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Foreword

We are delighted to bring you this volume of the best agile articles of 2018. Our goal in publishing this book was to
cull through the many articles that are published every year to bring you a curated set of high quality articles that
capture the latest knowledge and experience of the agile community in one compact volume. Our purpose is
twofold. First, we understand that it can be hard to figure out where to go when looking for ideas and answers. There
are thousands of blogs, videos, books and other resources available at the click of a mouse. But that can be a lot to
sort through. So, we thought we could be of some assistance. Second, we wanted to bring some visibility to many
people who are doing good work in this field and are providing helpful resources. Our hope is that this publication
will help them connect to you, the ones they are writing for. Our intention is that this publication is to be by the agile
community as a service to the agile community and for the agile community. With that in mind, we pulled together a
great group of volunteers to help get this work into your hands. The articles in this volume were selected by:

* A diverse Nominating Committee of nineteen people with expertise in a variety of areas related to agile.

* The agile community. A call for nominations went out in early 2019 and several dozen articles were nominated by
the community.

The articles themselves cover a wide variety of topics including organizational structure, culture, and agile leader-
ship. There is something for almost everyone here. This is the second book in the series. The first book, Best Agile
Articles of 2017, is available on Amazon and as a free PDF.

We are thankful for the great participation by the agile community at large. If you would like to participate in deliv-
ering this publication in future years, contact us at the email addresses below.

Your co-editors,

Michael de la Maza, CEC
michael.delamaza@gmail.com
San Francisco, CA USA
Cherie Silas, CEC

cheriesilas@tandemcoachingacademy.com

Dallas, TX USA

September 2, 2019
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How Courage Can Create safety

By Marsha Acker

Posted on February 28, 2018

HOW COURAGE
CAN CREATE SAFETY

B teamcatapult

Research shows that the number one contributor to team effectiveness is psychological safety. According to research
by individuals like Amy Edmondson and the Project Aristotle study by Google, this means that it is critical to create
a space where team members feel safe to take risks and be vulnerable in front of each other.

Let All Voices Be Heard!

Leaders (that’s you!) are able to use skills like facilitation and coaching to help create spaces where all voices can be
heard and where people feel safe to take risks without fear of retribution. With leadership and guidance, it becomes
the collective work of everyone on the team to create a safe space.

While psychological safety is something that we strive for in teams, it’s not something that every team currently has.
So I am often asked about what can be done in circumstances where safety is missing. My response is to encourage
leaders to take the first step.

What if our work as leaders is:

To be comfortable being uncomfortable?

To take risks in service of others?

To say what needs to be said, even if it feels scary?

To find our authentic voice in order to help others see what we see?

Name What You See Happening

One of the most powerful things you can do for a team is to name, in a morally neutral way, what you see happen-
ing. It might be to simply say, “I’m confused about what direction we are going.” Other examples might include,

e “I notice that we have been talking about this same topic for three weeks and that we have been unable to come
to a decision.”

e “I’m not sure what you want me to do; I need help.”

o “[ have things that I would like to contribute, but I wonder if they would be valuable here.”

The Speech Act of Bystand

David Kantor calls this the speech act of “bystand.” It’s a vocal action taken in a conversation to bridge competing
ideas or name what’s happening. It can be a powerful speech act for creating a shift in the conversation, but it is
often underutilized or inactive in team communication.

Making a bystand is not about advocating for your solution, metaphorically poking someone in the eye, making a

Yo &

judgmental statement, personally attacking, or telling someone what’s “wrong” with their actions. It’s simply about
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naming what you see or what you are experiencing in a manner that holds no judgment.

When you model the speech act of observing without judgment as a leader, you help create a safe space for your
team to join you in moving the conversation forward. Though it might feel uncomfortable at first, it is your demon-
stration of courage that can be an important first step in cultivating a team culture where diverse voices feel heard
and acknowledged.

Here Are Some Reflection Questions To Help You Take Action To Create safety:

¢ Have you had the impulse to say something 3 or more times?I have a general rule about looking for patterns
versus reacting in the moment. So notice what’s happening and look for a pattern.

¢ What is your intention? Does saying something further your own agenda or is it in service to the teams’
agenda? Both may be valuable, but be clear for yourself about which it is.

e What’s at risk if you speak up?Sometimes we create fear for ourselves by making up a worse outcome than
what really might happen. Be honest with yourself about the answer to this.

o What’s at risk if you remain silent? This is about looking at the bigger picture. What opportunity might you
or this team be missing?

Your Turn!

Where do you need to be courageous today? Someone has to go first.
If not you, then who?

Marsha

sokok
To read this article online with embedded hypertext links, go here:

https://teamcatapult.com/be-courageous-today/

© Copyright 2018 Marsha Acker - All rights reserved
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About Marsha Acker

Marsha Acker is a leadership and team coach whose passion and expertise is helping
leaders and teams identify and break through stuck patterns that get in the way of their
desired performance. Marsha founded TeamCatapult, a coaching and change leadership
firm, in 2005. She has over 20 years of experience designing and facilitating organiza-
tional change initiatives and believes that facilitation and coaching skills are core 21st
century leadership skills. She served as the track chair for defining the ICAgile Coach-
ing and Enterprise Coaching learning objectives.

Marsha is a Certified Professional Facilitator (CPF), Certified Professional Co-Active
Coach (CPCCQC), Professional Certified Coach (PCC), Organizational and Relationship
Systems Coach (Center for Right Relationship), and Dialogix - Certified Structural Dy-
namics Interventionist.
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Why Your Agile Teams are Bad at Estimation

By Heidi Araya

Posted on May 19, 2018

I get so many calls about estimation and forecasting. People reach out to me saying, "How can teams get better at
estimating? Our forecasts are never accurate!", "The biggest pain point for us is predictability!" and "Are there better
tools to show actual realistic forecasts on our Agile projects and initiatives?"

[To avoid the most obvious commentary about delivering value over focusing on output, let's assume that we have
some validated feedback that this is solving a customer need.]

When I ask what the problem is, they begin to describe various scenarios...

We have multiple teams working on an initiative, but only some of each team is working on it at any particu-
lar time

One team has all the back end tasks and the other has all the front end tasks. And UX designers are not in-
cluded in the estimates, as their work is a prerequisite, but does have regular rework required

Some people working on initiatives are partially allocated

Teams are interrupted with production issues or other responsibilities

Teams gives estimates as if they were full-time dedicated, but they have many initiatives in progress

Teams asked to produce estimates for new, higher priority items that supersede previously estimated initia-
tives (obviously, that is rendering the previous estimates & forecasts for work entirely obsolete, but conve-
niently, no one remembers these priority changes)

Teams aren't stable; people come and go regularly to help on other things or contractors leave the program en-
tirely

Teams have dependencies in the sprint but have to pick up stories and tasks "to show progress" on something
rather than sitting idle, or figuring out how to help unblock that work first

Team is working on a brand new initiative and has never done this kind of work before

The architectural vision or work to be done is unclear and teams are having trouble estimating with such lack
of clarity

Teams get feedback from the customer or product owner that changes the future work, but are still held to the
original forecast by management

Teams are striving to hit a pre-assigned date by management and are working as fast as they can, to the detri-
ment of the code quality - or, the code is already nasty, and their estimates did not take into consideration the
technical debt "mud" they have to wade through

To add to the problem, in some cases managers don't want to reconfigure or create fully focused, autonomous
or mission-based teams since it will disrupt the velocity on their existing team, in order to have the illusion of
control or to chase the illusory forecasting predictability that everyone desires. (I ask, why is individual team
velocity more important than delivering value to a customer?)

Remember, an estimate is not a commitment,
and a forecast is not a plan.

Remember, an estimate is not a commitment, and a forecast is not a plan. And some people are very vocal that tra-



ditional estimation does not need to happen (see the #noestimates hashtag). I want to point out, that even if measur-
ing throughput or story count for only those stories, the same problem will exist if you cannot know which, say, of
the 100 stories will be worked on in a particular timeframe.

So if those problems exist, how can we set up the teams for success so that those estimates and forecasts, for better
or for worse, actually mean something?

Why Agile Works ... and How to Improve

However you decide to do it, and assuming you still feel the practice is valuable, estimation does assume that peo-
ple understand the value of working in an Agile way:

e Small, measurable stories and tasks that are tested and complete and show actual forward progress (this
greatly reduces risk of discovering things don't work later on)
e A cross-functional team that collaborates and actually owns an outcome versus people who work indepen-
dently without regard to how that work interacts with others
e A team able to deliver something working at the end of a time frame or the ability to measure throughput and
cycle time reliably
e A team able to raise impediments and get them resolved in a timely manner (an example of this might be
where an environment is unavailable and the team cannot fix this issue themselves)
The ability to inspect and adapt based on progress and feedback, which might change the forecast accordingly
People dedicated full time to the team ... or at least work is proceeding without too many bottlenecks if they
are not
People are focused on minimizing the number of items in progress at any particular time
Automated testing and unit tests, as well as environments similar to production and the ability to deploy regu-
larly
It also assumes that teams are motivated, proactive, want to do the right thing, and that they are trusted to do
that work without being micromanaged.

So before anyone can even address any forecasting problem or perceived team problem related to story pointing,
breaking stories down, or anything else, we must focus on the larger problem at hand... usually, it's an organizational
lack of understanding about the principles that make Agile work.

Usually, the problem is an organizational lack
of understanding about the principles
that make Agile work

Obviously, no tool can "solve" this problem. It's the "way we work" that's the problem. Let's fix the problem, and
forecasting will be much less painful.

From an allocation of humans perspective, Agile solves many problems that plan-driven work did not consider...
that people are not machines, and that there is much lost in context-switching, over-allocating people, and assigning
people to work on tasks without understanding the goal or vision for the whole. These things also had an impact on
the ability to forecast and predict work. Agile solves these issues and creates environments where people are happy
to come to work, in part because they can own an outcome, get stuff done, deliver things customers want, and con-
tribute to the organization's mission.

See also: Happy People versus Getting Stuff Done?
Public Service Advisory - a real statement on "What is Agile and What is Not"

"Forcing" teams to work in a specific way is, indeed, not "Agile." Let teams work out the way they should work
themselves. The more prescriptive you are, the less you'll actually get out of them and the less they will be engaged.
Try giving them an outcome, and having them decide how to get there. There is a lot of guidance out there on how
to do this.

e For background see: The State of Agile Software in 2018 by Martin Fowler
e See also: Agile Industrial Complex by Daniel Mezick


https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/happy-people-vs-getting-stuff-done-heidi-araya/
https://martinfowler.com/articles/agile-aus-2018.html
http://newtechusa.net/aic/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/danielmezick/

For tips on how to do start engaging people in agile without force, see

e https://ronjeffries.com/articles/018-01ff/imposition/
e  www.OpenSpaceAgility.com
e  https://www.agendashift.com

skkk
To read this article online with embedded hypertext links, go here:

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/why-your-agile-teams-bad-estimation-heidi-araya/
© Copyright 2018 Heidi Araya - All rights reserved
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Why aren't my teams accountable?

By Heidi Araya

Posted on July 18, 2018

Managers, VPs, and execs ask me, "This thing in Agile where people are supposed to hold themselves and each
other accountable is not working. My teams aren't delivering, and they don't care! How can I hold them accountable
or get them to BE accountable?"

