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Due to far-reaching digitization, our society is undergoing fundamental 

change and acceleration. Organizations and people need to work more 

fl exibly and achieve results sooner. Other ways of thinking and working 

are therefore necessary. Agile is well-known for this, and is becoming the 

most widely used way of working in practice. You can compare agile with 

fi tness: being so healthy and fi t as a team, department or organization 

that you can deal with all circumstances. Being able to react fast, quickly 

and nimbly to anything that comes your way. Really being ready for 

anything - that is what agile aims to achieve. And that level of agility 

appears to be a very important skill in a time of digitization, disruption 

and accelerating change. In this book, agile experts Rini van Solingen 

and Maarten Kossen, share their knowledge and experience on how to 

apply agile well, but also show the most common mistakes, pitfalls and 

misconceptions in practice.
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Rini van Solingen is a speaker and 
author. His expertise lies in the 
speed and agility of people and 
organizations. He is a part-time 
full professor at Delft University of 
Technology and also regularly lectures 
at Nyenrode Business University 
in master classes and MBAs. Rini 
is also CTO at Prowareness NL and 
a non-executive board member of 
momomedical.com.

Maarten Kossen is senior agile 
coach and managing director 
at Prowareness USA. He is also 
a licensed Professional Scrum 
Trainer (PST) with Scrum.org. 
As an agile coach, Maarten is 
focused on enterprise agile 
transformations. As a trainer, 
Maarten has taught many 
Scrum masters, product 
owners, teams, and leaders. 
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WARNING
People often say “agile is a mindset”: it is a way of 
thinking, a way of looking at things, a feeling. That is 
partly true. Yes, it’s a mindset. Honestly though, that’s 
too narrow of a definition. Because an agile mindset, a 
mindset of adapting to circumstances – don’t we have 
that already? I, as a person, am very flexible, am I not? 
So that agile mindset is mostly about others, right? 
Because I, I’m very agile already! 

If you recognize yourself having this 
attitude, then you’re relegating the 
challenge of bringing agility into 
your organization and its working 
methods and culture, and your 
own agility, to a far too simple 
representation of the change 
needed.

Because agile is much more than 
just a mindset. You could say that agile 
is a philosophy. It is a striving or desire for 
knowledge and wisdom. You’re never really done, 
there’s no end state. You don’t become a philosopher 
overnight, after a two-day class, or by reading a 
single book. It is a long road full of inspiration, doubt, 
fallacies, and learning experiences. The same applies 
to agile.

So, as a warning: do not underestimate agile!

Never think you already know it all. Consciously remain 
humble about your own knowledge and wisdom. With 
the modesty of a philosopher. The further you are on 
your journey, the more you will realize how little you 
know. The further along the path you are, the more 
respect you get for the path that is still to come.

8
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We (the authors) have often thought that we 
knew it all. Especially as a trainer you often feign 
the all-knowing expert. And to a degree, we are 
experts. We know a lot and have done a lot and 
therefore have a lot of real life experience. At the 
same time, we are increasingly aware of how little 
we know.  We are gaining more and more respect 
for the philosophy that is agile. Embracing change, 
thinking from the perspective of the other, 
delivering fast and short-cyclical value, and above 

all always interacting with others. Doing that well, 
getting better and better at it, that never stops.

Hence the warning: an agile 
transformation – your own change to 

agility – is a long road. Every time you 
think that agile really has no surprises 
for you anymore, something 
happens that makes you realize that 

you still have little knowledge and 
wisdom. Fortunately, that makes it fun 

and interesting. That’s the good news of 
this warning: you can always keep learning 

about the philosophy called agile.

This book describes our knowledge and wisdom of 
the moment. It is full of experience, lists, tips, and 
recommendations for practical applications. Take 
advantage of that. Let it help you on your journey 
of discovery. We hope it helps you gain insights 
and solve the puzzles that will keep coming your 
way in today’s rapidly changing and unpredictable 
world.

We wish you a lot of inspiration and reading 
pleasure with this book. But above all, we wish you 
a lot of knowledge and wisdom!

