iteration planning, and multi-team execution. In
practice, two development iterations were required: the first iteration produced a working version;
the team reviewed, discussed, and iterated; the second iteration delivered the final version. A large
portion of these four to six weeks was not spent on engineering development but on handling,

review, and coordination meetings between iterations.

Al Approach: Instead of the traditional process, the team used the open-source multi-agent
framework OpenClaw to establish four Al agents, each playing a different role: product manager,
engineer, UX designer, and tester. Each agent was role-specific, context-aware, and aligned with

project goals. These agents were instructed to deliver the feature collaboratively.

A usable prototype was completed in a single afternoon. It took about two hours for setup,
two hours for agent-led development, and an hour and a half for debugging. What would have

taken four to six weeks was compressed into less than a day.

But the deeper change wasn’t speed, but structure. In traditional processes, coordination

requires meetings, knowledge transfer requires documentation, decision-making requires cross-
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team consultation, and time constraints must be taken into account. In agent-based models,
contextual information is shared in a programmatic manner, and roles interact within predefined
structures. Coordination is no longer an ongoing activity but becomes an inherent property of the
system design itself. Coordination work shifts from recurring costs, including daily stand-up
meetings, review cycles, waiting for dependencies, to upfront costs, such as defining agent roles,

coding context, designing interaction structures.

Implications

This diagnosis has universal significance. The idea is that if Al improves employee
productivity and organizations fail to keep up, the bottleneck has likely shifted from execution to
coordination. Today, most companies use Al at the task level, they let Al do jobs such as
improving the speed of individual coding, drafting, or testing. Decathlon’s experience suggests
that real change occurs at a higher level: not in speeding up tasks, but in compressing the
coordination time between tasks. To extend multi-agent coordination to more complex systems,
issues such as compliance and accountability must be addressed. Nonetheless, the starting point

remains the same: identifying the point where time is really flowing and reducing barriers.
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