First: Though people often use the words interchangeably, accountability and responsibility are not the same thing
at all.

Accountability refers to making, keeping, and managing agreements and expectations (taking account). And Re-
sponsibility is the feeling of ownership. According to Chris Avery, who has spent years thinking (and writing) about
the differences between these two words, this is a sentence that might help clarify the point:

"If you have a manager and aren’t clear about what you are held accountable for, you might want to take re-
sponsibility for finding out."

Most people really mean that they want teams and people to feel responsible for the quality of the work they pro-
duce. Let's revisit the idea of Agile teams, specifically Scrum teams, and being "responsible." Scrum teams should
have everything they need inside their team in order to deliver something. According to the Scrum Guide:

"The Development Team consists of professionals who do the work of delivering a potentially releasable In-
crement of "Done" product at the end of each Sprint. A "Done" increment is required at the Sprint Review.
Only members of the Development Team create the Increment."

You can see where, if teams do not have things in their control or even a way to empower themselves, they might
be reluctant to taking responsibility for that outcome and have a problem being held accountable for it also. If they
don't have an environment to deploy to, for example, or the user stories do not capture some customer outcome--in-
stead, there are handoffs across teams before the user story is complete--the idea of responsibility is lost and ac-
countability can't even exist in this scenario.

Said another way: accountability is extrinsic; a feeling of responsibility is intrinsic.
What does Done mean and what does it have to do with accountability?

When a Product Backlog item or an Increment is described as "Done", everyone must understand what
"Done" means... members must have a shared understanding of what it means for work to be complete, to en-
sure transparency. This is the definition of "Done" for the Scrum Team and is used to assess when work is com-
plete on the product Increment. - Scrum Guide, Nov. 2017

If your user stories are not customer facing, and are just a bunch of tasks that people work on individually, ...
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"Well, I'm done with my piece of the work," they think. Now it's someone else's responsibility to wire up the logic,
the UI, or deploy to an environment. The whole idea of "what is quality" is lost. We are no longer thinking of it in
terms of the customer experience or problem we are trying to solve. In Scrum, we think of increments of tested, cus-
tomer-facing functionality being completed inside a sprint. That was the whole problem with "plan-driven" or "wa-
terfall" planning. The integration of much of the front and back end work was done late, testing was left to the end ...
and no one took "responsibility" for what was working or not from a customer perspective. Figure out what Done re-
ally means for the business and make sure everyone knows.

Commitment and Responsibility

Additionally, the Scrum Guide says the following:

"When the values of commitment, courage, focus, openness and respect are embodied and lived by the Scrum
Team, the Scrum pillars of transparency, inspection, and adaptation come to life and build trust for everyone."

How does this come into play in a business, especially the word "commitment"? Teams cannot feel committed to
or responsible for delivering customer quality and value if they are only owning a piece of it.

Douglas McGregor, famous for his Theory X and Theory Y in the book, "The Human Side of the Business,"
posited that the managers are the ones who believe that Theory X people exist: these people are supposedly are just
'takers' who don't really want to work without being externally motivated by money or rewards. Because of this,
Theory X managers believe all actions should be traceable to the individual responsible. This allows the individual
to receive either a direct reward or a reprimand, depending on the outcome's positive or negative nature.

The problem with this, even aside from the terrible stereotype, is that work done in today's business relies on some-
one else to get things done; now more than ever. We don't just "read a ream of paper with requirements" and go off
alone to deliver shiny, working software. That was rarely the case back in the day, and certainly not now. We rely on
others everyday... our team members, the Product Owner, the people who set up and maintain the tools we work
with, and even the sales people who sell things so we can continue working to deliver great products.

Let the teams feel committed to things inside their control. Empower them to feel commitment and responsibility
by enabling them to do great work.

How can I help my teams feel responsible?

e Has everyone read the Scrum Guide in detail, if teams are doing Scrum and understand the basics of "why
Scrum works," and "how we do it here"? If not, read and understand it.

e Has anyone discussed with the team what "Done" means for them and for the business? If not, talk about it
and agree on it.

Has anyone set expectations of what the team should be able to accomplish, or not? Discuss it with the team.
Does the team have clear goals and a purpose? If not, gather with the team and write them out on a page
where everyone can refer to it.

e Do teams pair, mob, and share knowledge, or is it "every man for himself"? Change this by creating work that
requires collaboration, you might be surprised at the change in behaviors.

e Have you set up the teams to be successful in their own right? Curious? Ask them if they have what they need
to be successful, and what's stopping them.

e When they say they need something in order to do their best work, is this impediment removed (within reason
of course)? Are themes across teams being raised up and organizational impediments removed? If not, look at
what it will it will take to remove it, then start an organizational impediments backlog.

e Are teams holding valuable retrospectives, with actionable outcomes? If not, mix up the format or get a guest
facilitator to run the retrospectives and see whether you can get one top thing per team to start working on.

e Are they allowed to cross train and learn if a skill set is missing in their team or are they told "no, that's some-
one else's job?" If no one has thought of this yet, ask the team what they need to be successful.

e Lastly, are you leaving time for your team to inspect and adapt ... and improve themselves and the company?
If not, make dedicated time such as a half day every sprint, or a monthly improvement day focused on making
it a better place to work overall.

There are so many opportunities for people to be happy at work and to feel responsible at the same time.
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As for my feeling of responsibility? I felt responsible for sharing this information with you all today in order to
make the world a better place for teams.

Public Service Advisory - a real statement on "Why aren't my teams account-
able?"

"Forcing" teams to work in a specific way is, indeed, not "Agile." Let teams work out the way they should work
themselves. The more prescriptive you are, the less you'll actually get out of them and the less they will be engaged.
Try giving them an outcome, and having them decide how to get there. There is a lot of guidance out there on how
to do this.

e For background see: The State of Agile Software in 2018 by Martin Fowler
e See also: Agile Industrial Complex by Daniel Mezick

For tips on how to do start engaging people in agile without force, see

e  https://ronjeffries.com/articles/018-01ff/imposition/
e www.OpenSpaceAgility.com
e  https://www.agendashift.com/

ke
To read this article online with embedded hypertext links, go here:

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/why-arent-my-teams-accountable-heidi-araya/
© Copyright 2018 Heidi Araya - All rights reserved
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About Heidi Araya

Heidi partners with leaders and companies to help solve agile and digital transforma-
tion, teaming, organization design and strategy execution challenges. With over 20
years of experience in a wide range of industries and roles in technology, Heidi brings
a pragmatic approach to her work. She collaborates with leaders and teams to create
more responsive, effective, and resilient teams with engaged employees. Her passion is
helping organizations harness the creativity and innovation of their people.

Heidi is currently Director of Agile Transformation at Tenable, a cybersecurity firm
based in Maryland. She is also co-founder and advisory board member of the Open
Leadership Network. She trains and speaks at events and conferences worldwide and
co-hosts a popular virtual meetup series for Agilists at www.coachingagilejourneys.
com. Connect with Heidi on Twitter https://twitter.com/HeidiAraya or LinkedIn https://
www.linkedin.com/in/heidiaraya/.
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In Conversation with Edgar Schein: Answering Three Common
Questions about Culture

By Aga Bajer

Posted on July 31, 2018

We all know that culture has the capacity to drive and alter everything that happens in our teams and organizations.
Business results, services and products, relationships with clients and suppliers, the way people think, the stories
they share, the way they go about their work and interact with one another; all this and much more is influenced by
culture.
But culture can often be like a wet bar of soap—too slippery to grasp. To harness its force, we first need to under-
stand its nature and dynamics.
And there’s no better person to help us get a handle on organizational and team culture than Edgar Schein, one of
the world’s most well-known culture pioneers.
I had the pleasure to interview Ed shortly after his 90th birthday.
It was clear from the very start that in spite of officially becoming a nonagenarian, Ed has no intention of slowing
down. He was just about to finish his new book, “Humble Leadership,” and was audibly excited about the new ven-
ture he’d launched with his son, Peter Schein.!
Our conversation was part of the Culturel.ab podcast series where I interview leadership thinkers, culture experts,
entrepreneurs, and culture change agents to help listeners harness the force of culture.
Ed and I discussed many common concerns surrounding culture, and you can listen to the full interview here.

o C:ﬁtm

lab

When it comes
to culture, you

get what you
settle for.

For this blog post, I’ve picked three common questions about culture that we addressed in the interview:
How is culture created?
Is it really possible to change culture?

Who is responsible for culture and for culture change?
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1. How Is Culture Created?

The creation of a company is also the creation of its culture.

Culture comes to life at the very same moment the founder establishes business operations, irrespective of whether
she is conscious or intentional about creating a culture.

It is the founder’s values, the norms by which she lives, the way she approaches her business, and the decisions she
makes that shape the culture of her business.

If the founder is friendly and empathetic, chances are that the company culture will have a strong people focus. If the
founder is competitive and controlling, the company culture will value status and hierarchy and prioritize winning. If
the founder is highly analytical, the company culture will emphasize data-driven decisions.

People always observe the founder—how she thinks, what she believes, how she acts—and they infer culture from
that.

The more successful a start-up is at the early stages of its existence, the stronger its culture tends to be.

The reason for this is very simple. As Ed Schein said during our interview, “Culture is what a group has learned in
its history that has enabled it to survive and thrive (...) whatever values and norms enabled that group to survive and
manage its internal affairs, they are its culture.”

In summary:
Companies are built in the image of their founders, and culture is always a reflection of how founders go about cre-
ating and managing their businesses. As a result, culture is the shadow of the founder.

2. Is it Really Possible to Change Culture?

I find that it often helps to think about culture as a living entity to answer this question. Just like other living entities,
culture is hardwired for survival and self-preservation.

That’s one of the reasons why it can be so incredibly difficult to change an existing culture. Every attempt at culture
modification is usually met with vehement resistance...coming from culture itself. After all, from culture’s perspec-
tive, it seems like a matter of life or death, and the term “culture change agent” sounds a lot like “culture assassin!”
In our interview, Ed talked about the fact that culture is a complex, multifaceted entity, consisting of many elements.
It’s impossible and unnecessary to influence all of them at the same time.

Consequently, our goal should never be to change or overhaul the culture in its entirety. Instead, we should try to
identify which aspects of culture might help or hinder the organization’s ability to survive and thrive—and focus on
those.

And the more specific we can be about what issues, challenges, or problems we need to solve to help our business to
thrive, the easier it will be to identify which aspects of culture will have to change.

Personally, I prefer to talk about culture evolution—not culture change. There are two reasons for that.

Firstly, “change” or “transformation” implies that there is an endgame we should be driving towards. However, as
long as the internal and external environments keep changing, culture needs to keep changing, too. There’s no
endgame in culture evolution

Secondly, we should be playing to culture’s strengths. And what culture is really good at is continuously evolving.
Evolution is an integral part of culture’s survival mechanism

So here are a few steps towards a successful culture evolution:

1. Be very clear about what it is that you are trying to achieve in your business.

2. Identify key cultural enablers and key cultural obstacles towards the desired business outcome.

3. Make a plan to preserve, strengthen, and celebrate those aspects of culture that already enable your business
goals.

4. Identify what needs to be in place to help evolve those aspects of culture that currently stand in the way of
achieving your business goals.

