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In recent years, we’ve witnessed the beginning of a massive transformation of the  
world of work. The Agile mindset, first described in 2001, has grown far beyond its  
original scope, and the stories in this issue of AgileVox demonstrate Agile’s power in 
organizations and agencies of all types all across the world.

In Singapore, Agile is influencing government operations and helping bureaucracies overcome their traditional 
reputations as slow-moving and wasteful. As a result, the government there is driving countless innovations,  
including one that has streamlined emergency response and is already credited with saving lives.

In Minnesota, Target, one of the biggest companies in the world, has built an immersive Agile experience.  
In a few short years, Target’s Dojo has grown and multiplied well beyond the information technology teams it  
was originally designed to support. Now it’s influencing human relations, marketing, and other staff within Target 
as it becomes “an engine powering change.”

In the United Kingdom, social entrepreneurs at Acorn Aspirations are using Agile principles and techniques to 
inspire and train the next generation of business leaders — meanwhile showing the education system the  
importance of being more Agile in adapting curricula to reflect changing times. 

In all of these stories, we see that in the real world, people are using a variety of Agile methods to achieve their 
goals. Practitioners in Singapore cite at least four Agile methods — one of which is Scrum — that they’re using to 
deliver services. Target has implemented a combination of principles, tools, and practices. Acorn Aspirations uses 
a Scrum framework for its hackathons but has adapted it to be more accessible to the younger audience.

The people on the front lines of Agile innovation are pushing the boundaries of its application. They are thinking 
outside the box to find new ways to apply Agile principles to all kinds of work. 

While the Agile Manifesto itself just turned 16 years old, many of these initiatives are even younger. The past few 
years have been an exciting time for the Agile community. The outlook for the next few years is even more  
exciting and invigorating as we envision the potential for Agile’s influence by 2020 and beyond, and Scrum  
Alliance’s leading role in making that vision a reality.

--
Eugene Bounds
2017 Board Chair
Scrum Alliance

The theme of this edition of AgileVox is worldwide Agile mindset  
transformation. As we see in the stories of Target, Singapore’s GovTech,  
and Acorn Aspirations, the Agile mindset can be transformational across  
borders, industries, and practices.

We have seen time and again that the Agile mindset creates better results  
for organizations, better experiences for customers, and better work  
environments for employees — historically in information technology, but now 
increasingly throughout organizations.

While the why is clear, the how often isn’t. That’s why we’ve dedicated this issue to taking a deep look at the 
changing landscape of Agile. 

We start with Singapore, where the government is partnering with Agile providers to make the country  
a 21st-century hub of technological innovation. Steven Koh, the assistant director of product design and  
development with Singapore’s GovTech Government Digital Services division, observed something I’ve heard 
from countless people in our community: Many who are new to Agile mistakenly expect it to work “right out of 
the box.” But Koh is correct that there is no “Agile pixie dust.”

As Agile’s influence grows, Scrum Alliance has a significant responsibility — as the world’s strongest network  
of trainers and coaches, and as the educational and motivational clearinghouse for more than half a million  
practitioners — to help people adopt it. As Agile’s use evolves, we must reassess our vision of what it means to 
be an Agile coach, trainer, or practitioner, and of what Scrum Alliance’s role is in fostering a growing and  
increasingly diverse community. 

Much of this work is happening internally, as Scrum Alliance works to engage the community effectively and 
strengthen its own Agile practices through additional coaching. You’ll see the fruits of this labor throughout  
2017 as we continue to make progress on expanded certification pathways that reflect our vision of Agile as  
a career-long journey, and on building a scaling framework strategy.

Our number-one priority is to make Scrum Alliance an organization that can rapidly execute, evolve, and perfect 
the many exciting initiatives we’re tackling to stay ahead of Agile’s growth and continue to equip members of our 
community with the tools and expertise they need to transform the world of work. 

--
Lisa Hershman
Interim CEO
Scrum Alliance 

Pushing the Boundaries of
Agile Application

POSITIONING SCRUM ALLIANCE
®

TO FUEL AGILE MINDSET  
TRANSFORMATION
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When visitors first look around the buzzing hive in  
Target’s campus known as the Dojo, there are two 
things they can’t miss. First, whiteboards are  
everywhere and the energy is contagious; this  
is a place and time set aside for intense  
collaborative effort. Second, these folks are very,  
very busy, and they’re unmistakably excited about 
what they’re doing. 

What exactly is the Dojo? It’s a dedicated space  
where teams from all over the company come for  

a dedicated six weeks of intensive skills building. 
Think of it as an incubator on steroids — the ultimate 
testing ground for teams learning DevOps in the most 
hands-on way possible. 

Initially launched with three teams, the Dojo has now 
grown to house 12 teams at a time, all working  
alongside each other in separate pods. Even more 
recently, both Target’s Brooklyn Park, MN office and 
its Bangalore office added three-team Dojos, bringing 
the total of teams in training to 18.

enter the  

Target introduces an innovative Agile training ground for its employees

DOJO
by Melanie Haiken
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“When we give tours of the Dojo, we say it’s a place 
where you can learn to practice a master craft, like  
Mr. Miyagi in The Karate Kid,” says Brent Nelson,  
Operations Analyst. “We provide an immersive  
hyper-paced learning experience that’s not like  
anything else.”

How it all started

The Dojo is just one piece — though an important  
one — of a much larger rethinking that began more 
than two years ago to transform Target’s  
organizational culture. Motivated by an urgent  
need to transition from project- to product-based 
management, the company undertook to introduce  
a combination of Lean, Agile, and DevOps principles, 
tools, and practices. 

“Under the project-based approach, engineers and 
team members were assigned to multiple projects 
that could run a year, even two years, and when they 
finished they would move on to next project, so there 
was no accountability after the build team was done,” 
says Stacie Peterson, senior director of Agile practices  
and Dojo. “Another problem was that we had 800  
projects going on at same time, way too many even 
for a company this large. The decision to shift to  
a product model meant we could have 80 products 
going at one time, greatly increasing our ability to 
prioritize and focus on the highest value priorities  
for Target and build them faster.”

Nelson also points to Target’s desire to bring things 
in-house as a major factor in creating the Dojo.  
“Target, like many other companies throughout the 
2000s and 2010s, did a lot of outsourcing and we 
made a strategic decision to start bringing more of 
that work to core teams, and flip the ratio of teams to  
contractors,” Nelson says. And to do that, they  
needed to “build new muscle” among the engineers. 
“We decided to do that by creating an immersive 
environment to skill up, and we needed to do it across 
a broad array of people,” adds Nelson. “And that 
meant bringing in an entire team at once.” 

Launched in the Spring of 2015, the Dojo was initially 
focused on IT teams, but increasingly serves other 

areas of the company as well; recently teams from HR 
and Marketing have been among those trained. While 
it was originally seen as part of the support structure 
for the Agile transformation, the Dojo has proved  
to be more of an engine powering change, says  
Nelson. “Not only does the Dojo help teams to  
build engineering acumen and deliver technology  
solutions, it also has served to accelerate the  
cultural transformation of the organization.”

The decision to Dojo

It all starts with an intake form, in which a team  
explains who they are, what area of the company 
they’re from, and what work they’d like to do.  
That gets them into the Dojo’s backlog, which is  
currently booked out about six months. A quick  
follow-up consultation covers what the Dojo is about 
and what to expect.

“We explain that it’s about learning to do things in  
a different way, more effectively, but not necessarily 
faster,” says Christopher Schwartz, lead Agile coach. 
“It’s about getting new tools in the tool set, and it 
might lead to speed in the end, but that’s just one 
potential benefit.”

“By means of a hyper sprint, we’re providing teams 
with the ability to build muscle memories over the 
course of a six-week period, during which they can 
get as many as 12 sprints completed,” Nelson says. 
“When they transition back to the work environment 
and it’s time to do sprint planning and story writing, 
they know what that means.”

The coaches work with the team to pick a start date, 
lay out the goals they want to accomplish, and  
discuss the measures that would be most useful.  
They explain that everyone on the team has to be 
fully dedicated during the core hours and do some 
team-building events. 

About three weeks before the team enters the Dojo 
experience, they do a chartering exercise designed 
to both explain what the Dojo is and to make sure the 
team is a good match for the process. “We talk about 
who is the community involved, who is the product 
for, and who are the stakeholders?” Schwartz says.

We provide an immersive  
hyper-paced learning 

 experience that’s  
not like anything  

else.
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“Then we do some skills matrixing to make sure we 
have the right skill set on the team. We want to  
make sure we’re going to be able to help them on 
their journey.” 

A day in the life of the Dojo

From Day One in the Dojo it’s go, go, go. “Teams 
don’t come in here to do a training lab scenario; they 
come in here with their backlog and bring in what 
they’re actually working on,” says Schwartz. 

Working with a coach, the team maps out that  
backlog, sets goals and decide on specifically how  
to measure achievement. “They may end up working 
on one thing or five things, but we map out what  
work we think we can get done, decide on what 
minimally viable product we want to create that will 
show function and how do we iteratively add value,” 
Schwartz says.

The structure is carefully planned, with two sprints  
a week starting with demos on Mondays and  
Wednesdays. “Everything we do in the Dojo is very 
prescriptive. We do it in a certain way to facilitate 
learning,” says Schwartz.

The Dojo’s sprint structure teaches teams to work in 
incremental fashion and break down work into small 
chunks, something many of them need help with, 

The Dojo is  
just one piece —

though an  
important one — 
of a much larger  

rethinking that  
began more than  

three years ago to  
transform Target’s  

organizational culture.

http://www.scrumalliance.org/executive-forum
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Nelson says. “We ask teams ‘How can you get the 
feedback from the client in the fastest way possible?’ 
When you’re building it incrementally and demoing 
twice a week, you know you’re on the right path and 
that feature is exactly what the customer wanted.”

The result, says Peterson, is almost instantly visible 
in speed. “Just looking at the time savings from an 
engineering perspective, something that would have 
required a work order and months to build can now 
be done in half a day. That’s modern engineering at  
its best.”

But speed is not the only concern. Teams are taught 
to grade progress according to four measures: 
Value, Speed, Quality, and Happiness, says Peterson. 
Moreover, each of the four is considered in relation  
to the others. “Is value going up as well as speed,  
or is quality going down as speed goes up?” she  
says. “These four quadrant measures help to  
balance each other, so we don’t want to neglect one 
of these while pursuing another.” As for happiness,  
it must be measured for all involved. “Is the guest 
happy? Is the team happy? It can’t just be one or  
the other.” 