Rini van Solingen & Maarten Kossen
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The premise of this 
book is that agile is 
first and foremost 
a widely applicable 
mindset, that will 
find its way to most 
environments over 
time.
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THE WHY, WHAT, WHEN, 
AND HOW OF AGILE
AGILE CAN BE COMPARED TO FITNESS.  AS A TE AM, DEPARTMENT, 

OR ORGANIZ ATION YOU WANT TO BE FIT ENOUGH TO DE AL WITH ALL 

CIRCUMSTANCES.  QUICK ,  FAST,  AND AGILE .  BEING ABLE TO RE ACT IF A 

SITUATION REQUIRES IT.  WHATEVER COMES YOUR WAY,  YOU’RE RE ADY 

FOR ANY THING.  AND LE T THAT BE A VERY IMPORTANT SKILL IN A TIME OF 

DIGITIZ ATION,  DISRUPTION, AND RAPID CHANGES.

1

13
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Agile is primarily a mindset
Agile is a mindset that embraces change, 
which revolves around delivering results 
quickly and learning from it. Agile working 
is about giving autonomy to people and 
teams, with clear decision-making space 
and a lot of self-organization. Prioritize 
continuous improvement and try step-by-
step to generate even higher customer 
value and exceed performance. Step by 
step learning and improving by doing. 
Delivering results and learning how to do 
things better, together as a team. That’s 
agile.

Agile embraces change
Agile works best in situations where there 
are lots of changes and much has yet to 
be discovered. Making a plan only makes 
limited sense, because it always works 
out differently than expected. A clear goal 
is necessary, but how you get there may 
be largely undefined. And even the goal 
should be reviewed regularly. Because that 
too could change in our rapidly changing 
world. The fitter you are, the easier it is to 
change.

Agile fits with knowledge work
The premise of this book is that agile is 
mainly a broadly applicable mindset, which 
will show its value in many ways. It’s not 
that crazy. After all, society is accelerating 
strongly because of both digitization 
and new ways of working. Agile helps to 
achieve goals in collaboration with others 
by taking small, clear steps, allowing you to 
adjust as needed.
Thus, agile is particularly suitable for 
what we often call ‘knowledge work’: 
cooperation between people where the 
work and the results are often fleeting, and 
consist of information, data, etc. Knowledge 
work is non-physical and therefore takes 
place fundamentally faster than work in 
the physical world. After all, messages, 
documents, and files can be sent, in digital 
form, within seconds to the other side of 
the planet. As a result of this acceleration, 
the hierarchical structure in organizations 
becomes unsuitable for rapid operational 
decisions. The speed and dynamics 
of change are simply too great to ask 
permission from the boss for each decision 
that must be made. As a result, operational 
decisions and choices are increasingly 
taking place at the tactical level, usually 
in teams that are allowed to organize 
themselves.

14
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Step by step discovery
The essence of agile working lies in the 
acceptance of the fact that far ahead of 
time it is never exactly clear what you 
can achieve and by when. The reality is 
that so much is changing that we can’t 
actually make agreements far in advance. 
An important personal threshold to achieve 
agility is that you dare to let go of the idea 
that a detailed plan is necessary to be used 
in complex situations to be successful. 
Work experimentally and step by step. 
Learn to trust that taking the first step is 
more important, and that it is only during 
that first step that you will discover what 
the best next step is. Agile teams do not 
plan too far ahead and deliver results 
together step-by-step in short periods of 
time.
Especially with the goal of learning 
from every step. Learning how it can be 
improved, learning what customers really 
need, and discovering together where the 
highest customer value Is. 

The role of management will shift
As a result, the role of management 
will shift. It no longer makes tactical, 
operational decisions along hierarchical 
lines and procedures, but it becomes 
serving, meaningful, organizing, and sets 
boundaries. Management does not interfere 
with day-to-day work. Instead, it creates an 
environment in which self-organizing teams 
can work autonomously and be successful 
independently. Without interference and 
adjustment from above.
Agile working is therefore a reaction to a 
rapidly changing and complex world. And 
it appears to be effective and is therefore 
not a hype that will just blow over. Many 
organizations across the planet are actively 
working in one way or another to increase 
their agility – from large to small, from 
commercial to government, from young 
to old, from technical to administrative. 
They all struggle with the dynamics 
of the outside world, and they all see 
many advantages in making their ways 
of working more agile. How they do that 
varies per organization. It depends on their 
situation, their customers, their employees. 
But striving for faster results and more 
flexibility is a uniform change in many 
organizations.