5. Rinse and repeat as your culture and business evolve.

In summary:

Culture will take care of itself whether we do something about it or not. It doesn’t want to change, but it will, and
does evolve continuously to survive. Culture work can only be successful if it's linked to real business needs or a
specific problem that needs to be fixed. This work can happen only when it focuses simultaneously on preserving
the positive elements of culture and evolving those elements that need to change to help the business thrive. There’s
no endgame, only continuous evolution.
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3. Who’s Responsible for Culture and for Culture Change?

Evolving a culture in an intentional way might involve making changes in company structure, business model, and
various supporting systems.

However, Ed stressed in our interview that nothing is more elementary and more powerful than what the leader does
—or doesn’t do—to embody the culture he or she wants to cultivate.

One of the biggest problems in organizations today is that while leaders state the need for change—for example,
“We need to embrace a more participative leadership style” —they don’t walk the talk themselves, or don’t hold
their people accountable for the desired behaviors.

“You can only truly understand culture when you try to change it.” - Ed Schein

They try to “delegate” responsibility for culture to HR or even an external consultant and get frustrated when things
don’t go as planned.

But, there is no getting away from it— “It’s the leader herself who should be doing the culture work, as she is the
one who creates the culture through her own behaviors, what she rewards, and what she pays attention to,” said Ed.
If you are a leader and what you want to see is more teamwork within your team or organization, you might have to
ask your team members what they’ve done to improve collaboration on weekly basis. Perhaps consider introducing
rewards for collaboration and setting team-based goals. If collaboration informs the way you organize your team, set
targets, evaluate performance, and reward and promote your team members, you will inevitably see more collabora-
tion.

The same goes for what you are prepared to tolerate—this will shape culture, too. As Ed said, “When it comes to
culture, we get what we settle for.”

In summary:

Leaders are ultimately the ones responsible for shaping culture in their organization; culture is shaped by what they
do, what they don’t do, and what they choose to tolerate. For culture to evolve in the desired direction, leaders need
to take action daily, talk about their expectations, walk the talk, and be willing to make difficult decisions when nec-
essary.

My hope is that this blog makes a small contribution to demystifying culture, making it more accessible and less
overwhelming in its complexity. It’s only when we begin to understand culture that we stand a chance to harness its
incredible power and start creating environments where people can do their best work.

To listen to my full interview with Ed Schein, click here.

Notes:

ISchein, E. (2018). Humble Leadership: The Power of Relationships, Openness, and Trust (The Humble Leadership
Series). Oakland: Berrett-Koehler Publishers.
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To read this article online with embedded hypertext links, go here:
https://www.agabajer.com/blog/106-in-conversation-with-edgar-schein-answering-three-common-questions-about-
culture
© Copyright 2018 Aga Bajer - All rights reserved
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Aga Bajer, MD of Aga Bajer Culture Strategy Consulting
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evolution strategy that drives performance and business results.

She is the co-author of “Building and Sustaining a Coaching Culture”.

Aga is also the creator and host of one of the most popular podcasts on culture, The
Culturel.ab with Aga Bajer.

The question at the core of her work is: “How can we harness the power of culture to
create a world where people can do their best work?”
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Focus: Is it a Unicorn?

By Zsolt Berend and Tony Caink
Posted on December 11, 2018

Focus is hard enough as an individual, even harder in a team of brilliant minds. Why is it so hard?

Based on the study lead by Gloria Mark (at the University of California, Irvine) the bad news is that on average it
takes 23 minutes and 15 seconds to regain focus after switching to a new task. So now think about having not only
one but multiple context switches in a work day, which is far from being unusual: the cost is just too high to ignore
and yet we keep context switching, trying to multitask.

So why are we doing it?

Shockingly enough, neuroscientists suggest that our own brain actually works against us: it rewards the wrong be-
haviour.

As the studies point out, multitasking is supported by a dopamine-addiction feedback loop, effectively rewarding
the brain for losing focus. Daniel J Levitin writes about how our brains have a novelty bias, meaning our attention
can be easily distracted. This is also referred to as the “bright shiny object syndrome”

I was in Richmond Park taking this photo early morning just around sunrise. If you have never been, or not heard
about this park, this is home of hundreds of magnificent free living deer. So I am there and witnessing a beautiful
stag eating the grass and quickly abandoning it when our shiny, type G2 star rose above the horizon. The good news
is that sapiens are not alone, stags are also suffering from bright shiny object syndrome :)

We also suffer of what’s called the “busy trap” of nowadays corporate culture. We glorify “busyness”: when you
ask your colleague how are they doing, how is work, you most probably will get the answer of “busy”, “crazy busy”
and the default response we give is “good to be busy”, “good problem to have”. This is a legacy of 19th century
Taylorism when there was a linear, direct correlation between “busyness” and productivity which is unfortunately
still applied in the knowledge workers’ world. Also, it is worth considering the correlation between wait time and
utilisation which is best described in The Phoenix Project. When the utilization (busyness) goes past 80%, the wait

time runs to the roof.
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Hacking the brain to reward the right behaviour

So how do we hack our brain to help ourselves and the team to turn our days into productive days as oppose to just
busy days?

1. Stop glorifying busyness, avoid the busy trap
Know your biorhythms

Pay attention to your biorhythms (chronobiology). Keep balance between activity and being idle e.g. 90 min fol-
lowed by 20 min. This is when you can have a coffee with Tony and think about whether focus is a unicorn or while
you are idle dreaming discover the nuclear chain reaction like Leo Szilard did when the traffic light changed to green
and he stepped off the curb at the British Museum on September 12, 1933 and the rest is history.

You can define time slots of no interrupt, deep work as part of the team charter, and agreed signals like headphones.
Carl Newport lists many creative practices in his book, Deep Work.

Introduce slack time

Introducing slack not only prevents the problem of too much utilisation (above) but unleashes creativity and innova-
tion. Tom DeMarco, in his book Slack: Getting Past Burnout, Busywork, and the Myth of Total Efficiency, makes the
point that business kills innovation.

2. Install transparency

Visualize all things the team is working on, use simple boards.

Walk the board

Focus on the work not on the individual. Ask why an item is stuck on the board, who can you help, who can you pair
up with, swarm to move the item to DONE. Alistair Cockburn defines product development, quite rightly as a “co-

operative game.”

Stop starting. ..

To keep yourself and the team focused introduce limit the work in progress.

» &«

When pulling new work run through the decision tree first: “should I start this story”, “the story has value (a cus-

tomer wants it)”, “the story is clear enough to work on (ready)”, “the system has (we have) capacity”. If any answers
are No, then just say No. Stop starting.

...and start finishing

By finishing work you get two rewards: “getting things done” and “thank yous”. Communicating your results
(whether they are positive or negative) means that others will recognise your work, resulting in more positive feed-
back. Praising and recognising the work of your colleagues can also increase your dopamine!

Dominica DeGrandis in her book Making Work Visible: Exposing Time Theft to Optimize Work & Flow talks about
the problem with too much Work in Process (WIP), the negative impact on flow by not finishing or only par-tially
finishing items and starting new ones.

3. Set objectives at team level

Establish team level objectives instead of individual ones. Reject work that does not contribute to team objectives.
Seek the big reward that comes from sustained, focused effort instead of empty rewards. Focus on how great you will
feel when your project is complete. A study of the University of Michigan professors found that results-driven focus
motivated people to complete their work.

4. Install Learning

Articulate business objectives and outcomes with measures, build in learning capabilities. Leading indicators pro-
vide feedback, helps you tell whether you are delivering the right thing and helps you to sustain focus. Build mea-
sure learn.
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Will you create a system to reward progress and real rewards or will you let bright shiny object syndrome destroy
your productivity?
kK

To read this article online with embedded hypertext links, go here:
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© Copyright 2018 Zsolt Berend - All rights reserved
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His family motto is ‘keeping the 1970’s alive’ and he enjoys nothing more than a
philosophical discussion with his 12 year old about the evils of taylorism.
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Are leaders needed for self-organizing teams?

By Tricia Broderick
Posted on May 27, 2018

Last week, I explained my team evolution definitions including self-organizing teams. So today I’ll focus on the
questions similar to, “Are managers (executive, scrum master, functional manager, team lead, project manager, etc)
needed for self-organizing teams?”

First let me highlight that I’'m not getting into the discussion of manager vs. leader. A manager should be a leader.
Bad managers do not represent manager roles. And labeling all managers as bad — well, I just expect more from
people.

GROUP g as

INDIVIDUALS
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Teward &
Shared Purpose

Cooparation

¢ Leading Individuals: When you have individuals, frequently leaders are spending quite a bit of time focused
on: coordinating; building competencies (training); and building relationships/trust among people.

¢ Leading Groups: When you have a group, frequently leaders are spending quite a bit of team focused on: pro-
viding a shared purpose for cooperation; building competencies (training); building relationships/trust; and re-
moving silos (increasing the need for collaboration by going beyond cooperation). For example, changing prod-
uct backlog items to full value and having developers pair (front and back end developers).

¢ Leading Teams: When you have a team, frequently leaders are spending quite a bit of team focused on: cele-
brating collaboration; building confidence (mentoring); building relationships/trust; and removing single points
of failure (including themselves) to begin to promote shared ownership. For example, cross-functional general-
izing specialist training on an area that traditionally only one or two individuals owned.

¢ Leading Self-Organizing Teams: When you have a self-organizing team, frequently leaders have nothing to
do. Kidding. That’s ridiculous. However, the role has changed. Earlier, training and mentoring (with content
knowledge) was common. Now, coaching and facilitating should be common. Earlier, you helped with com-
petencies and confidence, now you support (sponsor/coach/facilitate) with continuing to elevate their knowl-
edge, results, skills and teamwork. That may also still require training a new competency as they push them-
selves out of their comfort zone. The key is now leaders no sharing ownership by educating, engaging and en-
couraging their teams to invest in themselves, each other and the delivery of value.

Honestly, when I reflect back on helping various teams get to self-organizing: Individuals and Groups were the eas-
iest (that is once I learned training and mentoring skills). Initially, teams were difficult because I had to personally
learn new skills that would minimize and/or prevent me disempowering the team. Yet, self-organizing teams are by
far the most rewarding and challenging for me as a leader. The results blew me away. The pride and team satisfac-
tion were overwhelming. The appreciations up, down, and sideways were astounding.

So what was challenging? I had to inspect and adapt and face the unknown with them as the leader. I didn’t know
what challenge they were going to face next — how would I support them without taking ownership? Every self-or-
ganizing team I lead means uncharted new territory for me as a leader, which is both amazing and terrifying.

Do they need someone leading them every minute? Absolutely not. In fact, if you are, you don’t have a self-orga-
nizing team. Would they be fine without a leader? Simply, this would never happen... because someone would fill
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that role whether it’s assigned or not.

Is that a bad thing? Not necessarily, but it can lead to issues within the team that pushes them backwards in their
journey if the person filling the role of leader doesn’t have skills as a leader. For example, a team that declares they
don’t need a ScrumMaster, yet someone on the team takes on those responsibilities — they have a leader whether
they’ve assigned the role or not.