Learning by example

So how does the Dojo actually work? Let’s take the  
example of a 15-person team that spent November 
and December 2016 in the Dojo focused on  
modernizing the stores’ replenishment system.  
This is the system that manages all Target products 
that pass through the stores, tracking stock from  
when it hits the doors to when it goes home with  
a customer, including multiple transitions from truck  
to backroom to shelf to checkout. 

The team’s goal was to update the system to be more 
flexible and adaptable by implementing a continuous 
integration pipeline. Even before the end of the six 
weeks, results were impressive. 

“Where previously it would take anywhere from  
five to 16 teams to go through and build and  
configure the server that they do these applications 
on, they can now do that in under an hour,” says 
Schwartz. “That’s allowing them to rapidly deploy  
and test their product and get feedback from  
the customer — the stores — and keep  
continuously improving.”

In the Dojo, teams also learn how to troubleshoot 
issues on the fly without losing momentum. In another 
recent success story, a team responsible for resolving 
and remedying issues with item descriptions on  
Target.com created a new dashboard that allows 
them to see the flow of data coming from vendors, 
thus managing volume spikes and issues. When an 
issue with the new tools arose during their time in the 
Dojo, the team resolved it within a matter of minutes, 
whereas previously it would have been subject to  
a seven-hour backlog.

But this part of the process, known as the Challenge, 
is only half of what makes the Dojo so effective.  
The other area, known as the Practice, houses  
permanent core teams that serve as reservoirs of  
experience. “These are teams that are developing  
the practices and technologies the other teams  
are learning,” Schwartz says. “They’re experts in  
a certain product or tool who can be on standby  
for when challenge teams need help to get over  
a roadblock.” The result, says Schwartz, is  
“a holistic sharing environment.” 

The practice coaches spot and help the team add 
missing skills so they have the full tool set needed 
to function with full independence. “One team has 
control of the entire path, they’re not handing it off 
to other teams, so they need to understand all those 
practices and technologies that they previously had 
across teams,” Schwartz says. “But when we start in 
the Dojo, one team might be missing one or two  
skills sets, another team might be missing six, so  
that’s where we leverage our coaches to instill all  
the skill sets.”

All aboard the Agile train

Another important function of the Dojo is to head off 
one of the most common Agile pitfalls by involving 
product management in DevOps training right  
alongside their teams. “We want to make sure they’re 
not becoming roadblocks by accident, so we make 
sure the training includes plenty of interaction  
between the team and product owner, and between 
team and direct manager,” says Schwartz.

“We get management on the same speed by having 
them come down to the Dojo with the team at the 

http://Target.com
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beginning,” Schwartz says. “Some stay for the whole 
project and work with the teams day in and day out, 
others come in and out, but it’s important they watch 
the team work and see what they’re delivering.”

Managers are invited to demos twice a week and to 
the completion celebration at the end of the Dojo. 
“We usually see all levels of management coming 
down and showing support,” Schwartz says.

And when needed, multiple teams aligned on  
a product can be co-trained even if they’re not in the 
same location or not on exactly the same schedule, 
explains Schwartz. “For instance, I started a team  
today and then in two weeks we’ll start two new 
teams that are part of same product, and then we  
will start two in Bangalore, so effectively we will  
have five teams, all on same page, learning the  
same concepts.”

Looking Forward to a Busy Future

With the main Brooklyn Park Dojo booked out at  
12-team capacity until May 2017 and the additional
Dojos also booked out with three teams each, it’s 
clear the Dojo concept is a success. More than 70 
teams have now come through the Dojo to date. 

The Dojo has won accolades both within and without 
the company. Calling it “Probably the best space we 
have in technology,” CIO and chief digital officer  
Mike McNamara told Forbes: “The energy is  
magnificent. Having 20 teams who are working  
together to create something is fabulous.” 

Meanwhile, other companies are knocking on the 
door, asking to tour the Dojo with an eye to copying 
the concept. Asked about the most common  
reaction from visitors during these tours, Schwartz 
says: “People think this is one of the most innovative 
things they’ve seen in years. Basically they want to 
buy up the Dojo and take it home with them.”

Jim “Murph” Murphy — a self-described Kansas farm 
boy and former Toshiba copy machine salesman — 
had an epiphany as he slid into the cockpit of an F-15 
fighter jet for his first solo flight in 1989. 

“I thought, ‘I can’t believe a guy like me … is in this 
seat right now,” Murphy told a reporter for The  
Sentinel-News of Shelby County, Kansas, in 2012.  
“It wasn't my ability to grasp complicated concepts  
or outmaneuver the competition. It was the U.S.  
military's ability to cultivate singleness of mind,  
aligning hundreds of thousands of individuals  
around a single objective in the most challenging 
environments known to man.”

Murphy became a flight instructor for the US Air 
Force, logging more than 4,500 flight hours in 
high-performance aircraft. But that early “a-ha”  
moment left a deep impression, inspiring him to 

found Afterburner, Inc., in 1996. The Atlanta-based 
company’s mission: Helping civilian business clients 
deploy a military-inspired, Agile-friendly brand of 
disciplined goal-setting and highly effective teamwork 
called the Flawless Execution Model. 

Discipline is the soul of an army

In 21 years, Afterburner’s crew of former fighter  
pilots, Navy SEALS, and other military elite have 
brought that battlefield-to-business gospel to  
more than 300 companies, including Fortune 500  
notables Mattel, Pfizer, Bank of America, PepsiCo, 
Home Depot, Wells Fargo and Deloitte, as well as 
Silicon Valley software giant VMware. Even the  
NFL’s New York Giants have benefited from the  
Afterburner philosophy (former coach Tom  
Coughlin credits the team’s 2012 Super Bowl win  
to Afterburner’s strategies.1)   

The  
Front Lines  
of Agile
Atlanta-based business consultancy Afterburner leverages military  
experience and an Agile mindset to accomplish its mission

by Sari Harrar

1 http://thecomeback.com/thisgivensunday/2013-articles/biz-blitz-nfl-s-warrior-culture-could-learn-something-from-america-s-military.html

http://thecomeback.com/thisgivensunday/2013-articles/biz-blitz-nfl-s-warrior-culture-could-learn-something-from-america-s-military.html


87%*

 

HAPPY EMPLOYEES = HIGHER RETENTION
Connecting Agile organizations with qualified, passionate Agile professionals

FREE for Job Seekers
30% off Job Postings for Employers HIREAGILE30

Visit
AgileCareers.com

say Scrum  
improves teams’ 
quality of work life

*2015 State of Scrum Report Photo: Executive Consultant David "Finch" Guenthner Spring 2017  |  AgileVox  |  17

Flawless Execution combines a sort of stripped-down 
Scrum with an urgent, mission-critical focus on, well, 
staying focused. “I break it down to two key things: 
Inspired alignment and disciplined execution,” says 
Afterburner President Joel “Thor” Neeb, a former 
F-15 Mission Commander for the U.S. Air Force. “Both 
have their roots in the military. As a flight instructor, I 
can’t ask people to fly faster than the speed of sound 
— sometimes upside-down with just a few inches of  
air space and a piece of glass separating them from  
a five-mile fall — unless they have a sense of alignment: 
a sense of trust in the team and the training process 
and the meaning of the mission. People want an  
inspiring vision of success in business, too.” 

Military panache and a “Top Gun” vibe infuse the 
company’s seminars, workshops, and keynote speeches. 
Like Neeb, Afterburner’s staff all have significant 
business backgrounds as well as track records in elite 
military units that also include the Army Rangers and 
Special Ops. Almost everyone’s got a military-style 
moniker; there’s Lips, Doc, Jackie-O and Gusto, in 
addition to Murph and Thor, for example. 

It doesn’t end there. Afterburner presenters often 
don olive-green flight suits on the job. Courtesy of 

heart-pounding audiovisuals, jets scream through the 
sky while heavy metal music pounds at some of  
Afterburner’s most dramatic motivational sessions. 

“It’s definitely the sizzle. Fun and exciting,” Neeb 
notes. “But it turns out that the military excitement is 
one of the most important pieces of our business, the 
thing that differentiates us from the pack. We inspire 
passion in the business teams we work with. We help 
them set exciting goals they can really get behind.  
It’s more than a process on a piece of paper.”

Flawless Execution: Simplicity Beats  
Complexity  

At the heart of Afterburner’s approach is the four-step 
Flawless Execution Process: Plan. Brief. Execute. Debrief. 
“It’s exactly the same concepts used in every mission I 
flew,” Neeb says. “Nobody broke it down in quite that 
way, it was just our culture handed down for decades. We 
at Afterburner took those rituals and extracted a core 
checklist that works extremely well in a fast-changing 
and competitive business environment.”
 
If it sounds like the planning, daily Scrums, reviews, 
and retrospectives of Scrum, you get a gold star. 

http://AgileCareers.com
http://agilecareers.com/?site_id=22059
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“Flawless Execution is more nimble and streamlined 
than other Agile methodologies, but it’s also very  
similar,” explains Afterburner executive consultant 
Tom Friend, CSM®, CSP®, retired from a 24-year  
career in the military. “It allows teams and corporations 
to adapt, to truly be Agile as circumstances change so 
they can thrive in today’s unpredictable and complex 
world. Unlike Scrum, there are just two roles: the  
team and a leader who acts as Scrum Master and 
product owner.” 

The military angle gives Flawless Execution a “let’s 
get out there and do this” sense of practicality and 
urgency. To accomplish this, Afterburner establishes 
an inspiring, meaningful target that goes beyond raw 
numbers. As Neeb describes it, the model begins 
when leaders chart their course by determining their 
“high-definition destination.” 

“I’ve worked with firms that say the goal is 4 percent 
higher revenue. The bottom line is what counts, but 
teams need destinations that you can see and feel — 
what will the champagne taste like in the locker room 
after you win the Super Bowl? What will your team be 
like? That creates passion and buy-in,” says Neeb.
This vision quest is vital, but teams are encouraged  

to move from dreaming to doing without dallying.  
“It’s important to pivot quickly from developing that  
inspiration to executing it in a well-defined way. 
That’s part of the agility of our approach,” Neeb says. 
“There’s a window of time when people feel inspired 
and energized. If you delay and get stuck in endless 
meetings with people pontificating about where 
things are headed, teams can lose steam.”

During the execution phase of the process, teams 
work to sidestep “task saturation” much as fighter 
pilots do. “Task saturation is when there are too many 
things to do in not enough time,” says Neeb. “In  
a jet, you can’t pay attention to all 350 controls in the  
cockpit; you focus on just a few. That’s why we can 
fly in formation just three feet apart. In the Flawless 
Execution model, leaders determine what the focus 
should be and what the team doesn’t have to pay 
attention to. This gets results.”