1
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1.1 .   AGILE MEANS WORKING LIKE A DOLPHIN

The essence of agile can be explained 
well by comparing a submarine to a 
dolphin. Project-like work resembles 
a submarine: the boat is invisible and 
dives under water. It can stay there for 
a long time. Just like a big project. Only 
towards the end do you become restless; 
when the deadline approaches, urgency 
and activity increase. A submarine 
surfaces at the end, only then sharing 
the result for the first time. You hope 
that everything is fine, that customers 
are happy, and that your result has a 
lot of value. Unfortunately, the reality is 
different. That hope often turns out to be 
delayed disappointment. Which makes 
sense because this is the moment of the 
very first feedback. Everything that is not 
good or valuable becomes apparent at 
the same time. And unfortunately, you 
don’t really have time to change anything 
anymore. This submarine is also called 
the see-you-later model.

The alternative is the dolphin. A dolphin 
also dives under water. But a dolphin 
quickly resurfaces. Dolphins need air. 
With the dolphin approach you dive 
under water, but you quickly come back 
up with the first result. That result is, of 
course, smaller than you had in mind, 
but it is something you can test. You can 

test whether it has value, test whether 
it works, and test whether it indeed 
achieves part of the goal. This way you 
discover whether it delivers what you 
expected and you get feedback on what 
makes sense and what doesn’t. With 
that knowledge, the dolphin dives under 
water again and resurfaces a little later. 
A dolphin works in so-called iterations 
or sprints (repetitions). Always going 
under water and resurfacing shortly 
after. Breathing, seeing if you are still 
going in the right direction and adjusting 
direction when needed. And then, back 
under water again, to quickly resurface. 
The dolphin approach is also called the 
see-you-soon model.

Try to deliver results as quickly as 
possible in everything you do and ask 
for feedback. You will see that it gives 
you results sooner. Additionally, you also 
get to know much earlier which parts 
of your original plan are not needed 
at all. And that’s where agile becomes 
an accelerator. It is not about working 
harder, but about working smarter. 
Discovering what you don’t have to do 
because it has no value at all saves a lot 
of time. And it offers you the chance to 
deliver value sooner or to deliver extra 
value.

Agile working is like swimming

like a dolphin: always surfacing and 

adjusting based on concrete results

and new insights.
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Two different approaches that work in a 
totally different way: 

 At the end you’re finished versus it’s 
always finished.

 Feedback at the end versus feedback 
from the beginning.

 No interim adjustments versus constant 
adjustments.

 Not being able to stop halfway versus 
always being able to stop.

 Value only comes when everything is 
finished versus the most valuable thing 
comes first.

 Postponing risks versus pulling risks 
forward.

1

visibility

time

To summarize: long-cycle work versus 
short-cycle work. Agile working is 
fundamentally different from project-
based working. In a dynamic and 
complex world where a lot is changing 
and up for discussion, it is smarter to 
work in short cycles. That works much 
better than long cycles.
Agile working is like swimming like a 
dolphin: always surfacing and adjusting 
based on concrete results and new 
insights.

THE W
HY, W

HAT, W
HEN AND HOW

 OF AGILE



18

1.1 .   AGILE WORKING MEANS WORKING LIKE A DOLPHIN

Agile works because it immediately 
solves several conceptual fallacies in the 
work process:

 The fallacy that the required result must 
be fully specified in advance before 
work can be started. This is a fallacy 
because getting feedback should never 
be postponed. You know the least in ad-
vance. Most mistakes are made at the 
beginning. Working out all the details 
in advance is therefore the worst thing 
you could do. This would imply that you 
will not learn or discover anything along 
the way. The sooner there is feedback, 
the sooner it becomes clear that mis-
takes have been made or that things 
have been misunderstood. Because of 
this, you can intervene earlier and avoid 
pointless preparatory efforts.