“But Tricia, sometimes multiple people do that.” In my experience, it starts that way but quickly one person be-
comes the “not assigned” de facto lead. If not having the title/role, helps, go for it. But don’t pretend that leading is
not happening, or that the role should never be needed.

Personally, when this question comes up the most is based on this scenario: The team wants to evolve to self-orga-
nizing, but the leader doesn’t have the skills to help this happen. The easy reactive pendulum swing answer is, “get
rid of the manager.”

Instead, I want to be a part of an organization that is investing in helping people learn the skills needed to lead be-
yond teams... because then our customers win, our organizations win, our teams win and individuals win.

That sounds like a much better long term solution to me.

What have you experienced leading self-organizing teams?

kR sk
To read this article online with embedded hypertext links, go here:
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© Copyright 2018 Tricia Broderick - All rights reserved
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How Your Organization Can Make Great Decisions By Default

By Tim Casasola

Posted on December 21, 2018

Rima Kruciene

First question. What’s the first thing you do when you wake up?
Do you check your phone? Read the news? Make a cup of coffee? Or hit the shower?
Second question. Do you have to tell yourself do that thing? Or do you do it without thinking?

My guess is that you do it without thinking because behaviors we do after waking up happen almost automatically.
We check our phone, read the news, make coffee, or hit the shower without even thinking about it.

These automatic behaviors are our defaults.

The power of defaults

Most people think of defaults as the preselected settings in our software or devices. The default font on Microsoft
Word is Calibri, size 11. Building thermostats are set to 72 degrees Fahrenheit by default. Default apps on the
iPhone include Weather, Health, Calendar, Contacts, and Stocks. Unless we change the settings, the defaults prevail.

Here’s the thing: People have defaults too. Our “defaults” are our preset behaviors and habits that happen almost au-
tomatically.

Our default behaviors are shaped by our digital and physical environment more than they are by our own willpower,
determination, and good intentions. And if we don’t make conscious choices about the behaviors and habits we want
ourselves to do — if we don’t set our own defaults — our environment will set them for us.

Take the 2003 study done by Eric J. Johnson and Daniel Goldstein. They compared countries that had opt-in organ
donor policies with countries that had opt-out policies. Countries with opt-in policies asked “Would you like to join
the organ donor registry?” while countries with opt-out policies asked “Would you like to refuse to join the organ
donor registry?” The number of people who consented to being an organ donor was about 80 percent higher in
countries that opted-out than those that opted-in.
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Another example comes from Vanguard’s research. From looking at 401(k) participation rates, they found that 92
percent of employees participated in opt-out 401(k) enrollment, while 57 percent participated in opt-in enrollment.

Policymakers and economists recognize that defaults make it easy for people to make decisions they want to make
but don’t always follow through on. They also know that defaults make it hard for people to make unwanted deci-
sions.

Now, what if we applied the power of defaults to our organiza-
tions?

In large organizations, it might be common to...

Ask someone more senior for permission to make a decision.

Keep computers open in every meeting to answer email.

Create a thorough policy or approval process to prevent future errors.
Make lengthy, comprehensive decks when pitching an idea to senior folks.
Email people to find documents you’re looking for.

We don’t challenge these practices, rules, and behaviors because it’s status quo. “This is just the way it is here.”
But what if your team was constantly challenging the organization’s defaults that aren’t serving them?
What if every team was open to the rest of the organization about defaults they are experimenting with?

What if your organization was intentional about the way they set up their environments so that they nudge people to
make the good decisions they want to make?

Constantly experimenting with new defaults is a process. At The Ready, we think of this process as the Change
Loop: a three-step continual pattern that enables continuous change.

The first step in the Change Loop is to notice tensions—obstacles in the way of your team/organization doing their
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best work. Then, consider a list of defaults (or practices) to that might address those tensions. From that list of de-
faults, choose one to two practices to experiment with. Then you’re back to noticing tensions and the loop repeats
itself.

This Change Loop challenges the typical big and flashy moves a typical organization does when trying to change.
Moves like re-structuring the organization, announcing a completely new strategy, re-doing its entire brand identity,
or hiring new executive leaders. However, only attempting big moves is the equivalent of signing up for a marathon
when you’ve never ran a mile in your life. It’s an effort that’s doomed to fail.

The Change Loop also challenges the notion that organizational transformation has an end state. “We just need to ex-
ecute these four phases this year and voila, we’re transformed!” But take the best professional athletes. The best
professional athletes don’t think of themselves as “transformed” when they execute a certain amount of phases.
They are constantly practicing, learning, and improving, as each improvement increases their motivation to improve
even more. I’ve learned that the same goes for great organizations — they are constantly learning, improving their
defaults, and evolving. And this state of continual learning and evolving is transformation.

Some defaults we’ve seen work well with teams

Now that we understand the power of defaults, here are three defaults I’ve seen work well with teams we’ve worked
with. Know that no default is perfect, and no default makes a team, individual, or organization perfect. Defaults sim-
ply offer us a way to continuously improve towards the standard that we aim for.

1) Flip your recurring staff meeting into an Action Meeting.

Most teams have a weekly or bi-weekly “staff meeting.” Certain tendencies take place in this meeting: the manager
shares updates to the team and ends up doing most of the participating, there’s a pre-set agenda (usually set by the
leader) for the meeting, and the conversation can go in any direction — brainstorming, problem-solving, or making
a strategic decision.

I’ve learned that the weekly meeting works well if it has space for team members to get what they need to drive their
work forward. This is why we advocate that teams who want to make their weekly meeting better try an Action
Meeting. The Action Meeting is designed to create a shared understanding of the status of the team’s projects, ad-
dress obstacles and opportunities that are most important, and clarify the team’s next steps (and the individuals own-
ing each next step). You can read more about the Action Meeting in our in-depth post about it here.

The Action Meeting meeting has a learning curve, even for teams who are eager and fired up to change the way they
meet. It’s more process-oriented than your typical meeting. But from their first to third try, teams feel the positive
difference an Action Meeting makes—from increased participation, to less back-and-forth tracking deliverables, to
having less meetings because important issues are addressed, to even building better relationships.

2) Shift all of your internal communication from email to a transparent, asynchro-
nous communication tool.

You’ve seen ways email can be a pain. Someone isn’t cc’d on an important conversation and now that person needs
to be caught up. Backchannel conversations take place, which leads to a team not being on the same page. Updated
versions of documents always get lost. And even though you spend most of your workday on email, the amount of
emails in your inbox never seems to disappear.

At The Ready, we’ve seen teams experience a positive shift by moving their internal communication from email to a
transparent, asynchronous communication tool like Slack or Microsoft Teams. This shift helps teams immediately
experience what it’s like to default to open: to make communicating and working in the open the default behavior.
No communication tool is perfect, but tools that are designed to promote transparency get teams to immediately ex-
perience what it’s like to work in an open way.

As an example, one experiment team at one of our clients embarked on a mission to make communication and infor-
mation sharing more transparent in the organization. They were known as the info comms team. The info comms
team along with two other experiment teams agreed to do a short experiment of using Slack instead of email for all
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communication related to the team’s work.

All three teams immediately saw the benefit: focused conversations, easier coordination, and transparent conversa-
tions. They felt the benefit of the shift so much so that the info comes team wanted to invite the entire organization
to shift all internal communication from email to Slack. Wow.

So, the team proposed it to the organization. We’d love to try a time-bound experiment: move all internal communi-
cation taking to Slack. By doing this, we hypothesize that information and communication will be more transparent
in our organization.

The shift to Slack lead to many important changes. A vibrant community and ongoing dialogue formed around the
organization’s transformation effort. A #member-feedback channel was created, where anyone could share feedback
they heard from their customers. Teams formed on their own to solve problems based on customer feedback. The se-
nior leadership team even made their channel public so that anyone in the organization could read their conversa-
tions, ask questions, and chime in.

The organization knew they weren’t trying out a new tool for its own sake. They were clear that this provided a way
to make working transparently the default.

3) Do a Closing Round at the end of every meeting.

Closing Rounds are one of the easiest ways to get into the habit of reflecting, learning, and improving. Here’s what
you do: dedicate five to ten minutes at the end of every meeting to have everyone share their answer one-by-one to a
specific prompt. Prompts like:

“What did you notice about today’s meeting? What did you learn?”
“What went well? What could we do better?”
“What’s your biggest takeaway from today?”

Most well-intentioned teams want to take more time to retrospect. But when the team gets busy, retrospection typi-
cally gets de-prioritized. This is why the Closing Round is so powerful: it’s an easy way to get teams to retrospect
enough to the point where retrospection becomes a norm. And doing this in every meeting enables teams to continu-
ously improve without even thinking about it.

From here on out, you are a choice designer

Now that you know how powerful defaults are, you are officially a choice designer. As a choice designer, you must
observe your team and organization’s current defaults, challenge defaults that don’t make sense, question where
there’s room for improvement, and place hurdles on unwanted behaviors. Most importantly, you must constantly
search for ways to make it easy for you, your team, and your organization to make great decisions.

Our environment can make our choices for us. But we have the power to design it to make it easier for ourselves,
our teams, and our organizations to make better decisions.
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Ten Things the Beatles Taught Me About Being Agile

The Beatles
included many

secret agile tips
in their songs.

rountalngaatsekwonemn

By Mike Cohn
Posted on February 6, 2018

While cleaning my home office recently, I decided I would listen to all of the Beatles' albums. I'd start with "Please,
Please Me" from 1963 and work my way to 1970's "Let It Be." My goal was to finish cleaning before the Beatles
ended with "Get Back." In doing so, I realized that much of what I know about agile, I learned from the Beatles. In
particular, here are the top ten things I learned from Beatles songs.

10. Eight Days a Week

In this song, John Lennon sings to a girl that he "ain't got nothing but love, Babe, eight days a week." Of course,
there aren't eight days in a week, so John is really singing about overtime. And from it, I learned that while overtime
is best avoided in most cases, it may occasionally be needed when a regular work week is not enough to show I care.

9. Don't Let Me Down

In this song, John assumes the persona of a user or customer of an agile product. And he reminds us that our goal is
“don’t let me down.” To ensure that we delight our customers, our agile team must remain focused on delivering
value.

8. Come Together

One of the best ways for a team to deliver value to its customers and users is to collaborate with them. This led the
Beatles to encourage teams and their stakeholders to “come together” to build the best product possible. In particu-
lar, Lennon condemned developers who ignore user's needs and just build what they want. He called such develop-
ers "jokers" and sang, "Got to be a joker, he just do what he please.” The best agile teams do not have jokers who
just build what they please.

7. Tomorrow Never Knows
The popular agile phrase, "You ain't gonna need it" is often simplified to YAGNI. This refers to the difficulty of de-

signing for more than the immediate future. Before we had YAGNI, we had John Lennon warning us that "tomor-
row never knows," meaning we should design only for the current day.

6. We Can Work it Out

This collaboration between Lennon and Paul McCartney suggests to teams and stakeholders that when it comes to
solving problems, “we can work it out” when we work together.
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The line, "Do I have to keep on talking till I can't go on?" reminds teams that code settles arguments. Build it, re-
lease it and see what customers think rather than talking until you can't go on.

By cautioning teams that "only time will tell if T am right or I am wrong," Lennon and McCartney urge teams to cre-
ate a minimum viable product to find out how reality matches up against expectations.