Mirroring the sprint retrospective in Scrum, Afterburner  
utilizes the debriefing as another essential ritual. “In the 
military, people leave their name tags and rank patches  
at the door. Debriefings are nameless and rankless  
because the focus is on what can be improved about 
the mission for next time, Neeb states. 

“This is one of the toughest aspects of Flawless  
Execution for some companies to adopt. It has to  
start with the leader giving an honest assessment  
of where he or she can improve, then opening the 
floor to everyone else and waiting patiently through 
the first uncomfortable 30 seconds when no one 
wants to speak up. If you do that, you get to a point 
where team members really want to contribute to the  
conversation. It’s worth it. You need everyone’s input 
to make the next mission better and to develop  
a committed, passionate team.” 

Helping veterans transition

But Afterburner has another side. The company  
conducts military transition seminars for veterans on  
the cusp of moving from active service into civilian  
careers. Daylong sessions are conducted on bases 
across the U.S. by veterans who’ve been through the 
process themselves — including Tom Friend. 

“I have a passion to help veterans who are transitioning 
from the military into the civilian workforce,” Friend 
says. “Few people are aware that an estimated 
250,000 soldiers, airmen, and sailors leave the military 
every year and have to transition back to civilian life. 

For the next five years, that number could increase to 
340,000 annually. Veterans are incredibly skilled and 
motivated. In addition, employers don’t always realize 
they come with additional benefits, such as coverage 
of relocation costs for transitioning veterans for up  
to a year.”

Military experience gives vets an edge in Agile  
workplaces, says Friend, who is also developing  
a program called Troops to Scrum. “Training and 
experience in daily leadership, fierce goal orientation, 
paying attention to detail as well as to the big picture, 
being a team player and the ability to work confidently 
and creatively under pressure are skills that directly 
translate in the workplace,” he notes.  

“The trend goes two ways. The military has inspired 
Agile ideas that are used in business today [See page 
20]. And techniques are being taken back inside to  
improve readiness.”
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“DoD Goes Agile”

“Making Agile Mandatory at Department of Defense”

“DOD has Made It Illegal to Do Waterfall.” 

In 2010, the fine print in section 804 of the National  
Defense Authorization Act made headlines and sent 
ripples through the military IT world, the civilian Agile 
communities, and the media. 

The news: The mammoth U.S. Department of Defense 
was launching an IT modernization campaign based 
on classic pillars of Agile including “early and continual 
involvement of the user,” “multiple, rapidly-executed 
increments” and “early, successive prototyping.”

It was a seemingly great leap forward into contemporary 
trends for software development and acquisition within 
the military. Yet Agile concepts have been popping up 
on battlefields and in military strategy for hundreds — if 
not thousands — of years, says Tom Friend, CSM, CSP,  
a retired officer whose military career included stints  
as both a Navy and Air Force commissioned officer.  
A consultant with Afterburner, Inc., he is currently  
a Scrum Team coach and consultant at Duke Energy in  
Charlotte, NC. 

“Ancient Chinese strategies of war. Prussian army theory. 
The stunning success of US fighter pilots in the Korean 
War. Military leaders have used frameworks and  
processes that look a lot like today’s Agile and Scrum  
to achieve success for a very long time,” Friend says. 

He has firsthand experience. “I first got involved with 
Agile and Scrum through extreme programming in  

a call center environment and could see the value very 
quickly,” he says. “I then applied Agile concepts in the 
military reserves. “I used a Scrum framework to take an 
Air National Guard squadron at the 145th Air Wing  
in Charlotte from 16 percent to 98 percent readiness in 
15 months,” he notes. “We were shipped to a classified 
location in the Middle East in 2008-2009. Readiness 
involved dealing with a backlog that included equipment, 
training, passports, visas, medical care — everything you 
can think of. We went from a non-combat-capable unit  
to a combat-capable unit and we did it through daily 
stand-ups, prioritizing the backlog, removing  
impediments, ensuring that people weren’t duplicating 
the same work. Later, I used Scrum in Iraq to coordinate 
ground and air forces for combat. My sector was  
seven times more effective than any other. That’s  
very powerful.”
 

There are plenty of intersections between Agile and the 
military, he says. Some examples:  

History, ancient and modern: Flexibility and constant 
re-evaluation have been prized by military strategists for 
a long time, Friend notes. In 512 BC, Chinese strategist 
Sun Tzu wrote about agility in the influential The Art  
of War: “Be extremely subtle, even to the point of  
formlessness. Be extremely mysterious, even to the point 
of soundlessness. Thereby you can be the director of  
the opponent's fate.” In 1832, Prussian general Carl  
von Clausewitz championed iterative learning and 
change when he noted in his book On War that “our  
determinations continue to be assailed incessantly by 
fresh experience; and the mind, if we may use the  
expression, must always be under arms.” 
 
The Korean War’s MiG Alley: US Air Force fighter pilot 
Col. John Boyd developed a widely-used “decision 
cycle” called the OODA Loop (short for Observe, Orient, 
Decide, Act) after watching American F-86 Sabres prevail 
over Korean MiG-15s in dogfights over northwestern 
Korea. The loop was later used in other fields where 
beating an adversary was paramount, such as business, 
sports, and engineering.

Sand tables, debriefings and the MDMP: “MDMP — 
the Military Decision-Making Process — is designed  
to quickly develop flexible, tactically sound and  
synchronized plans that increase likelihood for mission 
success. At its best, it’s lean, quick and nimble like  
Agile,” Friend says. Pieces of the process would be  
instantly familiar to Scrum practitioners, he adds. “The 
sand table used to develop strategy is like the story 
board. Mission briefings are like daily stand-ups.  
Debriefings after a mission are like retrospectives.”

Agile       Militaryand  
the by Sari Harrar
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AGILE
f o r  t h e 
PEOPLE
Agile and public-private  
partnerships bring Smart Nation 
technology to Singapore 

by Eils Lotozo

In 2014, the government of Singapore announced the Smart Nation initiative — an 
ambitious, comprehensive campaign to make the country a 21st-century hub of 
technological innovation. For the leaders of the initiative, the gauge of “smartness” 
(according to the Smart Nation website https://www.smartnation.sg) isn’t how much 
advanced technology the country adopts. Rather, it’s how well it uses technology “to 
solve its problems and address existential challenges.”

https://www.smartnation.sg
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That’s a tall order. Playing a key role in helping to  
realize the Smart Nation goal is Singapore’s  
Government Technology Agency (better known as 
GovTech), which develops technological solutions  
for gathering and sharing data and for delivering  
services more efficiently. GovTech was created by  
the country’s Infocomm Development Authority (IDA) 
a decade ago, in a reorganization aimed at addressing 
the rapidly changing tech landscape. 

Partnering with the Ministry of Finance, for example, 
GovTech is working to extend the use of a personal 
data platform called MyInfo to simplify citizens’  
interactions with banks. With the Ministry of  
Education, the agency is testing Parents Gateway,  
a new digital platform that will streamline the way 
families can pay school fees and sign consent  
forms. And in October, GovTech helped launch  
CorpPass, which allows businesses and nonprofit  
organizations to transact more easily with government 
agencies online. 

These innovations aren’t all being crafted in-house. 
Instead, GovTech is increasingly partnering with Agile 
providers to create apps and software that streamline 
access to information and services.

“We believe in using technology to improve the lives 
of our citizens,” says Steven Koh, who is helping to 
encourage Agile adoption. Koh is the assistant  
director of product design and development with 
GovTech’s GDS (Government Digital Services)  
division. A specialized team of about 130 staffers, 
Digital Services works out of a 13,000-square-foot 
facility called Hive that is housed at Sandcrawler,  
a building owned by Star Wars creator George Lucas 
and located in the Fusionopolis area — Singapore’s 
equivalent of Silicon Valley. 

Building the Hive mind

The bright, ultra-modern Hive boasts floor-to-ceiling 
windows and a lab outfitted with sensors for testing 
user experience, and it has a mix of open spaces, 
team areas, and private spaces to support different 
stages of development work. “We use Agile  
methods  —  Kanban, XP, Scrum, and LeSS  —  to deliver 
digital services,” says Koh, who was one of the first 
few in Singapore to become a Certified ScrumMaster®. 
“Being located at Hive allows us to have a very  
innovative collaborative culture.”

Housed at Hive are several “tribes” (“We are  
organized like Spotify,” says Koh), each made up of 
cross-functional squads of no more than 10 members.
There is a design thinking tribe, an emerging tech 

tribe (among their projects: a self-driving wheelchair), 
an application infrastructure tribe and an Agile and 
engineering tribe, which Koh leads. 

Koh worked in the private sector for years before 
joining GovTech (he was first introduced to Agile more 
than a decade ago while working in Austin, Texas).  
He observes that maintaining an Agile philosophy and 
taking full advantage of Hive has helped him navigate 
the notoriously slow waters of governmental  
bureaucratic processes. “There is a big contrast  
between private industry and government. They move 
a lot faster in the private sector,” Koh says, noting that 
in his government work — which has typically done 
a great deal of outsourcing of tech solutions — the 
model has been slow, laborious, and wed to the  
Waterfall approach. “The results are not great," 
says Koh. “I believe adopting an Agile mindset and 
helping people deliver things faster with an MVP will 
greatly reduce the risk, improve the user experience 
and the quality of software delivery in the government.”
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Koh also points out that while GovTech has around 
1,800 staffers in total and is charged with serving 
close to 100 government agencies in Singapore, GDS 
is less than 10 percent of GovTech. “There is no way 
we can help all government agencies on our own. 
There is also no way we can or should do everything  
in-house,” says Koh. “Furthermore, there is a tech 
talent crunch in Singapore. The only way to scale  
our delivery is to collaborate at scale — collaborate 
with our colleagues across the whole of government 
and collaborate with industry players to deliver high 
quality digital services. The best way to do that is 
through Agile contracting.”

Additionally, “The only way we can help as many 
government agencies as possible is to partner with 
our Agile community, and to influence and grow  
the Agile mindset within the tech industry and  
government,” Koh says.

Where appropriate, they also use a co-sourcing  
model, contracting with Agile suppliers to augment 
GDS in-house teams and co-develop projects with 
these Agile specialists. 

To get out the word more widely, they conduct 
monthly Agile brown bag sessions to offer Agile  
consulting to agencies. “We have been running these 
sessions for more than two years. These sessions are 
fully booked every month for the past one year — 
they are over-subscribed,” says Koh. “There is a lot of 
interest in how to be agile and the support from our 
leaders is clear and strong. Our core value is ABC: 
Agile, Bold, and Collaborative. Agile is the way to  
go forward.”