 The fallacy that progressive insight is 
a disruption and change requests are 
a danger, and that the scope must 
therefore be fixed to be successful. This 
is a thinking error because the main 
reason behind a change request is that 
people understand that it is better to 
do things differently. In other words: a 
change request is intended to increase 
the potential value! Ignoring that would 
be fundamentally wrong. Reconciliation 
for change should have a central place 
in the work process. They make the re-
sult better. Progressive insight is fantas-
tic and can help to realize more value 
with less effort. If extra value is discov-
ered, something of lower value may be 
removed. Scope adjustments aren’t just 
about adding additional work, but also 
the deletion of things that seemed nec-

essary in advance but do not turn out to 
be valuable as you go along.

 The fallacy that detailed documents 
are necessary and work better than 
drafting and discussing rough sketches. 
This is a fallacy because the usefulness 
of documentation is to build identical 
concepts and models in the minds of 
people working together. Such con-
cepts and models are relayed faster and 
more effectively through discussion, 
interaction, and raising questions. At 
the end of the day, it’s about what is be-
ing learned, not about the document. 
It is a fallacy that mental models can 
be transferred into a written document 
full of details. You build shared mental 
models through interaction.

 The fallacy that no learning is done dur-
ing the execution. This is perhaps the 
biggest fallacy of all. A lot of work now-
adays is complex in nature. Complex 
work is characterized by a large diver-
sity of factors which are hard to predict 
in advance. In retrospect, they can be 
explained; it is always clear where devel-
opments come from and what should 
have been done differently. Learning by 
doing is crucial in a fast-paced and agile 
world. Therefore, accept that adjust-
ments will always be made along the 
way because of progressive insight and 
things you learn. Don’t assume you’re 
smart enough to fully understand 
complexity in advance and use detailed 
plans to neutralize those assumptions. 
Complexity can only be tamed through 
iterations. Learning by doing and em-
bracing change.

1.2 .   FUNDAMENTAL FALL ACIES THAT AGILE SOLVES
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Agile is above all a mindset. A mindset 
that has been elaborated in the Agile 
Manifesto. This manifesto was created in 
2001 by a number of experts who had de-
veloped small and light-weight approach-
es that proved to work very effectively in 
practice. This Agile Manifesto consists of 
only four values that are further elabo-
rated on with twelve principles. Based on 
these values and principles, approaches 
were developed that are supported by an 
infinite number of practices.

In practice, this is all called agile. So, you 
could say that agile actually has a lot of 
different facets. This regularly causes 
confusion. Because what are we talking 
about when we call something ‘agile’?
The order of the values is not arbitrary, 
although that may not be apparent at 
the outset. The four values build on each 
other:

 Individuals and interactions over pro-
cesses and tools. First make sure that 

you get people and their mutual inter-
action in order, because that is how you 
really learn to understand each other. 
Once you understand each other, you 
can start working together as a team.

 Working software over comprehen-
sive documentation. When team 
members understand each other, they 
turn that understanding into working 
results. You want to test your ideas, and 
that can only be achieved through real 
feedback on real results.

 Customer collaboration over contract 
negotiation. Next, it becomes relevant 
to work with your customer and to al-
ways align on results and collaboratively 
make it better. But only involve that 
customer if you succeed in quickly con-
verting their requirements into working 
results. Otherwise, the customer has 
the feeling that they have not been 
listened to and will therefore be dissat-
isfied.

1.3.   THE AGILE MANIFESTO

Agile  Explained  Defined by Brought to live Implemented

is a by four 12 principles by dozens via endless

mindset values  of approaches practices

Mindset Values Principles  Approaches    Practices

1
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 Responding to change over following 
a plan. Only when these above three 
values work, you are ready to make 
changes quickly when the situation 
calls for them. It is only here that agility 
comes into play. Agile focuses on 
customer feedback, valuable results, 
and short-cycle delivery. Responding 
to changes is fine, but only if it quickly 
adds more value for the customer.