5.1 Am the Walrus

In this song, Lennon was singing about what is commonly known as eating your own dog food. The idea here is that
team members should, if at all possible, use the product they are building. This means that developers are not just
developers but are also users. Or, as Lennon sang, "I am he as you are he as you are me and we are all together."

4. A Day in the Life

In this poignant tune, the Beatles caution that only by watching a user as he “woke up, fell out of bed, and dragged a
comb across his head” could agile team members truly understand their users. To develop products that fully meet
their users’ needs, agile teams need to get out of their offices and to go study a day in the life of their users.

3. With a Little Help from My Friends

The daily standup is one of the most common practices among agile teams. During these meetings, team members
are encouraged to present any impediments they are facing and to solicit help from others on the team. Those work-
ing on an agile team quickly learn they can “get by with a little help from [their] friends.”

2. Can't Buy Me Love

In the Beatles' fourth number-one hit, Paul McCartney reminded agile teams that there are some things money can't
buy. Many fans heard McCartney sing, "I don't care too much for money, money can't buy me love," and thought he
was referring to the love of a woman.

Agile teams understood him, however, to be singing about the love of customers for the team's product. McCartney
was admonishing teams to produce high quality software. He knew that even one low quality release would cause
customers to no longer love a product and that no amount of money could be thrown at poor quality to buy the cus-
tomers' love.

1. Getting Better

Even the best of agile teams can get better. The pursuit of continuous improvement is common to all of the best
agile teams. McCartney knew this and wrote this song to encourage teams to always be “getting better, a little better
all the time.”

There you have it--the top ten things I've learned from Beatles songs.

No wonder they were known as the Fab Four. Beyond the great music and great lyrics, I bet they could have devel-
oped some amazing products had they set their minds to it.
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Ten sentences with all the Scrum Master advice you’ll ever need

10 Practices to Take to Heart

By Mike Cohn

Posted on May 22, 2018

Wanit to be a great
Scrum Master?
These are the ten

best pizces of advice

['ve ever given or
received.

Do you want to be a great Scrum Master?

I hope so. (Well, unless you’re a product owner or in some other role!) I’ve spent over 20 years as a Scrum Master.
Over that time, I’ve given and collected quite a lot of advice. I’ve distilled it down to the ten best bits for you.

1. Never Commit the Team to Anything Without Consulting Them First

As the Scrum Master, you do not have the authority to accept change requests (no matter how small) on behalf of
the team. Even if you are absolutely positive that the team can fulfill a request, say, “I need to run this by the team
before we can say yes.”

And certainly don’t commit the team to deadlines, deliverables, or anything else without first talking to team mem-
bers. You may not need to talk to the whole team--plenty of teams will allow some or all members to say, “Yeah, we
can do that” without a whole-team meeting. But it’s still their decision, not yours.

2. Remember You’re There to Help The Team Look Good

Being a Scrum Master is not about making yourself look good. You look good when the team looks good. And they
look good when they do great work.

You know you’re doing your job well when those outside the team start to wonder if you were even needed. Yes, it
can be scary if your boss wonders if you’re necessary. But a good boss will know that your skill and expertise make
you appear unnecessary when in fact you are indispensable.

Trust your manager to understand the difference between looking unneeded and being unneeded.

3. Don't Beat the Team over the Head with an Agile Rule Book

Neither Scrum nor agile comes with a rule book (though some have attempted to create one).

If your product has users, consider writing user stories. But stories aren’t required to be agile. If someone needs to
know when you’ll deliver: estimate. If not, maybe you don’t. If you think an end-of-sprint review is too late to re-
ceive feedback, do one-at-a-time reviews as each feature is built.

Being agile is about honoring the principles and values that create agility. If you stay true to those, you can’t go too
far astray, regardless of what some may tell you.
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4. Nothing Is Permanent So Experiment with Your Process

Part of honoring the principles of agility is to experiment with your process. Encourage the team to try new things.

Does your team love two-week sprints and think they’re working perfectly? Great. Now ask them to try a one-week
or a three-week sprint and observe the results. Experiments might not always be popular, but they are the best way to
ensure that you continue to uncover new, better ways of working.

5. Ensure Team Members and Stakeholders View Each Other as Peers

Team members and business-side stakeholders each bring an important perspective to a product development initia-
tive. As such, each needs to be valued equally.

When either side views the other as something to be tolerated, the organization as a whole suffers. Development
teams need to understand the unique perspective brought by stakeholders. And stakeholders need to respect the de-
velopment team, including listening when developers say that a deadline is impossible.

6. Protect the Team, Including in More Ways than You May Think

Perhaps the most often given agile advice is that a Scrum Master needs to protect the team from an overly demand-
ing product owner or stakeholders. And that’s good advice. Sometimes product owners simply ask for too much too
often and too aggressively. This forces teams into cutting corners, usually quality corners, that come back to haunt
the project.

And so a good Scrum Master protects the team against this.

But what you don’t hear as often is that a good Scrum Master should also protect the team against complacency.
Good agile teams seek constantly to improve. Other teams settle, perhaps unconsciously, into thinking they’ve im-
proved enough. And they likely are dramatically faster and better than before they’d heard of agile. But even great
teams can often become even so much better.

Great Scrum Masters protect teams from ever feeling they’ve got nothing left to learn.

7. Banish Failure from Your Vocabulary

Every now and then I’ll visit a team that refers to a sprint as a “failed sprint.” Usually this means the team didn’t de-
liver everything they planned. I hardly consider that a failure, especially if the team finished most planned items or if
they deftly handled an emergency.

When a basketball player shoots the ball toward the basket and scores, it’s called a field goal. When the player
misses, it’s called a field goal attempt. Not a failure. An attempt.

Good Scrum Masters help teams adjust their thinking so that they recognize sprints and features that fall short of ex-
pectations as attempts rather than failures.

8. Praise Often But Always Sincerely

The other day I told my teenage daughter that I was proud of her. Her face lit up. That shouldn’t have surprised me.
Who wouldn’t like to be told someone is proud of them?

But the way she reacted made me realize I must not tell her this often enough. I thought it was equivalent to me
telling her something obvious, such as, “You’re tall.” But I learned it wasn’t.

Don’t ever offer false praise. No one wants to hear that. But when your team members do good work, let them know.
Chances are, they aren’t hearing it often enough.

9. Encourage the Team to Take Over Your Job

A team that is new to agile will rely on their Scrum Master or coach in significant ways. The team may not know
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how to keep daily scrum meetings under fifteen minutes. Or they may not understand the importance of overlapping
work or of being a cross-functional team.

The same is true of a an inexperienced sports team. The coach of the little kids learning to play football (soccer)
needs to teach them everything. When my daughters were 6, their coach would run along the sideline the entire
game yelling, “Kick and run!” If he didn’t, the young players would forget. Even with him yelling, occasionally
some kid would just sit down on the grass and stare.

Contrast the coach of the young kids with the coach of a World Cup team. On a World Cup team, players have
learned what to do. If the coach is late for practice, the players will know what drills or exercises to start the day
with. The World Cup coach doesn’t need to remind the players to kick and run. But the World Cup team would
never tell you they don’t need a coach at all.

No matter how good an agile team gets, I still think they benefit from having a Scrum Master or coach. But good
agile teams take on some of the more straightforward coaching tasks themselves as part of their own journeys to
mastering the skills needed in product development.

10. Shut Up and Listen

Some of the best coaching or mentoring you’ll do is to stay silent and let the team figure out the answer.

This can be hard. When you see your team struggling to figure out what to do, it’s natural to want to jump in and
offer advice. But if you solve problems or even offer suggestions too readily, team members learn to just wait for
you to solve every problem for them.

I don’t want to imply you can’t ever offer suggestions. You’re a smart person. If not, you wouldn’t be in the role
you’re in. But part of being a great Scrum Master is helping teams learn how to solve problems on their own. If you
solve every problem team members face, they don’t get a chance to learn how themselves.
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Why Agile Teams Should Estimate at Two Different Levels

- Itsuseful to estimate
.. baththe product and

)2+ sprint backlogs. But
for different reasons
and in different units.
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By Mike Cohn
Posted on September 11, 2018

It is very common for agile teams, especially Scrum teams, to estimate both their product backlog and sprint back-
logs. In this article, Il address:

Why estimating both the product backlog and sprint backlog can be useful even though it seems redundant
Why teams should estimate the two backlogs in different units

When teams should estimate

Whether all teams should estimate

If you’re new to agile or need a quick reminder about what the product and sprint backlogs are, you can watch these
two videos on the product backlog and sprint backlog.

Why You Should Estimate both the Product Backlog and Sprint Backlog

It’s useful to estimate both the product backlog and the sprint backlog because the estimates are used for different
reasons.

Reasons to Estimate the Product Backlog

There are three main reasons to estimate a product backlog. First, it allows a team and its product owner to make
longer term predictions about how much can be delivered by when. It allows teams to answers questions like:

e How much can you deliver in three months?
e When can a certain set of product backlog items be delivered?

Second, it aides product owners in making prioritization decisions. Priorities should be set based on the expected
benefits and costs of the product backlog items. A product backlog item estimated at 3 story points, days, or what-
ever units you use, is typically a higher priority than it would be if it were estimated at 100.

To say this isn’t the case would mean that you always order the best wine on the wine list or drive the best car man-
ufactured regardless of price. Chateau Mouton-Rothschild 1945, anyone?

Most of us, including product owners on agile projects, cannot afford to make decisions that way. In prioritizing
work, we consider the cost of developing product backlog items. For most items, the estimate of the effort involved
is the biggest component of the cost.

A third reason to estimate items on the product backlog is that team members become more knowledgeable about
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the item by thinking about it enough to estimate it. This means there will be fewer surprises when the feature is
being developed.

Reasons to Estimate the Sprint Backlog

Now let’s look at why teams should also estimate the sprint backlog. The are two reasons to estimate the sprint
backlog. First is that it helps the team determine how much work to bring into the sprint.

By splitting product backlog items into small, discrete tasks and then roughly estimating them during sprint plan-
ning, the team is better able to assess the workload. This increases the likelihood of the team finishing all they say
they will.

Second, identifying tasks and estimating them during sprint planning helps team members better coordinate their
work. For example, if sprint backlog items are not estimated, a team might not notice a critical path through the
work or that the designer will be the busiest during the coming iteration.

Why Estimate In Different Units

Because the estimates on a Scrum teams two different backlogs serve different purposes, they should be made in dif-
ferent units.

For product backlog items, in particular, it is vital that the team can estimate quickly.

To see why, suppose a boss asks the team to estimate when forty product backlog items in the form of user stories
can be delivered.

This could be an entirely valid request. Perhaps the boss wants to know whether to hire additional team members if
the project will take too long. Or perhaps the boss only wants to start the project if it can be reasonably expected by
a specific date.

If the team were to answer the boss by splitting each user story into tasks, as is commonly done in sprint planning,
and estimating each of those, the time spent estimating would be huge.

If we assume an average of 15 minutes discussion and estimating per user story (as is commonly needed during
sprint planning), estimating 40 user stories would take 600 minutes or 10 hours of whole-team effort.