Using Agile to save lives

One of the great success stories of the Agile approach 
for GovTech, says Koh, is myResponder — dubbed 
“the Heart Attack App” — which has been credited 
with saving 18 lives in its first year. Developed by 
Digital Services in partnership with the Singapore Civil 
Defense Forces, the app is designed to get crucial, 
rapid help to heart attack victims. It aids users in 
dialing Singapore’s emergency line, providing a GPS 
location to an emergency operator, and then alerting 

GovTech’s Agile processes and partnerships with  
Agile providers have helped it develop an impressive 
number of apps and platforms that its fellow  
government agencies are using to more efficiently 
deliver services and information. Here’s a sampling:

myResponder
Quick help for heart attack victims: Users of this 
smartphone app dial Singapore’s 995 emergency 
line, providing an automatic GPS location to the 
operator. The app’s crowdsourcing function alerts 
nearby medically trained personnel, guiding them  
to the heart attack victim and the nearest  
defibrillator kit. 

Beeline
Private bus rides: Commuters prebook rides on  
private bus routes through this mobile app.  
Developed in partnership with Singapore’s Land 
Transport Authority, the project promises faster  
rides than public transportation can give, along  
with discounts for heavy users. 

OneService
A voice for citizens: This mobile app makes it easy  
for residents to send input on municipal issues by 
automatically routing comments to the right  
agencies. Intuitive user categories include such  
options as Animals, Roads and Footpaths, and  
Cleanliness. Photo attachment capabilities,  
geo-tagging, and “pin-drop” maps help  
agencies identify the exact locations described 
in the comments. 

Business Grants Portal
User-friendly grant applications: Businesses benefit 
from streamlined navigation of the formerly  
cumbersome government grants system. The  
portal offers one-stop shopping, asking a series of  
targeted questions and then directing companies  
to the programs appropriate to their needs.

Innovations in 
Government

https://www.scrumalliance.org/sgsin
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In a post about Agile contracting on the Government 
Digital Services blog, Koh wrote that his team has 
been fortunate to partner with forward-looking  
agencies that were open to new ways of working. 
Then he started receiving inquiries from blog  
readers wanting to know how their organizations 
could become Agile. “Many of them,” Koh wrote, 
“shared a misconception that things just worked  
right out of the box in our journey, as if we had  
Agile pixie dust.” 

Koh believes in support and coaching for changing 
organizations. And in these blog excerpts, he likens 
the bumps in the road to Agile adoption to the  
five stages of grief, first described by Elisabeth 
Kübler-Ross.  

Stage 1 — Denial
People in denial stage are not ready for Agile. They 
don’t see the need. Neither are they intellectually 
curious to find out what they don’t know.

Stage 2 — Anger
When people in denial are pushed to be Agile without 
the support they need, they become angry and say 
things like, “This mega project is going to be huge 
and complex. It is too big to try Agile. . . . Agile lacks 
structure. It doesn’t have the rigor and quality. It’s not 
secure and cannot scale to big projects like ours.”

Stage 3 — Bargaining
People end up in the bargaining stage when they try 
Agile without adequate knowledge of what they are 
doing: “Regular feedback is for inexperienced  
consultants. We already know what users want. It’s  
all in the specs.”

At best, it’s a waterfall project disguised as Agile.  
At worst, it becomes a dead Agile project that  
discourages others from trying. 

Stage 4 — Depression
This is the stage where people either say, “Told you. 
My project is very complex. Agile doesn’t work here!” 
or “We are doing Agile but the users have no time 
for us.” 

It is a common mistake to choose a trivial project to 
pilot Agile. If the success of the project is of little  
significance to the users, they won’t invest their time 
to review the product and give feedback every sprint.

Stage 5 — Acceptance
This is when people accept Agile as a different way of 
working. They might not be most comfortable with it, 
but they have accepted it and are learning to live with 
this new norm. There is less product arrogance and 
greater respect for frequent delivery, regular usability 
testing, and ongoing user feedback. People start to 
focus on outcome rather than output. 

trained medical personnel within 400 meters. More 
importantly, it shows users where the closest  
defibrillator kit is located.

The app, built by a small team over six months at  
a relatively low cost, was honed and improved 
through a series of role-playing workshops with Civil 
Defense Force officers and volunteers.

“With myResponder, we used a design thinking 
approach together with Agile, and they worked very 
well together,” Koh says. “Imagine if we were using 
a Waterfall approach. It wouldn’t have delivered such 
a solution at all.”

Building a more Agile government

Agile is also proving its mettle with a new Business 
Grants Portal, developed by GovTech with the Ministry 
of Government and Industry. Previously, businesses 
in search of government grants had to do a daunting 
amount of research to figure out which among a host 
of agencies to apply to. “Now they just have to go to 
one portal,” says Koh. “They don’t have to do all that 
reading and comparing. They just answer some  
questions about what they want to achieve, what  
business sector they are in, and the portal will  
recommend which grant they are eligible for.”

The improvements don’t just benefit government  
employees longing for a more streamlined process. 
The portal has generated glowing reviews from 
citizens as well. “We have dramatically cut down the 
grant discovery process, from six months to three 
months,” Koh says. That’s not just a convenience for 
businesses, he adds, but a potential economic  
driver. “As companies are helped to expand with 
these grants, that will create more jobs.”
 
Koh says this is the biggest project GovTech has done 
using Agile and a co-sourcing approach. “This spans 
most government agencies, and it shows that Agile 
is not just for mobile apps or start-ups. It can also be 
used for large, technical business projects. And the 
way to do it is to co-source with the private sector.”

 Agile and the Five  

   Stages of Grief  
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“We knew this was going to be a bit of a shock to 
people.” That’s how Eric Engelmann describes  
planning the radical Agile transformation that put  
his company in the forefront of the movement to  
eliminate traditional management structures. 

Engelmann is the former CEO and current board chair 
of Geonetric, a Cedar Rapids, Iowa-based company 
that builds software and online marketing services 
for hospitals, clinics, and health care companies. One 
key product, VitalSite, is a health care-specific content 
management system that helps clients engage  
consumers with targeted content and outreach. With 
78 employees and counting, Geonetric isn’t a big 
company, but its size doesn’t reflect its stature as  
a true Agile innovator.

It all started, says Engelmann (who is now also  
a Scrum Alliance® board member), when he set out  
to replace a software manager who had left the  
company. “I was talking to Richard Lawrence of Agile 
for All, who had run a boot camp for us, and he  
pointed out that I shouldn’t need a manager to hold 
the team accountable if they were performing as  
a Scrum team should.”

Suddenly, Engelmann says, “I realized I’d been  
missing the whole point of Agile.” He decided to  

begin experimenting with self-organizing teams,  
starting with the software team in question. “We  
basically optimized the hell out of that team until  
we realized the constraint was the hierarchy itself,” 
says Engelmann.

So what did he decide to do? Banish hierarchy  
altogether.

A New Year, A New Management Style

“On the first Monday in January, 2013, we had  
a company-wide meeting and we basically said,  
‘You no longer report to whoever you used to report 
to. Now you report to the client — that’s who we  
need to keep happy,’” says Engelmann. 

It was nothing short of a complete overhaul of  
company practices and policies, radiating through  
just about every aspect of how Geonetric does  
business. The four key components:

• A flat organization chart. Geonetric did  
away with all managerial positions, creating  
a completely flat structure. All employees are  
on self-organizing teams, operating with  
a mandate to deliver the best value to clients  
as quickly as possible.

Rethinking Management  
the Agile Way
How Geonetric used Agile to break free of traditional  

management structures

by Melanie Haiken
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• No separate departments. Traditional divisions 
between areas such as marketing and operations 
no longer exist, with teams taking whatever form 
works best for a given situation. This has the  
secondary benefit of allowing teams to respond 
to client needs without hand-offs or relays  
between departments.

• Complete transparency. To enable teams to 
become fully accountable, there is company-wide 
sharing of financial, client satisfaction, and  
operational information.

• Peer-to-peer accountability. Without managers, 
team members aren’t answerable to a supervisor 
but instead commit to each other and to their 
clients or prospects. 

Engelmann laid out the ground rules, explaining 
that daily stand-ups would be required, as would 
retrospectives, and clarifying the responsibilities of 
the product owner. “We said, ‘Here’s how we think 
it’s going to work — but to be totally honest, we’ve 
never seen anybody do this before, so this is our 
best guess.’” 

“It was pretty much rip the Band-Aid off,” says  
Molly Kovarik, senior Agile coach, who trained as  
a ScrumMaster to facilitate the transition.

Unsurprisingly, the reaction wasn’t universally en-
thusiastic. “To be completely honest, when Eric first 
started talking about this and saying he was looking 
to roll this out over the entire company, I told him, 
‘I think you’re crazy, I don’t see how this can work,’” 
says Andrea Joyner, director of account strategy. 

However, Joyner admits, her respect for Engelmann 
and what he’d done with the company up to that 
point overcame her skepticism. “I said, ‘I trust you, 
and if this is what you want to do, I’m going to try  
to make it work 100 percent.’”

An Agile Test Run: Operation Overnight

Luckily, Geonetric employees had already had rigorous 
practice in working as Agile teams. In October 2012, 

just as Engelmann was planning Geonetric’s up-
coming transformation, the company launched  
Operation Overnight, a charity event in which  
Geonetric employees build websites and digital 
marketing campaigns for local nonprofits — all in 
one 24-hour period.

“Everyone comes to work at 8 a.m. Thursday 
morning, and they have until 7:59 a.m. Friday 
morning to finish up, and that’s it,” Engelmann 
says. Nonprofits apply for selection and their 
representatives are onsite for the entire process, 
giving continuous input and feedback. 

Now a highlight on the company calendar, the  
annual event has grown exponentially, with 27  
projects completed.

While the event was conceived as a way to give 
back to the local community, it also functioned  
as a sort of trial run for all-aboard Agile. “The 
idea was to simulate what it felt like and show 
people how much you actually get done in  
a very short amount of time,” says Engelmann. 

And there’s no question that it turned into the  
perfect training opportunity. “That first year, we 
were really early in our Agile adoption, and we 
learned a lot about functioning as Agile teams,” 
says Joyner. “Then we were able to take that 
back to our regular roles and teams, and it helped 
push us forward.”

Adds Kovarik: “I’m pretty confident that Eric 
thought, ‘I have some skeptics; I have to show 
them that this can work,’ so he used Operation 
Overnight as a way to throw people into the 
pool.”

How Does It Work?