The last sentence of the Agile Manifesto 
literally reads: That is, while there is value 
in the items on the right, we value the 
items on the left more. ‘ In many cases, 
people interpret the manifesto as: the 
right side is bad, the left side is good. Or 
sometimes even more rigid: the left side 
is agile; the right side is non-agile. But 
that’s nonsense. The right side also has 
value. Read that last sentence again. The 
right side is also adding value in agile. But 
where is that value? What is the value 
of the things on the right? That which is 
mentioned on the right is conditional for 
what is on the left. The right side is there 
to support the left side. There is nothing 
wrong with the things on the right 

(procedures, plans, or documentation 
for example). As long as they are there to 
contribute to the things on the left. So, 
for example, to establish interaction or to 
deliver results.

The four values of the Agile Manifesto are 
important and very practical tools. They 
can help you to test your first intuitive 
reactions. For example, ask yourself 
whether a proposed measure belongs 
to the right or the left side of the values. 
And ask yourself if it could be ‘even more 
agile’. How? Focus on the left side!

If you are still taking action on the right 
side, check whether you are helping the 
left side. If so, fine. If not, don’t. Does a 
tool improve interaction? Good idea! 
Does a tool ensure that people no longer 
have to talk to each other? Then you are 
most likely not helping yourself. Does a 
document help to quickly clarify the next 
step? Great document! Do we write a 
lengthy document a few months before 
we make the first version of the product? 
That is probably a very bad idea.

THE AGILE MANIFESTO READS AS FOLLOWS*:

We have come to value:

* Individuals and interactions over processes and tools

* Working results over comprehensive documentation

* Customer collaboration over contract negotiation

* Responding to change over following a plan

That is, while there is value in the items on the right, 
we value the items on the left more.

* The actual text of the manifesto talks about software and software development. Since agile is applicable to all forms 

of knowledge-intensive and non-physical work, we have made the terms used a bit broader. The original text of the 

manifesto can be found at: http://www.agilemanifesto.org/
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Agile is not a silver bullet. It is not 
the solution to all problems. Agile 
fits in situations where there is a 
lot of uncertainty. Where much is 
changing, and much is still being 
discovered. We also call these 
complex situations. You know in 
advance that a lot is changing and 
in retrospect you always know how 
it should have been. It is about 
the degree of (un)certainty in this 
case whether agile will help or 
not. Agile helps especially when 
work is complex and difficult to 
plan in advance. An alternative to 
agile is lean. Lean helps especially 
when the work is clearer. It may be 
complicated, but it is possible to 
master the work through repetition 
and make it plannable.

The best way to explain when to use Agile 
is by using a model from Ralph Stacey. This 
model describes the different situations that 
can arise when there is a certain amount 
of (un)certainty on what needs to be done 
versus a certain amount of (un)certainty 
on how it needs to be done. Whether Agile 
working is a good choice depends strongly 
on this degree of (un)certainty:

• Simple situations: in these it is clear what 
is needed and how that can be achieved. 
Simple situations include baking a cake, 
riding a bike, or learning how to swim. 
There is a very clear relationship between 
the ‘what’ and the ‘how’. If you follow a 
fixed number of steps, you will get the 
result you want. Which steps to take are 
known, so there are best practices you 
can learn from an instructor. It practically 

1.4.   WHEN TO USE AGILE?

always works. If you don’t yet know 
how to handle simple situations, you are 
looking for a trainer or instructor who will 
teach you.