If the team can instead use higher-level but equally accurate estimates on the product backlog items themselves,
those estimates can usually be created much more quickly. I advise teams to target three to four minutes on average
per product backlog item. In this case, estimating 40 user stories would take no more than 160 minutes, or about 2-%4
hours.

The best way to do this is for a team to estimate its product backlog items in story points and its sprint backlog tasks
in hours.

This works well because story points are a more abstract measure that individuals with different strengths can agree
on. Just as you and I can agree on the length of the measure “one foot,” even though our individual feet are most
likely different lengths, so can agile team members of different skills agree that this user story will take twice as
long to do as that user story.

Story points don’t work, though, at the sprint level. During sprint planning, remember the goal is for a team to deter-
mine how much work to bring into the sprint. That’s hard with abstract units like story points. It’s far easier with
hours.

Estimating in hours is feasible on a sprint backlog because sprints typically contain fewer items than the entire prod-
uct backlog, which means it won’t take as long. Plus, a typical sprint task will be performed by one person. And in
many cases, it’s clear which person will do it. These factors make it feasible to estimate a sprint backlog in hours.
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When to Estimate the Product Backlog

It’s clear that sprint backlog items should be estimated as part of a sprint planning meeting when the sprint backlog
is created. But when should a team estimate its product backlog items?

I recommend estimating product backlog items at two different times. First, estimate a day or two after holding a
story-writing workshop.

This is a meeting I recommend product owners conduct for their teams on a (roughly) quarterly basis. The goal is to
identify the user stories needed to achieve some larger-than-a-sprint initiative. Identifying those product backlog
items could take 2-4 hours (per quarter). Estimating them should then take an hour or two more.

The second time a team should estimate product backlog items is once per sprint, if new product backlog items have
been added since the previous sprint. This can happen any time but it should be relatively late in the sprint to mini-
mize the chance of new stories coming in afterwards. Most commonly this is done during a team’s product backlog
refinement meeting or immediately following a daily scrum when everyone is already interrupted and present.

Why Not Estimate Product Backlog Items During Sprint Planning?

It may seem like a good idea to estimate product backlog items right at the start of the sprint planning meeting.
However, there are two big problems with this.

First, it’s too late for the product owner to consider the estimate when prioritizing.

Remember that one of the reasons why teams estimate their product backlog items at all is so that the product owner
can prioritize. If the product owner isn’t given estimates until the start of sprint planning, it’s not realistic to assume
the product owner will fully consider those when prioritizing.

Second, teams that estimate product backlog items at the start of their sprint planning meetings tend to spend much
longer estimating.

I suspect this is because team members are about to perform more detailed sprint planning. With their minds on that,
the need for more detail often creeps into the effort to estimate the product backlog, making it take longer than my
target of 3-4 minutes per item.

For these reasons, try to estimate any new product backlog items that need to be estimated outside of sprint planning
and also late enough in the sprint that most (if not all) new user stories have already been identified.

Should All Teams Estimate

I’ve established that there are good reasons to estimate both the product backlog and the sprint backlog. And I've
ar-gued that these estimates should be in different units (story points and hours) and should be estimated at different
times.

But do these arguments apply to every agile team? Or are there some teams who don’t need to estimate either or
both backlogs?

I’ll share my thoughts on that in my weekly tip on Thursday. If you haven’t already, you can sign up to receive a
short tip on succeeding with agile from me each Thursday.

What’s Your Experience?

How does your team estimate its product and sprint backlogs? Do you use the same units? When do you estimate?
Please share your experience in the comments below.
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The 3 Principles Agile Leaders Should Live By During An Orga-
nizational Transformation

By Eric Cottrell

Posted on November 9, 2018

Today’s Agile leaders manage with a more complete arsenal of skills and techniques than leaders of the past who led
fundamentally different teams. For Agile organizations, the days of top-down hierarchy and autonomous decision
making have joined the floppy disk as obsolete and outdated concepts in modern business. Leaders still can be effec-
tive without following Agile business development principles, but those who embrace the Agile methodology
achieve greater success, improve the customer experience, and boost employee engagement.

Modern Agile leaders now see themselves as catalysts supporting their teams’ and organizations’ efforts to acceler-
ate towards organizational agility and increased efficiency. While leaders still exhibit solid situational and personal
leadership skills that make them strong individually, they’re adopting key new characteristics and exhibiting for-
ward-thinking traits that set them apart.

What Modern Agile Leaders Get Right

Agile business leaders follow these key principles.

1. Optimizing the whole.
All too often, leaders understandably don’t fully appreciate the significant change they personally can affect
across an entire organization. They can have an outsized positive impact. By necessity, they tend to think within
the existing framework of the people who work directly for them and report up to them—and there are often
enough troubles there. However, this view limits the big impact they can make across their organization.
Modern leaders strive to create value across the entire company rather than just the department or groups under
their jurisdiction. Doing so requires working across different departments and working closely with other lead-
ers and their teams to optimize work. The leaders who are able to gain enough altitude to see (or imagine) work
flowing across organizations, from hand-off to hand-off, until that work reaches the customer, will likely find
significant opportunities for improvement that ensure the whole company is delivering increased value to its
customers.
Optimizing the whole allows the groups that are best able to solve problems to work horizontally across differ-

ent departments to deliver the best products or customer experiences. This requires leaders to build durable re-
lationships with key colleagues, personnel, and other managers to ensure they craft positive experiences, jointly
work out challenges, share disappointments, and have the necessary hard conversations about how the company
can improve as a whole.
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2. Personal Leadership and Context Awareness

Agile leaders are embracing a new level of introspection about themselves, their leadership approach, and their
role within their company. They do so willingly because they’ve bought into a radical idea that by empowering
their people they are harnessing far more capability, wisdom, and horsepower than they could ever hope to
have by themselves. This is a massive shift from a “hero leader” who does it all, to the catalyst leader who em-
powers her teams. This change can begin with a simple personal leadership assessment that will remind leaders
of what they value, what matters, and what their role is.

Personal leadership questions include:

Why am I here?

Why am I investing so much in the place at this time?
What do I hope to accomplish?

What am I going to do about it?

The answers to these questions serve to remind the Agile leader of what motivates them and what they care
about. That has significant benefits to everyone around them, but mostly, to the leader herself.

Now the truth is leaders—Agile or otherwise—often find themselves in very tough spots. Clients are upset, lead-
ership is growing impatient, work isn’t being delivered on time, etc. There’s no end to the challenges. So how
does a modern leader respond? Again, rather than simply passing along the angst, anger, or abuse, modern lead-
ers are learning to gain context, to find root causes, and to make sense of the cacophony of noise swirling
around them.

Gaining context awareness can be a huge asset, even in the midst of a crisis. Again, there are a few questions
that leaders can ask to gain valuable perspective:

e What is really going on, and what can I/we do about it?
¢ Do we collectively have the skills and competencies needed?
¢ How will my and my team’s actions affect those around me?

By dedicating time to answering these questions, the leader can see how to tackle the problem utilizing the
team’s strengths and mitigating weaknesses. Rather than rushing in, can offer a situational view that will pro-
vide the whole team breathing room to think more clearly about how to take effective action swiftly.

. Effectively Empowering Talent by Managing With Intention

Author David Marquet, former commander of the USS Santa Fe nuclear submarine, discusses the impact inten-
tional leaders can have on every level of an organization in his book, “Turn the Ship Around.”(It’s one of my
favorite leadership books!)

Marquet discusses how intentional leaders empower employees to make smart, sound decisions at the origin of
insight and seek the best understanding of problems and opportunities. Managing with intention provides a
frame of reference to create intentional employees who are equipped to be leaders themselves who in turn man-
age with intention.

While I suggest you read Marquet’s excellent book, here are three of the main skills necessary to lead with in-
tention:

¢ Clarification: Make sure all team members fully understand the scope of their roles.

¢ Competency: Ensure team members have the ability to do their work, solve problems, and make sound
decisions.

¢ Certification: Have employees closest to problems discuss the different angles and dimensions of the
problem that are critical for success.

Leading with intention shifts management from a top-down decision-making framework to a bottom-up hierar-
chy. Employees at the root of problems grapple with issues and propose various solutions. They are fully em-

powered to overcome challenges and only require a leader to approve their decisions and provide additional in-
sight or guidance. The entire team leads with intention, which saves valuable time since leaders aren’t working
through problems alone and can rely on their teams to overcome challenges. Marquet calls this “leader-leader,”
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and it’s powerful.

Leaders often think their primary duty in the game is to block and tackle and make hard decisions. Intentional
leaders, however, share certain decision-making rights by allowing team members to evaluate, judge, and as-
sess problems with all the right thought behind it. Intentional leadership allows individuals to take ownership of
challenges rather than roll problems upstairs to senior executives. This shift empowers individuals at the point
of problems to solve crucial issues, eliminates cumbersome chain-of-command hierarchy, increases speed and
efficiency, and makes your company and teams more agile.

Intentional Agile leaders share many traits with their peers, including confidence, integrity, empathy, honesty,
and accountability. They also dedicate time to thinking about how they can best prepare the people and teams
closest to problems to be ready, willing, and able to solve challenges and to properly inform supervisors of their
results.

To learn more about Agile leadership tips and tools, explore our Transformation Library.
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Virtual Reality Will Disrupt Agile Coaching and Training

By Michael de la Maza and Elena Vassilieva

Posted on March 21, 2018
Key Takeaways

¢ Online technology will disrupt agile coaching and training in the next 3-5 years.

e The agile/Scrum community has been slow to embrace online technology because the Manifesto emphasizes
face-to-face interaction.

¢ Online technology promises to improve learning outcomes and lower costs for an increasing number of use
cases.

e Early successes include an online agile user group and the use of a 360 degree camera to support team-level
training and coaching.

e By the end of 2020, at least one large, credible agile/Scrum certification organization will be running
agile/Scrum certification courses in virtual reality.

We believe that online technology (virtual reality, augmented reality, adaptive personalized learning and videocon-
ferencing) will disrupt the agile coaching and training spaces in the next 3-5 years. This will have a significant and
palpable effect on the 1M+ agile team members, 10K+ agile coaches, and 1K+ companies which are currently in-
volved in agile efforts. We believe that business models will change drastically, winners will become losers (and
vice versa), and the skills needed to lead agile transformations will change significantly.

In this article, we focus on virtual reality and describe its history and current capabilities. Our work is informed by a
case study at a 500 person, billion dollar public company in which nascent virtual reality capabilities caused C-level
executives to better understand the impact that their work was having on the organization. We end with predictions
about what we believe will happen in the next 3-5 years.

Where are we now?

Online technology has a significant and growing effect on the broad world of education and training. There are now
residential college programs in which some of the courses are taught online, a bachelor’s degree from a top univer-
sity can now be obtained entirely online, and all Ivy League universities offer online courses. In addition, there are
many online professional programs, particularly for people in the field of software development.

One of us (Michael) spent five months coaching at edX, an edtech nonprofit started by MIT and Harvard. edX has
three goals, one of which is to learn about learning. With tens of thousands of students taking its most popular
classes, edX has more information about student behavior than even the most popular university professors. This has
created an environment in which edX courses have rapidly improved in a way that live courses taught by professors
have not.