When executives and managers hear Engelmann 
talk about Geonetric’s groundbreaking  
management style, what they want to know  
are the specifics — how do things work when 
there are no clear lines of authority? Here are  
the answers. 

https://www.logianalytics.com/
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Solution 1: Team-Based Feedback 
“How will I get feedback if there’s no manager doing 
performance evaluations?” This is the first question 
most employees asked when he announced the 
change, says Engelmann. The answer is simple, but 
not necessarily easy. “Feedback comes from those 
you’re working with, whether that’s in a retrospective 
or in a one-to-one conversation,” Engelmann says. 
Not surprisingly, it wasn’t a popular idea. 

“At first, we heard a lot of ‘How do I tell someone  
I don’t like the way they do something?’ That’s  
understandable — this was definitely a change in 
expectation, and communicating like this isn’t  
a skill most companies have spent a lot of time  
teaching people.”

In preparing for the reorganization, Geonetric had 
trained four full-time coaches, Molly Kovarik among 
them, and they worked on communication skills as 
part of collaborative teamwork. “We taught people 
how make qualitative observations and have  
a conversation that’s respectful and constructive,” 
Engelmann says. 

Coming to understand the Agile value of teamwork 
over individual performance helped. “I told people,  
‘It doesn’t do us any good to have a great quarterback 
if we have a wide receiver who can’t catch.’ You have 
to be able to work well together.” Still, some  
employees balked. “We did hear, ‘I don’t want to 
have difficult conversations, I just want to code,’ and 
in that case we had to say this might not be the right 
fit for you.”

Solution 2: Team-Based Budgeting
Few areas have required as much out-of-the-box 
thinking as financial planning, which in a traditional 
organization is the responsibility of managers and  
executives. Geonetric has taken a “morphing  
approach” to the issue, developing a financial  
modeling framework that allows teams to plan out  
a budget based on factors such as projected  
revenues, aggregate labor costs, and other  
assumptions — all information the CFO then takes 
into account when allocating company resources  
to each team. 

“Teams are given the opportunity to debate the 
budget, talk about the assumptions that go into the 
financial model, and argue for a different one if they 
want to,” says Engelmann. “By and large, teams  
each create a budget that then rolls up into the  
company budget.” 

Solution 3: Team-Based Hiring
Without a hierarchical management structure, it’s  
been necessary to change how the company recruits 
and hires. When a team believes a project requires 
a new hire, it’s their responsibility to justify the salary 
cost with evidence based on their financial model  
of revenues versus expenses. Job descriptions are  
posted by the HR team, which prescreens candidates 
to make sure they meet the requirements of the  
position. But after that, the decision is up to the  
team. “The entire team participates in the interview  
process, and they really look at whether the  
person has the skills and attitude they want on the 
team,” Engelmann says.

While salaries aren’t posted, they are structured  
into five bands that cover the four categories of  
professional, technical, sales, and operations, with  
all employees having the ability to move from band to 
band. “Each band has a salary range and everybody 
knows what band you’re in, so it’s transparent in that 
way,” notes Engelmann.

Once a candidate is chosen, the executive team does 
a final “gut check” review to make sure nothing’s 
been missed. “It’s almost like a recipe; the team sees 
certain ingredients, but there might be something  
we see, too, like some teams really lack a contrarian  
who can ask difficult questions, and we might raise  
a concern like this.” But in the end, he says, more  
than 90 percent of candidates chosen by teams  
are ultimately offered jobs.

Solution 4: Self-Structuring Teams
As a general rule, the company is organized into  
traditional cross-functional Scrum teams. But  
with the key rule being self-organization, the  
process of how teams are structured has evolved 
to accommodate the company’s unique  
organizational style. 

In some cases, for example, teams have realized they 
can be more efficient when organized according to  
a particular area of expertise. “We’ve restructured 
some teams according to subject matter, so the  
client advisors are all on one team and the design 
folks are all on one team, and we’ve been much more 
successful that way,” says Kovarik.

Other times, employees pull together just the right 
combination of people for a specific purpose. “If  
a client is looking for a redesign, we pull together  
a more cross-functional team for that,” Kovarik says. 
“It’s kind of a mind shift; if we think we need a team 
that looks like this, then we go ahead and do it. That’s 
the self-organizing principle at work.”

Solution 5: Team Presentations
The combination of complete transparency,  
self-organized teams, and a managerless organization 
has made for some interesting challenges when it 
comes to strategy. Geonetric addresses this issue with 
company-wide meetings in which each team presents 
their backlog and describes challenges and successes. 

“They talk openly about clients who are happy, clients 
who are unhappy, employee turnover, finances — they 
own it,” says Engelmann. Financial data is posted 
publicly. The process isn’t easy, he says, but it’s been 
the most beneficial piece of the transformation in 
terms of accountability.

“Think about it: You have to stand up in front of 50 
of your peers and announce, ‘That thing we said we 
were going to do, well, we missed the target, or  
nobody bought it, or we screwed up.’ That’s not 
something most people want to do.” On the other 
hand, says Engelmann, “You might get to stand up 
and say, ‘Guess what? We blew the target out of  
the water.’” 

Presentations are followed by a Q&A in which anyone 
can ask anything he or she wants. “It really puts the 
responsibility and emphasis on the individual and  
the team, rather than relying on managers and  
those at the executive level,” Joyner says. “It’s up 
to the people who are doing the work to make  
things happen.”

And thanks to this sometimes-uncomfortable process, 
everyone in the company knows what everybody else 
is doing. “I think we’re all much more aware of the 
impact we have on the company as individuals and 
teams,” says Kovarik. 

Taking the Long View

“When people say this sounds daunting, they’re  
right. It is really hard to do. It’s not like there are  
a thousand Harvard Business Review articles  
telling you how to do it,” says Engelmann,  
laughing. 
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Asked to describe his latest project, the Iowa Startup 
Accelerator, Eric Engelmann doesn’t mince words.  
“It’s full-throttle indoctrination in how Agile works,”  
he says.

“We’re taking Agile thinking and applying it to  
situations where you don’t know what the market 
needs,” says Engelmann. “It’s designed to reduce 
your risk as an entrepreneur.”

The project — now entering its fourth year and  
expanding to a year-long program — is a “timeboxed 
accelerator” that matches tech-based start-ups with  
a network of mentors, bringing them to Cedar Rapids 
for a 90-day launch. Under the umbrella of the New 
Bohemian Innovation Collaborative, the accelerator 
provides a home and a host of resources, with  
a curriculum and program designed to turn an idea 
into an operating company.

But training isn’t the only benefit; when companies 
apply for the accelerator, they’re also applying for 
funding, and, if selected, they receive $20,000 in  
exchange for 6 percent equity in their company.

Starting each November, the program runs for 14 
weekly sprints. “It’s very, very all-hands-on-deck,”  
says Engelmann. “We’re there 12 to 16 hours a day 
for 90 days.” 

And the approach couldn’t be any more Agile. 
“Sprints are built into the program from day 1,”  
says Engelmann. In fact, he says, the teams learn  
Agile before they even arrive, via what Engelmann 
calls a “pre-accelerator” in which teams go through 
three sprints prior to being offered admission.

“We want to see what they can do, whether they can 
focus and prioritize, whether they can be candid with 
us and within their teams.”

To date, the Iowa Startup Accelerator portfolio  
companies have raised 3 million dollars (“That’s  
a lot for Iowa,” says Engelmann) and launched 19 
companies, 18 of which are still operating. About  
half of these are well on the way to success, says 

Engelmann, while others have encountered some 
obstacles and are “shifting in a new direction to find 
the right footing.”

“We’ve had teams from Israel and Australia, Silicon 
Valley, New York City, Austin, and more,” says  
Engelmann. “Some choose to stay in Iowa, others go 
back where they came from or go somewhere else.” 
But, admits Engelmann, there’s a hope that they’ll 
relocate and join the movement toward building an 
entrepreneurial corridor in Cedar Rapids.

In terms of mentorship, the program is strongest  
in the sectors of education, health, advanced  
manufacturing, agriculture, and transportation,  
including intelligent vehicle systems technologies, 
though there are no restrictions for application.  
Companies have the opportunity to apply for  
additional funding, and in many cases — particularly  
if companies are located in Iowa or are willing to  
relocate — help is available with investor funding. 

The program’s success stories include HowFactory, 
which builds software that tracks industrial processes 
using mobile phones and recently landed one  
major six-figure contract, with many more in the  
pipeline. LendEDU, a new marketplace for student 
loans and loan refinancing, is growing rapidly month 
over month. 

And then there’s one of Engelmann’s personal favorites, 
SwineTech, which has developed a device to address 
a common problem on pig farms (of which there are 
many in Iowa) that occurs when sows accidently lie 
down on and crush their baby piglets. Called Echo, 
the device uses an electrical impulse to prod the sow 
to jump to her feet.

The inspiration for the incubator, Engelmann says, was 
actually failure. “In 2009 I tried a new product idea, 
spent almost a million dollars building it, and it didn’t 
work. I started asking what was the problem here, 
and it became a mission for me personally to become 
good at this.”

It seems he succeeded.

But there’s no question Geonetric’s transformation was 
worth the effort, with clear evidence of success that 
includes: 

• Consistently higher rates of client satisfaction 
• A stronger bottom line  
• Improved communication  
• Faster decision making
• Improved responsiveness to client needs
• Stronger morale  
• Faster learning and improvement at the team level

Financial results, though, aren’t the primary reason to 
consider making the switch to a leaderless management 
style, Engelmann says. “We have gotten positive 
results, but there are a lot of companies that make 
more money and grow faster that don’t do things this 
way,” says Engelmann. “The real evidence of success 
is that we have the highest client satisfaction scores in 
company history.”

Employees are happier, too. “It’s helped us increase 
our ability to recruit and retain people,” says Engelmann. 
“It’s a way of creating skills that might not otherwise 
come out of a workforce.” The slogan on the company’s 

website couldn’t make it any clearer: “Meet us — Zero 
managers, 70+ leaders.”

The company’s passion for innovation is causing others 
to take notice. Geonetric has twice won the Alfred P. 
Sloan Award for Excellence in Workplace Effectiveness 
and Flexibility, and for the past three years it has been 
certified as a Freedom-Centered Workplace by WorldBlu, 
a company specializing in democratic leadership and 
organizational design.

Less quantifiable but equally central to success is the 
change in the mindset of company employees, all 
agree. “Becoming Agile has helped us work differently, 
both as individuals and as teams, and it’s helped the 
company grow and shift in an ever-changing market,” 
says Joyner. “We’ve become a company that’s  
comfortable with change,” says Kovarik. 

Engelmann sums it up this way: “Working at Geonetric 
has always had an edge of fun to it, but the last three 
or four years have been a hell of a ride.”