We believe that something similar will happen with technology mediated agile training and coaching. Because tech-
nology allows for extreme instrumentation of activities, behaviors, and results, the developers of online coaching
and training will learn what works and what does not at a much faster rate than their face-to-face counterparts.

Today, there are already clear use cases (e.g., facilitating distributed teams) in which online technology plays a clear
role. These use cases will serve as petri dishes in which online technologies will be generated, tested, evaluated, and
selected. The best ones will then go on to challenge face-to-face agile coaching and training.

One such use case are online special interest groups. In 2017, Alexander Frumkin started the Agile Practitioners On-
line Special Interest Group. This group has a format very similar to an in person agile user group but it meets en-
tirely online. It has grown from approximately ten registrations per session to 50 registrations per session in a little
over six months. We expect that online agile user groups will form to support underserved geographic areas and sub-
jects.

45


https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/technology-and-learning/online-learning-and-residential-colleges
https://www.edx.org/
https://www.eventbrite.com/e/agile-practitioners-online-special-interest-group-tickets-36077353335

Adaptive personalized learning technologies which modify the content of a course based on what the learner needs,
have been shown to support learning outcomes that far exceed those of a standard online course. Yigal Rosen of
Harvard University and Rob Rubin of Microsoft have open sourced an adaptive learning framework and it is only a
matter of time before it is applied to online agile training. Rob Rubin says “Project ALOSI points to a time in the
near future where learners will be served content that is appropriate for where an individual falls on his or her per-
sonalized learning curve, as well as coaching that reinforces their growth mindset. Cognitive and content based de-
livery is key to incremental learning and hard-to-measure skill acquisition.”

Virtual and augmented reality is the next step in the evolution of online educational technology. These environ-
ments enable realistic simulations and a “felt” experience that drives learning. Agile training and coaching with its
emphasis on games and visualization readily lends itself to virtual reality.

Today’s virtual reality products are not accessible to all consumers. Virtual reality headsets cost approximately $500
and they require high end computers. However, we expect the price to rapidly come down and, in the same way that

all phones now have high resolution video, we expect that all consumer laptops will soon be able to support virtual
reality. When this happens, there will be an explosion of training and coaching virtual reality products aimed at both
businesses and individual learners.

Virtual reality agile training has sharply different economics than face-to-face training. A live Scrum course may
have 20 students which have paid $1K each, producing gross revenues of $20K. We believe that agile training in
virtual reality will be able to comfortably ‘hold’ spaces for hundreds of simultaneous learners who will then be able
to pay approximately $200 each for the learning experience, thus sharply changing the economics of training and
creating a ‘winner takes all’ race in which the trainers who are first to develop and embrace this technology will
dominate the market. The winning trainers will be able to invest hundreds of thousands or even millions of dollars in
creating virtual reality environments that support learning, far outspending what face-to-face trainers can afford.

Case study

One of us (Elena) has used a 360 degree camera (Orah 4i, Nikon KeyMission 360) in coaching and training situa-
tions as a way to explore how virtual reality and online technology will disrupt the agile space.

As agile coaches we are always looking for the opportunity to coach developers, product owners, and managers.
However, it is hard for people to reach out to us and ask for coaching, and it is even harder for us to reach out and to
offer coaching because this is often received as an implied criticism (people often think that it means that they are
not performing or a manager isn’t happy with their work results).

To address this situation in a supportive and non-confrontational manner, VR recordings of a team’s Scrum cere-
monies and Agile training classes were made. These recordings provide an external point of view where a viewer
can choose what he/she would like to observe. The first VR video was of the team’s Scrum Retrospective. With VR
goggles an individual viewer can see what’s going on in the room from different 360 degree points of view and
move the attention to different objects, discussions and people. The viewer can also observe their own behavior and
body language during the group discussions. Shortly after viewing the video quite a few individuals reached out and
asked to be coached on the Scrum ceremonies and the team’s collaboration activities.

VR video allows individual viewers to get a neutral external point of view of their choice. VR allows the viewer to
observe not just one’s own behavior during the team activities and discussion but also the team’s reaction to it. The
small size of the VR camera and 360 recording angle doesn’t disturb a group discussion and doesn’t disrupt an indi-
vidual because “they are on camera”. Nobody knows what the viewer might choose to see in the recording.
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As the next step in this coaching approach, similar situations to the ones observed in the video were staged so that
the coachees could once again observe and experience their behavior. These stage simulations are similar to an Es-
cape room exercise where participants don’t know what to expect next. After a few recordings of these immersive
situations, the coachees said that the VR viewing increased awareness of their own role in the team’s activities and
discussions. They also said that Product Owners started to use new collaboration and communication tools and tech-
niques and found the coaching to be very helpful in the daily work with the teams.

The total cost of the hardware and software was approximately $700. Given the low cost and the relatively little skill
needed to operate the equipment, we expect this practice to grow.

What will happen

We believe that online technology and virtual reality in particular will have a disruptive effect on agile online tech-
nology and coaching in the coming three to five years.

We make the following predictions with 90% confidence:

o Prediction: By June 30, 2019 thousands of people will have participated in agile activities in virtual reality
(e.g., story mapping or an online conference).

e Prediction: By the end of 2019 thousands of people will have taken an online agile course which they consider
to be excellent.

o Prediction: By the end of 2020, at least one large, credible agile/Scrum certification organization will be run-
ning agile/Scrum certification courses in virtual reality.

Adoption of online technology is lagging in the agile space in part because one of the Manifesto principles is, “The
most efficient and effective method of conveying information to and within a development team is face-to-face con-
versation.” The agile training community is highly biased towards face-to-face training. This allows online training
technology to focus in related fields, such as software development and design, so when it finally enters the agile
space it will already be a mature technology.

If you are currently working in the agile space, we urge you to prepare for this tectonic shift by upgrading your on-
line technology skills. Consider learning how to use online facilitation tools (such as IdeaBoardz), participating in
online agile user groups (such as the Agile Practitioners Online Special Interest Group), and experiencing virtual re-
ality and augmented reality.
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Why is psychological safety being ignored?
By John Dobbin

Posted on November 1, 2018

El Greco (Domenikos Theotokopoulos) - Laocotn

In one of the most extensive business research projects ever conducted, Project Aristotle, Google found, to their sur-
prise, that the number one driver of team performance is psychological safety.

This is a gift on a plate to organisations. Want to radically improve your performance? Then simply make psycho-
logical safety a priority.

The response ... crickets. My partner, Dr. Richard Claydon, and I talk to a lot of organisations about this. You'd ex-
pect it to be top of most senior executive's agendas. But, alas, it is not. Nowhere near it. Following are some of the
reasons why, in no particular order.

Little or no Understanding of Psychological Safety

Many executives simply don't know about it. They haven't read Laura Delizonna's article in Harvard Business Re-
view, they haven't seen Amy Edmondson's TED Salon talk on it, they missed the New York Times special feature,
and they haven't read Google's guidebooks on team effectiveness or any number of other articles on psychological
safety. Ignorance is bliss; but not an excuse.

It's Misperceived and Misunderstood

A number of articles have confused psychological safety with safe spaces and low accountability. Safe spaces are
places in which you go if you do not want to be confronted by ideas and opinions that are offensive to you. In psy-
chologically safe environments, you need to speak up. Although Amy Edmondson does identify a high psychologi-
cal safety / low accountability environment (she calls it the comfort zone), she makes clear that psychological safety
works in parallel with accountability. If there's high psychological safety and high accountability, it's a learning
zone. By the way, low psychological safety and high accountability? That's the anxiety zone.

"It's a fad"

Fads come and go all the time in business, and one should remain healthily skeptical. However, the depth of Project
Aristotle's research cannot be ignored: 2 years, 180 teams, double-blind interviews, and over 35 statistical models
analyzing hundreds of variables. The data and insights cannot be ignored by anyone who is serious about business
performance.
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"It's not for us"

Could be true. Amy Edmondson states that high psychological safety is only important in landscapes of uncertainty
and interdependency. For work which is straight-forward and can be done without relying on others then business-
as-usual might be fine. Or even better, replaceable by an Al.

Senior people don't want this spotlight on them

Quote from the HR department of a listed company about running a workshop on psychological safety: "We can't
put this forward. There are people at the top that will feel extremely threatened by this". So a public company can
not partake in profit-generating skill development because it may expose the toxicity of senior executives. Herein
lies a systemic problem. To paraphrase, "we know we are doing a bad thing but we don't want to look at it, don't
want to expose it, and don't want to treat it." It is not just one organisation saying this, we get variations of the same
sentiment a lot. An awful lot.

This is a board-level problem. Simply put, if a CEO is not committed to developing a company-wide competence
that will very likely improve organisational performance, then one that does should be found.

Superficial treatment

"7 (or 10, or 14) ways to create psychological safety in the workplace”, posted on the intranet, is not a solution. Or-
ganisations that have normalised toxicity have to reverse it. It will take time. It will require dedication and persever-
ance. It will produce casualties. But it will definitely produce results.

Inculcating psychological safety has a raft of obvious benefits:

e People, whom companies spend a fortune on for their skills and experience, will actually contribute to collec-
tive intelligence

Fear will be replaced with Seeking and generate better thinking, collaboration and innovation

Good people will stay, while those who rely on aggression will depart

The workplace will become more vibrant and alive, people will enjoy their work more

Employees won't take as much stress and anxiety home with them, they will become physically and mentally
healthier

How to get started:

1. Understand what it is and how to foster it. Read up. Go to courses.

2. Start with any team. Get buy-in. Enlist internal influencers. Spread the knowledge via the social network of the
organisation, face to face, action by action (we refer to this as "preparing the soil").

3. Identify blockers, those people who actively undermine safety. Either convert them, work around them, or get
rid of them.
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Understanding Agile Metrics

By Bob Ellis
Posted on October 11, 2018

An Agile transformation is intended to build new business capabilities- to get things done faster, to improve product
quality, to reduce risk, to improve predictability, and to improve productivity. Yet, many Agile transformations lack
any plan for measuring success. Executives supporting Agile transformation programs often become frustrated with
the lack of meaningful metrics. Meanwhile, practitioners debate the relevancy of metrics, often from a silo rather
than an end-to-end perspective. Months into the transformation, executives wonder whether the program even merits
continued funding. They struggle to pull together data after-the-fact. Because they didn’t have baseline measure-
ments from the start of the transformation, it is hard to demonstrate progress. Often, any data that is freely available
becomes the metric of focus.

So, how can you get started on the right track to measuring and proving the suc-
cess of your Agile transformation?

The primary outcomes of Agile transformations are apparent across three dimensions:

¢ Flow: Building value incrementally and quickly. This enables prioritized delivery and feedback, and highlights
impediments.

¢ Value: Building the right thing. This prioritizes "outcomes over outputs,” and delivers more with less.

e Quality: Building the thing right. "Built-in-quality" reduces rework and drives productivity.

Alignment across these three dimensions is critical, as is the alignment across all levels of the organization, from
team and program, all the way to portfolio management and strategy. While Agile derives speed and innovation
through the decentralization of decisions, some decisions must be centralized for the sake of alignment: strategy, vi-
sion, road map, and success measures across technology, product, and flow. The measurement of the abstract con-
cept of the successful alignment across these platforms can then be measured with tangible data.