Sharing Scrum and Agile:  
The Iowa Startup Accelerator
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It all started with a whiteboard outside the Rose 
family’s kitchen in Florida.
 
Ricky Rose’s dad, a software engineer, noticed his 
teenage son was having trouble focusing on schoolwork 
and brought home a well-known tool from the Agile 
world — a Scrum board. On it Ricky could list the 
tasks he needed to accomplish with sticky notes and 
then move them through the process of completion, 
across columns marked In Progress, Blocked, and Done.

Ricky initially thought it was another one of his  
parents’ organizational tricks to get him to stay on 
track. But he quickly learned that it worked for his 
school assignments, fixing his car, even an Eagle 
Scout project.

“It’s helped me organize the way I do things, because 
I’m a very disorganized person to begin with,” he says 
with a laugh.

FLORIDA SCHOOL LAUNCHES

AGILE CLASSROOMS

Students, teachers learn to 
collaborate and innovate 
with Agile training
by Bonnie Nicholls
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That simple accountability tool and the greater  
Agile mission — collaboration and iteration among 
self-organizing teams — has found its way to Ricky’s 
school, Grandview Preparatory School in Boca  
Raton, with support from Scrum Alliance. 

The sponsorship included three days of training  
teachers and students in November 2016 by John 
Miller, a Scrum Alliance® Certified Enterprise Coach 
and the founder of Agile Classrooms. In return, 
Grandview will blog about the experience and share 
its success through a series of case studies.

Grandview’s quest to create empathetic humans  

Grandview teachers all refer to 21st-century skills  
as crucial to students learning and thriving in  
today’s world, whether in school, at work, or in their 
personal lives. These skills include critical thinking, 
communication, collaboration, creativity, and  
empathy, which are key ingredients to fostering  
an Agile culture.

“The most important skills that are necessary for 
students are no longer knowledge or knowing how 
to do something or disseminating information,”  
says Samuel Berey, Grandview’s director of program 
innovation. Instead, they are those “intangible 
skills that are what make us human. If we’re great 
at those, we have an opportunity to then become 
great at whatever we’re passionate about.” 

It’s no wonder, then, that Grandview was a good  
fit for Agile in the classroom. A K–12 college  
prep school with 276 students and 35 faculty, 
Grandview follows the design-thinking model.  
In general terms, design thinking is a user-centric 
approach to problem solving and innovation that 
espouses empathy, collaboration, and iteration. In 
Grandview’s case, design thinking is student-centered 
learning in which teachers help students learn in 
innovative ways. 
  
“We’ve always been thirsty for tools that will help 
teachers move away from whole-group instruction,” 
says Jacqueline Westerfield, head of the school and 
an English teacher.

https://www.scrumalliance.org/agile-leadership
https://www.scrumalliance.org/agile-leadership
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Before the Internet, schools used to function as the 
primary source of information for young people, she 
explains. But now that sources of information are 
ubiquitous, schools have an excellent opportunity  
to be a place for students to practice and apply 
knowledge, come up with solutions, and see what 
works and what doesn’t.

Rather than just teaching students to be good test 
takers and prepare for college admissions, she says, 
Grandview’s “greater hope is that they’re adaptable 
thinkers, and that they’re empathetic humans, and 
that they’re able to take information in whatever form 
it comes at them and best apply it in the world.”

Grandview discovers Scrum and Agile

Grandview first heard about Agile from Susan Rose, 
the school’s student achievement coordinator and 
Ricky’s mother. When she saw how a whiteboard 
helped her son keep track of assignments, she 
thought it could be applied at school on a much 
greater level. 

She and Aileen Palmer, Grandview’s dean of faculty 
and director of professional development, did their  
research and decided Agile was the missing ingredient 
in the classroom. It would help make learning visible 
and give teachers and students guidelines for working 
in teams. 

“It was a clear vision,” Palmer adds. “We could see it 
happening. We could come in and it could be used 
with all grade levels, across subjects. It wasn’t only 
specific to high school or just to a math class or just  
an art class. It was something we thought we could 
use across all age groups, subjects, and even with 
our own administrators and our staff so we could get 
things done.” 

Their research also turned up Scrum Alliance and  
Agile Classrooms. They began conversations with  
Miller, who requested that they create a five-minute 
video stating their case about how Agile could help 
their school. Knowing Scrum Alliance had interest  
in supporting Agile training in education, Miller  
contacted Scrum Alliance to aid his training in  

Florida. Grandview became the perfect opportunity 
for a collaborative experiment.

Agile training an “eye-opener” for teachers  
and students

For the training, Miller worked with younger students 
and three teachers on the first day. Rather than simply 
lecturing, he acted as a facilitator to help them learn 
Agile by having them work on a mini-project. The 
students collaborated on the project, using Scrum 
boards to track their progress. They also gave each 
other feedback. 

During the next two days, Miller worked with older 
students and a few teachers. This included a workshop 
to help them experience self-organized learning tied 
to 21st-century skills. For some participants, he  
describes it as jumping into the deep end of a pool.

“Not all teachers are ready for that, to work with 
self-organizing teams where the teacher is more of 
a facilitator and the students are choosing how they 
want to learn and how they want to approach learning. 
That can look like chaos to a lot of teachers at first.”

Each team of teachers included a student representative 
to offer feedback as the teachers designed learning 
environments for their classrooms that incorporated 
student collaboration and self-direction. As teachers 
usually plan lessons without student involvement, that 
feedback was an eye-opener.

“Agile is about getting very close to the customer and 
having partnership and collaboration with them,”  
Miller explains. The workshop embodied that, with 
students and teachers coming up with solutions  
together. “And the cool thing is how the students 
were saying, ‘We’re going to keep the teachers  
accountable to this because we really want this.’  
I find that once you get the students excited, it’s  
really easy to get the teachers excited about it.”

Susan Rose witnessed another collaboration miracle. 
She saw a successful, competitive student share that 
it was the first time he hadn’t taken over and done 
everything himself while working in a small group. 
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He realized that he was able to work collaboratively — 
the kind of 21st-century skill Grandview teachers had 
been eager, but uncertain how, to teach before.

Plans to apply Agile at Grandview

Grandview teachers and administrators who participated 
in the training are already bursting with ideas. Susan 
Rose, for example, has a class of seniors starting 
internships in January. After five months, they’ll report 
on their experiences. 

“It’s a very hard thing for them to go out and do this 
internship; learn something; and then in May show 
who they worked with, what they learned, and do  
a demonstration” for the school, she says. Agile will 
be a good tool to help them organize the process  
and stay on course by setting up checkpoints. 

Westerfield says it will not only help the school deliver 
on its vision to personalize education but will also 
make that progress visible.  

She and the school’s teachers, many of whom also 
have roles as administrators, see Agile as a way to  
get things done by holding stand-up meetings and 
moving ideas to testing much faster.

Berey, the director of program innovation, says Agile 
is also a great fit for student “passion projects.” These 
hands-on-learning projects, based on the students’ 
skills and interests, require participants to create  
business plans for their ideas, present these to the 
Grandview administration and board, fundraise,  
involve the student body, and complete the project  
by the end of the year. 

Some examples of high school passion projects 
include designing and building a music studio at the 
school and launching a school club focused on equal 
rights for all genders and marginalized groups.

The Agile model is great for the ideation and  
prototyping process involved in a passion project,  
Berey says. During the training, it really clicked for 
him. “I said, ‘Boom, that’s how we can utilize it right 
off the bat.’”

Ricky’s job as a student advocate may be the hardest 
of all. A senior, he has limited time to influence his 
peers before graduating. However, he’s up for the 
challenge. He plans to evangelize Agile in class, at 
lunch, and on passion projects where he says most 
new ideas at Grandview originate. 

“That’s where I’m going to have to start spreading the 
word, leading by example, and hopefully students  
do that with their classmates and then it grows  
exponentially from there.”

Measuring success of Agile Classrooms

It’s now on the shoulders of teachers and administrators 
to demonstrate to their colleagues how Agile works 
and how effective it can be.

Some teachers who attended the training planned to 
introduce it immediately to their classroom. This gives 
teachers who didn’t attend an opportunity to watch 
and learn and then try it in their own classrooms. 

“Some will be gung-ho and ready to go,” Palmer says, 
“and others will need a little more time and support in 
the process.”

Over the next few years, Grandview will measure 
success in a number of ways. One is how teachers 
approach the curriculum.

“It’s already a success when you are open to learning, 
especially for adults, in any context, who like to be 
experts and like to be in charge of what they do,” 
Westerfield says. 

She admits that getting a veteran teacher to rethink 
his or her approach to teaching can be a challenge. 

“We’ve worked with our teachers extensively,  
because we want the veteran teacher who knows  
kids, knows the curriculum, knows how to reach them, 
and has that talent. But we also want those soft skills 
— team collaboration and creativity — from the  
teacher side, the same thing we’re trying to generate 
in our students.”

For example, how well do teachers collaborate? How 
well do they innovate? How well do they accept  
failure as a step closer to success?

“Modeling that behavior is extremely important,” she 
says. “Our kids need to see us learning. They need to 
see us learning constantly. That’s a success criterion, 
just being vulnerable.”

Miller is confident that Grandview will achieve its goal. 
Right away, he noticed that administrators and  
teachers were open-minded, flexible, and ready to 
make a change, even if they didn’t quite know what 
that change was. 

“But they had the right mindset behind it,” he says. 
“They really want to prepare 21st-century learners.” 
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Teenagers today have grown up with tech. They vlog. 
They Instagram. They Snapchat. They follow  
YouTubers. In fact, many YouTubers enjoy audiences 
bigger than mainstream media outlets.

With children as young as two now proficient in using 
tablets and mobile devices, teens’ consumption of 
online media is prolific as they make sense of  
themselves and the world around them. With this, 
they are reinventing the rule book around career  
options after leaving school, and entrepreneurship  
is an attractive option.

UK-based research from Gen Z Think Tank YouthSight 
has found that as many as one in four undergraduate 
students at the college level are either already running 
a business or have plans to, with a collective turnover 
of £44 million a year ($55.9 million USD)*.

Now, a U.K.-based social enterprise is using Agile  
principles and techniques to unlock the entrepreneurial 

spirit and create a spark of enthusiasm for tech-based 
careers amongst hundreds of teenagers from all  
walks of life.

Developing the mission

Launched in 2015, Acorn Aspirations is just in its  
infancy, but has so far supported 500 young people  
to explore their future through a series of hack  
weekends, where they conceive tech startup  
businesses from planning to pitch.

The inspiration sparked by a hack weekend or  
course with Acorn Aspirations can be astonishing, 
from launching a business while overcoming  
dyslexia, to a 12-year-old planning for a future  
computer degree at Cambridge University.

The woman behind the social enterprise is an international 
businesswoman who became disillusioned by the way 
her daughter was learning in British schools.

Acorn Aspirations is inspiring a new  
generation of entrepreneurs and pioneers
by Rachel Picken

http://www.thisismoney.co.uk/money/smallbusiness/article-2882115/The-entrepreneurial-spirit-alive-UK-one-four-students-runs-business-plans-start-one-near-future.html
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Elena Sinel had returned to the U.K. with her  
14-year-old daughter Victoria because she believed it 
would offer her the best education and opportunities 
for Victoria and her son Alexander, age four.

Sinel’s previous work had included a post with the 
British Council in Uzbekistan on youth and community 
programs, including entrepreneurship projects that 
link young people across seven Balkan countries with 
the U.K. She also worked in Bangladesh and Ethiopia 
on community and startup programs.

But upon arrival, she found the education system  
was not fit for the purpose in an ever-changing world 
of work.

“Primary schools are great. But secondary schools 
are turning into education factories,” Sinel says. “The 
education system really needs to become Agile. The 
curriculum adapts very slowly to change — we are still 
working with elements of the curriculum that are 100 
years old.”

Faced with this disconnect between historically  
entrenched ways of learning and development, Sinel 
realized that nurturing creativity, self-determination, 
and adaptation to change was key to reaching young 
people. Moreover, Sinel understood that these qualities 
were imperative not only to their learning, but also in 
preparing them for life as adults in the 21st century.

“Every child is entrepreneurial by nature. Unfortunately, 
something happens at secondary school where that 
creativity is superseded,” says Sinel. “Schools have 
turned into exam preparation places. We need to be 
producing the talent to fill jobs that don’t even exist 
yet. We don’t know what will happen in five to ten 
years’ time because business is always evolving.”

Disenchanted with Victoria being taught merely how 
to “pass exams,” she took her daughter along with 
her to a hack weekend. She was amazed at how her 
daughter responded.

“The things she learned in two days, it was incredible,” 
recalls Sinel. “I can see the difference in her. We all 
need an opportunity to create and innovate.”

Growing from grassroots

This experience inspired Sinel to set up Acorn  
Aspirations as a social enterprise. Currently running on  
a shoestring budget, the organization relies on  
corporate sponsorship to host weekend hackathons 
and summer camps known as the Acorn Accelerator.

Acorn Aspirations got going with its first hackathon  
in November 2015. Sinel brought together 70  
teenagers who had never coded. During that  
weekend, the groups produced 12 tech startup ideas.

“Children as young as 12 are able to think creatively 
and constructively about starting a business,”  
Sinel says. “At the end of the second day, they  
were confident enough to pitch their ideas to  
entrepreneurs.”

Then in March 2016, she held a hackathon  
specifically aimed at girls around age 10, followed  
by a two-week Accelerator summer school.  

Acorn Aspiration’s programs have evolved to the 
point where experienced participants go on to mentor 
other young people.

“Teenagers become mentors to the new teenagers, 
alongside adult mentors,” explains Sinel. “I get  
emails from kids who come on a hackathon who ask, 
‘Why can’t we learn like this at school?’” However, 
Sinel is quick to point out that learning to code  
and developing technical skills is just one part of what 
Acorn Aspirations events provides.

“We are not [just] a coding club,” says Sinel. “Before 
they write any code, we get them to think and 
validate a problem, and how they are going to test it. 
We are teaching them how to design a product  
from a user experience, which starts with validation  
— making sure the problem exists.”

Amidst all of this enthusiasm, creativity,  
and entrepreneurship, Sinel realized she  
was looking for some support and  
structure when running her events. 

Nurturing agility

To enhance the speed and efficacy  
of those events, Scrum and Agile  
are key teaching and structural tools  
to keep attendees focused on their  
work. Acorn Aspirations partners  
with Agile practitioners and  
educators to provide guidance  
with modified Scrum ceremonies.  
In the case of the most recent  
hackathon, business analyst Naomi  
Glover of Clearly Agile and user  
experience consultant Danny Hearn —  
among others — worked with teams  
and individuals to establish an  
accelerated workflow.
 
Though full sprints and retrospectives aren’t possible 
over a hack weekend, the young participants are  
provided with an adapted Scrum framework that’s 
equal parts accessible and informative. One-hour 
sprints take the place of an unabridged sprint format 

https://www.versionone.com/
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to ensure deliverables are met within the short  
timeframes provided.
 
As hackathons tend to be driven by speed and  
controlled chaos (and considering the youthful age  
of the participants), one might conclude that the  
process of pitching ideas might be either too  
tentative or too frenetic. However, facilitators  
encourage attendees to bring every concept and  
solution they have to the table.

The education  
system really needs 
to become Agile.
The curriculum  
adapts very slowly  
to change.” 

Enter the hackathon

So what happens at an Acorn Aspirations hackathon?
Typically, the two-day event happens over  
a weekend in London (a great example of which 
occurred November 19-20, 2016). Up to 100 young 
people attend, made up of previous attendees,  
coders and young entrepreneurs. The result is  
a truly diverse group of teenagers, and an equal  
mix of girls and boys. Teams can either work on  
their own startup tech ideas, or work on a problem  
set by Acorn.

The hackathons are reliant on voluntary support  
from mentors: developers, coders, business people, 
and marketers. Participants pitch their ideas, which 
could range from an app to support refugees, to  
a youth-friendly version of LinkedIn. 

Quickly, the space fills with index cards and post  
its, the walls filling up with mind maps and  
Kanban boards. The most evident part of the  
way Acorn Aspirations works is that Agile is  
absorbed and accepted seamlessly into the  

energy of the hack. It enables the facilitators and  
mentors to bring some structure to the weekend,  
but in a way that’s creative and fluid.

Though the word “Agile” is barely mentioned,  
the attendees are fully engaged in Agile —  
a tactile, collaborative, effective and fun way  
of working.

Brendan Coll, a 15-year-old from Cambridge,  
isn’t even aware he is working within an Agile  
framework; it has become part of his mindset.  
He started coding at age 10 while looking for  
a way to unpick the game Minecraft, and taught  
himself Java by reading books and looking at 
online tutorials.

He attended the Acorn Accelerator course where  
he found a group with a great idea: to create an  
app that locates power sockets.

“They’d drawn a prototype on paper, and needed 
someone to code it,” Coll remembers. “I became 
their lead developer.”

Coll has since gone on to become a mentor with Acorn 
Aspirations, supporting other teams to code and  
develop their products.

“I really like how everyone has amazing ideas,” says 
Coll.” “I enjoy just helping people see how software 
works. It’s just about logical thinking and how you  
are going to solve a problem.”

The November hackathon is sponsored by and hosted 
at ThoughtWorks, a global creative technology  
company with an office in London’s Soho. It offers  
the teens an insight into the contemporary office,  
complete with stand up desks, communal work spaces, 
breakout rooms, beanbags, and window seats. The  
walls become covered by paper prototypes, UX  
personas, and work flows.

Sinel believes collaborations such as this are crucial to 
providing sustainable funding for her social enterprise.  
In holding the hack weekends, Acorn Aspirations is 
inspiring the next generation of the global workforce — 
one that is already experienced in problem solving while 
embracing creativity and innovation. And it’s working.

They say 90% of startups fail;  
why not try 10 different ideas  
to find the one that works?”  
Caitlin asks. ‘With Agile,  
you could do that.”
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Women in Agile

Bibi Bhatti, who herself works in the tech industry,  
encouraged her 12-year-old daughter Chikara Mbakwe 
to try coding. Chikara came to the hackathon with an 
idea for an app that assists refugees with reaching out 
to friends and family, as well as sharing stories  
and experiences.

Bibi said attending a previous hack weekend and the 
Acorn Accelerator course has helped her daughter 
overcome crippling shyness and find her voice.

“Her confidence had a big boost,” Bhatti says.  
“I would never have expected her to be able to  
stand up and pitch her idea to mentors. Working with 
Acorn Aspirations has built her confidence a lot.”

What’s more, like many of the young people who  
attend Acorn Aspirations events, Chikara is building 
on that increased confidence to set her sights on  
furthering her academic career.
 
“After her last hackathon, she said she wants to do  
a degree in computer since at Cambridge University,”
Bhatti says of Chikara. “So we took her to the  
Cambridge science department, where they were so 
welcoming. So that’s what she wants to do. We’ll be 
applying around 2024!”

Mothers supporting their daughters through Agile  
is a big part of the culture at Acorn Aspirations.  
Naomi Glover's daughter Caitlin (age 12) has been 
inspired through Acorn to go on and set up her 
own business called Syper, which aims to develop  
a virtual reality app that helps to identify dyslexia. 
Caitlin, who is dyslexic herself, first pitched for  
developers to help build her idea into a product  
at a hackathon.

Since working with Acorn on both a hack weekend 
and the Accelerator course, Caitlin has adopted 
Agile into her other learning and parts of her life.

“I use a lot of sticky notes and Sharpies. I can work 
all over my walls and use lots of mind maps — it 
helps with all of my business planning, and my  

revision for my schoolwork,” Caitlin says. “I love 
Agile because it means I can do things quickly.”

Naomi cites Caitlin’s Agile mindset as something her 
daughter has adopted as an integral part of her life, 
assisting Caitlin in everything from organization to 
problem solving. “For everything she does, she used 
Agile,” says Naomi. She seems to sprint at things 
naturally. She will test an idea, and if it’s not working, 
she’ll pivot.”

Caitlin believes this newfound agility has helped her 
keep sight of her goals and think in an entrepreneurial 
way. When considering impediments in her work,  
Caitlin looks to iteratively improve and stay as  
focused as any Silicon Valley tech magnate three 
times her age.

“They say 90% of startups fail; why not try 10 different 
ideas to find the one that works?” Caitlin asks. ‘With 
Agile, you could do that.”

Launching innovation and entrepreneurs

Amidst all the mind maps, problem solving, Sharpies 
and swim lanes, there are also rewards. Three startup 
ideas were selected as winners by a team of  
experienced industry judges.

Taking the top spot at November’s hackathon was  
a group of teenage boys from different parts of  
North and East London. They developed an app  
that helps parents manage the amount of screen  
time their children use with mobile and tablet devices. 
The team and their mentor won tickets to a tech  
conference, while ThoughtWorks has offered them 
valuable app development time.

Prizes and kudos aside, the overwhelming takeaway  
of Acorn Aspirations events is that they bring  
a diverse group of young people from all walks of  
life — many of whom might not have ever had  
access to opportunities like this — together to  
collaborate and problem solve. 