FLOW: Building it Fast

"Velocity" is the most common metric, and it is the one most often abused beyond the Agile team. In other cases,
“feature percent complete” based on linked stories can also provide similarly misleading information rarely worth
the investment it takes to assemble.

A good measure is the "cumulative flow diagram" (CFD) of stories moving through states, which provides visibility
on cycle time, work-in-progress, velocity, and an estimated time required to complete the overall plan. A cumulative
flow diagram provides good feedback on flow and lack of flow, which is caused by impediments. The cycle time of
a user story from “in-progress” to “accepted” is another measure of flow. Six sigma practices can be used to identify
and reduce variation in cycle times and increase flow accordingly. Cumulative flow for features is another important
metric that most often highlights cross-team dependencies owning different components needed for delivery of a
feature. Cross-team dependency and solution integration impediments, highlighted by feature (or larger work item)
cumulative flow, can often be resolved by executives that own the end-to-end value delivery.

The best flow metrics will also include an element of employee engagement or employee happiness. When this met-
ric is trending the wrong way, soft skills and team emotional intelligence are needed to understand and resolve any
contributing issues. In this case, an examination of outliers often reveals the root cause of the real problem, rather
than a focus on averages.

Who is responsible for flow in an Agile transformation? The scrum master at the team level and those in the
facilitation role as we go up the organization, all the way to facilitation of strategy definition, Agile program
management, and governance. In SAFe®, these are the Release Train Engineers, the Solution Train Engineers,
and the Portfolio Management Team. In the Scrum at Scale Framework, this is the Executive Action Team
(EAT).
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VALUE: Building the Right Thing

Planning and reviewing, including a demonstration of working software, helps to manage the risk involved in execu-
tion and closes the “credibility gap” between IT and business. The frequency of this business and IT collaboration is
the primary indicator of whether the right thing is being built. Is there clear communication regarding vision, a road
map, a prioritized project backlog, and the purpose of the organization? Is there collaboration and alignment on busi-
ness value and the highest value release plan? Is there opportunity to review a draft of the release plan and an oppor-
tunity for the teams delivering the work to estimate and propose a final release plan? Does the culture validate the
hypothesis and assumptions with data from larger programs before going all-in on large investments?

A good practice for reinforcing collaboration and the measurement of distinct, relative business value is the Pro-
gram (value) Predictability Measure from SAFe®.1 Program-Value Predictability involves sponsoring executives
assigning a "business value score" during planning meetings for each longer-term business objective. This practice
provides the best proxy for business value - it is collaborated by business owners and it is done at the latest-possible
responsible moment. It is relative to the ratings of other business objectives, and it is used again upon delivery to
provide a plan vs actual score, which even accounts for changing business value between the plan date and deliver
date. This SAFe® metric uses the same basic construct as the Objectives and Key Results (OKR) measure from Sil-
icon Valley and Intel.2

Who is responsible for value in an Agile transformation? On the team level, the Product Owner (PO),
higher-level Product Manager, and higher-level business people. These people need to be aligned with the
sponsor(s) of the delivery organization. These can be owners of an operational value delivery stream such as
customer service or a product and marketing organization, or VPs and executives of the company. They must
make decisions that maximize short and long-term value delivery.

QUALITY: Building the Thing Right

Agile implemented properly has a pre-defined quality gate for each team, with the PO serving as a check and bal-
ance to accept stories and ensure that definition is followed. Demonstrated capacity is understood through many data
points of actual delivery. Additional quality gates downstream are in place to ensure the product is of customer qual-
ity before releasing to production. All the downstream, post-story-acceptance work is "technical debt," which in-
cludes bug fixes, running tests, fixing tests, release procedures, change control, including customer feedback, and
customer service costs. The ultimate vision is built-in -quality and complete elimination of technical debt. This is
only possible through a culture of collective ownership across Development and Operations.

A good quality metric is a count of defects post story-acceptance. A leading indicator of improved quality includes
the calculation of automated unit test coverage, feature test coverage, and non-functional test coverage. A good prac-
tice is that downstream defects are not only fixed, but also automated tests are promoted to earlier layers in the test
harness so that cycle time to detect such defects is shorter. The best predictive measures of quality improvement are
investment in telemetry of the integration and deployment pipeline. Tools in this space highlight the location of
major bottlenecks and problem areas, so that the development organization can target the most important area to im-
prove next.

Who is responsible for quality in an Agile organization? On the team level, the development team, the
higher-level system or solution architect, and the enterprise architect. Alignment on the technology strategy of
the overall organization provides guidance on emerging design formed by the development team that is doing
the work.

SUMMARY

Ironically, each of the best-practice Agile metrics are a measure of "flow of business value." Short feedback loops
are used to improve flow, value, and productivity. Many documented case studies indicate these are the best metrics
to guide successful management of a complex business system in a fast-changing environment.

Want to learn more about how to measure your Agile success?

See Our Agile Resources
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Leadership Lessons for Creating High-Performing Scrum Teams

After analyzing the traits that make a great team captain, we take a look at how these qualities apply to
Scrum leadership.

By Ron Eringa
Posted on September 28, 2018

This is the last in a series of 3 blogs presenting the result of an interesting research study from Sam Walker.
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Walker discovered that the most successful sports teams that ever existed all shared one single element: they all had
a team captain with 7 overlapping traits that made them extremely successful. In this blog, we will explore what
Agile Leaders can learn from these extremely successful team captains.

6 Lessons to Learn from Elite Team Captains

The Scrum Master role has a lot of overlap with the team captains from Walker's research.
Another overlap with Walker's research is the role of the sports coach: the Agile Leader, responsible for the Scrum
Teams.

So, what lessons can Agile Leaders or Scrum Masters learn from these sports teams?

Lesson 1: Scrum Masters Make the Difference Between Good and Great Teams
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Walker's research proves that having an inside Leader (or team captain) is the most important factor in making a
team successful.

It wasn't strategy, management, money, or superstar talent that made the difference: 106 Teams had similar charac-
teristics but all ended second place (the so-called Tier 2 teams). It was the presence of a Leader, fighting on the bat-
tlefield with the team, who made the difference between good and great.

In Scrum, it is the Scrum Master role who has most overlap with the captains from Walker's research.
In times of high pressure and when things get rough, the Scrum Master is the leader, working with the team from the

trenches. For this reason, he will have the most impact on the teams' performance. No coach, manager or process can
help a team better in these circumstances than the Scrum Master.
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Lesson 2: Agile Leaders Enable Scrum Masters to Lead

Many Scrum Masters I encounter, only take up day-to-day routine tasks (such as hosting Scrum events and planning
meetings), because their manager handles all leadership-related work.

The Tier 1 captains in Walker's research proved that their Leadership was most effective because they were part of
the team. The duty of their coach was to create an environment that allowed this to happen.

An Agile Leader should help Scrum Masters to develop the character traits of a Tier 1 captain, so Scrum Masters
can also become Agile Leaders. While some Scrum Masters might have a natural talent to lead, some will develop
these talents along the way. The challenge for the Agile Leader is to understand when to delegate these responsibili-
ties, once the Scrum Master becomes more mature.

Alex Ferguson, the legendary coach of Manchester United once said: "As hard as I worked on my own leadership
skills, and as much as I tried to influence every aspect of United's success on the field, at kickoff on match day
things moved beyond my control."

Lesson 3: Scrum Masters are Servant Leaders
0

We have come to expect that the best leaders are often those with:

Exceptional talent
Mesmerizing characters
High market-value
Superstar egos

e o o o

The evidence Walker presents (the best team captains are Servant Leaders), proves that this is a distorted picture.

Many Scrum implementations I have seen reflect that same distortion. We often think that Scrum Masters are highly
technical superheroes that follow orders from an even greater hero-leader. As a result Scrum Masters are often se-
lected for their technical skills and their superhero status.

The most effective Scrum Masters I encountered had the character traits that Walker found in his research.

Walker's research proves that Scrum Masters do not have to be superstar heroes with deep technical skills. Instead,
they should be humble, have a relentless drive to learn and play to win. While doing this, they should support team
members in growing and becoming technical experts.

Lesson 4: Agile Leaders Are Also Servant Leaders

oG toes
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Walker could not find any evidence that the sports coaches (the equivalent of the Agile Leader) of the Tier 1 teams
had a direct impact on their success. With regard to the contribution of the coach, his research led Walker to a num-
ber of conclusions:

The coaches were not prizewinning strategists

Most were not inspirational figures

The coaches did not have a big impact on a player's performance

Changing coaches had either no or a low impact (many of the Tier 1 teams coaches came and left during the
bursts of success)

¢ There were no real unifying principles/character traits like with the teams' captains

What these coaches did have in common:

o They gave their captains the room to be a leader for their team
e They all enjoyed close and contentious relationships with their captains
o They all had been decorated captains before moving to their management position

This allowed them to understand what makes a good captain and identify the perfect person to lead the players.

All coaches of the Tier 1 teams understood that to achieve great success, they needed a player on the field who could
serve as their proxy.

The consequence of delegating Leadership to a Scrum Master is that the role of the traditional manager will change.
The focus of an Agile Leader might be different, but the roles and required skills/character traits have a lot of simi-

larities.

True Agile Leaders are also Servant Leaders. They work closely together with the Scrum Masters and dare to step
aside, once the game is on.

Lesson 5: Agile Leaders Create a Learning Environment

Walker's research shows us that being a great leader is not (always) genetically determined, it can be learned. All
Tier 1 captains started off with having early struggles in their captaincy. These struggles lead to a breakthrough mo-
ment that left no doubt about their desire to win. As a result they focused, worked hard and pushed themselves and
others to keep learning.

Coaches and managers of Agile teams need to create an environment where it's safe to fail and where people get
enough opportunity to learn from their mistakes.

It is the Scrum Master's job to show the team how to be persistent in reaching their goals and learn from their mis-
takes.
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Lesson 6: Positive Dissent Is Essential

Scrum uses closed feedback loops as a mechanism to continuously improve, eliminate waste and create incremental
value. All Tier 1 captains from Walker's research understood that their teams needed positive dissent in order to
make such a feedback loop work.

Like the captains in Tier 1, a Scrum Master needs to create an atmosphere in his team where conflicts are not driven
by egos, but by the will to win.
To achieve such an atmosphere, a Scrum Master needs to act on the edge of the status quo.

To be excellent, it is sometimes necessary to challenge existing processes, bad decisions, or test the limits of existing
rules.

Conclusion

One of the biggest struggles in becoming a true Agile Leader is to delegate responsibility. Walker's research shows
that Leaders who are able to delegate these responsibilities to their Scrum Masters, create the most successful teams.
If the Agile Leader and the Scrum Master work closely together, they can achieve amazing things!

Did you become curious about the role of the Agile leader? Come and experience it in my Professional Agile Lead-
ership (PAL-E) training!
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What All Great Teams Practice

By Mackenize Fogelson

Posted on October 26, 2018

4 -
The way we do anything is
the way we do everything. 9

MAITILA BOCK

Ways of doing are the actions your team and organization operationalize so you can work in new, adaptive ways.
Ways of doing include things that change your systems — how you budget, plan, allocate resources, determine com-
pensation, or give feedback, for example. It can also be things like how you meet, communicate, prioritize, craft
your vision, or develop and disseminate strategy.

Ways of being ar