“We are trying to reach the most under-represented 
young people,” says Sinel. “We’ve been working  

with Tower Hamlets, which is one of the most  
deprived areas in London. These young people  
are most likely to be on free school meals or low  
income families. We’re also trying to reach girls and 
boys who are less likely to go to university — either 
they can’t afford it, or it’s just not on their radar.”

Though the outreach mission of Acorn Aspirations 
drives everything they do, there are practical career 
planning learning opportunities for participants as 
well. This additional guidance and signposting of 
students to work experience with Acorn Aspirations’ 
partner companies allows event attendees to see the 
myriad applications of their experiences.

“We have students from grammar schools who are  
interested in coding and programming, Sinel says. 
“Lots of kids think they need to get into programming. 
But they then realize there are lots of other career 
opportunities: UX designer, Scrum Master, or even  
PR and marketing for tech.

Ultimately, I want the young people we work with to 
believe — you are in charge, you are empowered, and 
you are capable of anything.”
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In the climax of Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, 
Indiana Jones follows three clues that lead him to the 
Holy Grail. One of those clues implores him to ”leap 
from the lion’s head.” Faced with a deep, wide chasm 
— with a lion’s head on one side and empty space 
ahead — he must step into the unknown. In leaping 
from the lion’s head he suddenly finds himself standing 
on an invisible bridge crossing the chasm.

My intent is not to say that Agile is a leap of faith or 
that you must cast everything you know aside and 
jump into the unknown. The role of Indiana Jones is 
for the pioneers who first bring Agile into your  
organization. They deserve the credit: Whips and  
cool hats must be passed around.

Those that follow may have a lesser task, but a daunting 
one nonetheless. In the movie, Indiana Jones throws 
a handful of gravel and dirt onto the bridge, making 
it visible and easier to cross. But crossing still takes 
nerve, and his companions don’t simply stride across 
the narrow bridge. They take small steps and  
continually reassure themselves that the bridge is  
real, if hard to see.

In an Agile transformation, those small steps are  
iterations or sprints, and the reassuring inspections 
of the bridge are the regular reviews of working  
product, or increments. These are not random  
practices; they are necessary for everyone, from  
managers to teams, to reassure themselves that the 
path being followed is trustworthy. While your  
company’s Indianas have identified the path to  
agility, your leaders and teams still require continual 
reassurance as the path is trodden over and over again.

The way we achieve this is paradoxical. We shorten 
feedback — a lot. That is, instead of keeping sprint 
lengths longer so that teams are able to gain  
experience delivering in four-week, then three-week, 
then two-week cycles, we encourage them to take  
a (small) leap of their own, going immediately to one 
to two weeks.

Shortening the sprint length alone isn’t enough, 
though. We also need to help teams deliver working 
product — an increment of functionality, however 
small and inconsequential, that the team feels confident 
can be released then and there. Make this simple. 
Encourage teams to keep their sprints as short as 
they dare, and then take the smallest amount of work 
they feel confident they can deliver in a single sprint. 
If they try and fail, get them to deliver even less, but 
help them make what they do deliver shippable.

We know why this works. Every complete sprint allows 
the team to learn and adapt their ways of working. 
The shorter the sprint, the more opportunities to learn 
and adapt. However, learning is only possible when 
there is something tangible to inspect at the end of 
a sprint. Something that is complete and ready to go 
live allows the team to learn about all aspects of the 
way they work. And management gains confidence 
in how Agile works, turning their attention from the 
mechanics to the results.

An interesting thing happens as work is delivered  
at the end of each sprint. Teams learn and adapt, 
making changes that make the next piece of work 
easier to complete. Taking small steps and delivering 
shippable product creates a virtuous cycle. The leap 
becomes a careful crossing of a barely visible  
bridge, which quickly becomes a saunter across  
a well-traversed one.

For a group to have a chance of becoming a team, 
they need to understand the game they are playing. 
Before playing any game, you want to understand its 
goal and rules. A board game where you don’t  
understand the point or the rules seem arbitrary may 
lead to frustration and the board flying across the 
room. If the group in question has been asked to play 
the game of Scrum and they are lacking in knowledge, 
then start with some basic Scrum and Agile training.

Once the team understands what is being asked of 
them, they should be given a choice. On hearing the 
rules of the game, if it’s not a game they can buy into 
playing for the next three to six months, then they 
shouldn’t have to play the game.

Still, it will feel strange for a new team. The first few 
sprints may feel false as team members learn to work 
with each other. Collaborating with others can seem 
more time-consuming than working on your own. In 
these early sprints, you may see symptoms like people 
failing to speak up, share information, or even turn 
up on time. They are often symptoms of the team 
continuing to do things in the way they always have, 
such as working as individuals on tasks and waiting to 
be told what to do. They aren’t yet a team and they 
haven’t yet taken ownership of the work.

The team may not yet have realized the autonomy 
they have to make decisions. In fact, this will be true 
for most teams. It’s normal; do not panic. However, 
this is often the point when the idea of the team is 
killed before it’s even been born. A manager from 
the outside, an overly keen ScrumMaster, or even an 
external Agile coach may try to fix the team’s internal 

issues. What the team actually needs is space to learn 
how to become a team.

However, there are some plays that you might make 
as an Agile coach:

* Teach the team basic Agile and Scrum knowledge.

* Help them create a vision of how they want to be 
as a team.

* Hold the mirror up to the team; if you can reflect 
back to them how they are doing, you facilitate 
their learning as they grow. Help them regularly 
see how they are doing compared to their  
team vision.

* Help the product owner and team craft shared 
goals for the long-term product and for each 
sprint. Having shared responsibility to a common 
purpose is key to successful Scrum Teams.

* Make sure the team’s sprint commitment is  
meaningful and realistic. Commitment to  
a goal rather than a list of backlog items can  
be more powerful.

* Suggest that the team experiment with limiting 
work in progress (WIP) in the sprint. This can help 
teams learn to work collaboratively; practices such 
as group design, pairing, or mobbing may start  
to emerge.

* Play together or engage the team in some  
challenge outside of their normal work.

As a coach, make sure the basics are taught, make 
sure the team chooses a clear direction, facilitate 
learning, and give space to the team.

My team nods at all the right times when we discuss going Agile, but I can't get them to actually take even  
the initial steps — come to meetings on time, speak up, share information. What should I (or we) do?
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Prepare a dialogue with the owner of an Agile initia-
tive:

Let’s look at the organization you want. How will you 
know it is Agile?

Our customer will be happier.

How will you know they’re happier?

We will get better reviews, fewer support incidents, 
and more recurring customers.

Great. Can we make these numbers visible to  
everyone in the organization so that we’re working 
toward them together?

Sure. We already create a weekly report, and we 
could share that with everyone.

Will everyone understand the report and know what 
you want to have happen?

(Astonishment.) I am not sure. I suppose so.

How about we go ask the team?

Initial team conversation

This is Olaf. I brought him in to help our Agile  
initiative. He has asked me how I’m going to know 
when our organization is Agile. I told him that these 
numbers [shows data] will change in this way  
[indicates direction of change] and that will tell us  
our customers are happier.

Hi, I’m curious about what you guys need and want. 
Let’s first try to understand together what management 
wants. The data that we see here is about review,  
incident, and customer numbers and trends. The  
assumption is that when these numbers rise, that tells 
us your customers will be happier. Do you agree?

(Team hesitates, then nods. I sense tension in the 
room growing.)

As an organization, do you believe this is a useful goal 
to focus on? In other words, if management wanted 
you to focus on that fully, and wanted you to work at 
your best, what would you want them to do?

(Hesitation. Some suggestions. Discussions start.)

Great start! Keep going, and we’ll come back to you. 
Now I’ll go have a conversation about how I can help 
management with some of this.

Reflecting dialogue with owner

What do you now know about the kind of leadership 
needed for the organization you want?

I need to listen more. I need to involve them in where 
we’re going and how we measure progress.

***

In these dialogue snippets, everyone gained clarity. 
Clarity about what’s going on, what we want to have 
happen, what needs to happen for that to happen. 
This is all we need to do to get moving.

Big question to answer in a small space. And guess 
what? I don’t have an answer for you.

But I do have some questions.

Question 1: Who are you? You use the phrase “My 
team.” This could mean you are an awesomely  
integrated developer, newly bought into Agile.

Or it could mean you are a ScrumMaster, product 
owner, or even some sort of manager who is looking 
upon the team in a paternal/maternal way. Many of us 
struggle to speak up in front of authority figures. So be 
careful of tone. You may find that when you step out of 
the room, the session goes better.

Question 2: Why should they “go Agile”? Scrum 
isn’t a hat or new process you adopt. It is a meta- 
framework that can act like a Trojan horse, bringing 
new approaches and concepts and, more importantly, 
new values and principles to a team. This is a big shift. 
It is easy to say you want change. It is hard to change. 
If this is being imposed top-down by management — 
well, it could be the greatest idea on earth, but I know 
I would reject it!

This leads to . . .

Question 3: Does the team feel safe? I saw a report 
about Google discussing the fact that the most  
important feature in their teams was psychological 
safety. Without it, people feel uncertain, anxious, and 
fearful. If the answers to the two previous questions are 
inappropriate, this state can follow. A scared or nervous 
team may not share their concerns with each other.

Furthermore, does the team feel as though they have 
a sense of purpose or direction, both product- and 
process-wise? If they feel empowered and safe, then 
we will see people start to take responsibility and 
ownership. You can’t make people turn up on time 
without being a stopwatch dictator. You can’t make 
people talk without coercion. You can’t make people 
care. They need to do this. All we can do is build an 
environment to help that happen.

Additionally, depending on who we are, we can 
maybe keep our mouths shut and give them time and 
space to discover this for themselves.

The biggest learning I have acquired while being  
a coach is to move from a fail-safe, helicopter-parent 
model of ScrumMastery that protects the team from 
itself, to a safe-to-fail model that allows the team 
discover their gaps and needs themselves. After all, 
Scrum gives a scientific, experimental model for doing 
this, and the small batch size allows this learning to  
be cheap.

When she was two years old, I told my daughter 
Darcey to not touch the oven. I reiterated this  
frequently. She said she would not: “No, Daddy.”  
I turned my back. “OWWW!” “Did you touch it?”  
“No. . . .”

She did. But I also knew it was safe for her to fail. She 
was not going to be burned, just lightly scorched. And 
now she keeps away from the oven.

A wise man once said, “People improve most when 
they solve their own problems.”

My team nods at all the right times when we discuss going Agile, but I can't get them to actually take even  
the initial steps — come to meetings on time, speak up, share information. What should I (or we) do?
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