• Complicated situations: these arise when 
the uncertainty around the ‘what’ and 
‘how’ increases. It is fairly clear what is 
needed and how this can be achieved, 
but rock-solid guarantees can no longer 
be given. It is therefore worthwhile 
to analyze in advance what exactly is 
needed. The clearer the ‘what’ is refined 
and specified, the greater the chance of 
success. Think, for example, of choosing 
a technical platform, making a medical 
diagnosis, or replicating a complicated 
machine. That seems complicated in 
advance, but if well-trained people first 
carry out a thorough analysis, they will 

The Ralph Stacey model

Complex

How: close 
to certain

How: far 
from certain
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Complicated

Simple
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almost always succeed in achieving a 
good result. The success rate of the ‘how’ 
can also be increased by extra attention, 
training, the use of expertise, automation, 
and/or standardization. Complicated work 
is usually repetitive. You do it more often 
and therefore get better and better at it. 
Optimization with lean is therefore an 
excellent fit for complicated environments. 
Experts and consultants who do research 
and propose a targeted solution have 
the best fit with complicated situations. 
Complicated work can be planned in 
advance.

• Complex situations: these are situations 
where the ‘what’ and ‘how’ become even 
more uncertain. The characteristic of a 
complex situation is that it always goes 
differently than you expected. In advance, 
more is uncertain than certain. There 
are too many variables involved that are 
interdependent. Think, for example, of 
a large project in which many people 
and parties are involved, the creation 
of new IT systems or the merger of two 
companies. You do have an idea of what 
you want to achieve and how that could 
work, but it always goes differently 
than you thought beforehand. However, 
in complex situations you can always 

explain afterwards why it went that way. 
And afterwards you always know how 
you should have approached it in the 
first place. In a complex situation, it is 
therefore best to discover, in small steps, 
what exactly is needed and how you can 
achieve it: experiment and discover, and 
on learn and adjust based on intermediate 
results. Complex situations are therefore 
extremely suitable for agile. Daring to 
discover and a coach who helps with 
this, fit complex situations. Complex 
is not plannable in advance but can be 
explained afterwards.

•  Chaotic situations: this is the case when 
the ‘what’ and ‘how’ are completely 
uncertain. Think, for example, of major 
accidents or war situations. Such 
situations are unpredictable in advance 
and can only be explained to a limited 
extent afterwards. Terms such as ‘bad 
luck’ and ‘luck’ play an important role. 
An agile way of working might be helpful, 
but in a chaotic situation it is mainly a 
matter of action. Do something. No matter 
what. You want to get out of chaos, so 
you can take as coordinated an action as 
possible to reach another state as quickly 
as possible. Leadership plays a crucial 
role in these types of situations.

That explains the reason why agile 

is becoming more common and is more 

broadly applied. Agile is well able 

to deal with complexity and change.
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The answer to the question when agile 
and when not, depends purely on the 
situation. Is it complicated or complex? 
Complex situations are extremely suitable 
for agile. Because they are never the same. 
That’s where Agile excels. Agile helps you 
discover a route when you do things for 
the first time. You apply Agile in situations 
that are not repetitive, where you only know 
afterwards how it should have been done 
and what was actually needed. Taking 
small steps and thus making the learning 
process short-cycled and iterative.

If it is complicated and therefore repetitive, 
you initially benefit more from lean. Lean 
helps optimize processes that you have 
to deal with frequently and learn from 
them. You apply Lean in situations that 
are already repetitive; think of executive 
processes or production lines, especially 
in the manufacturing industry or service 
execution. The goal of lean and agile is 
identical: to be successful and to get better 
and better based on experience.

The answer to the question when agile 

and when not, depends purely on the 

situation. Is it complicated or complex? 

Complex situations are extremely 

suitable for agile.

However, our society is changing in such a 
way that more and more complex situations 
arise. Everything is going faster and faster 
and is becoming more and more digital. 
Lots of simple work and complicated 
work is therefore disappearing because 
that is being automated. And automating 
something is complex work. As a result, 
more and more environments are becoming 
complex and there is more and more 
complex work. That explains the reason 
why agile is becoming more common and is 
more broadly applied. Agile is well able to 
deal with complexity and change.

1
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ARE WE HEADING IN 
THE RIGHT DIRECTION?
AGILE IS QUICKLY BECOMING THE MOST WIDELY USED WAY OF 

WORKING.  AGILE IS ALRE ADY THE STARTING POINT FOR MOST FORMS 

OF COLL ABORATION.  MANY ORGANIZ ATIONS GE T TO WORK TO GE T 

PRODUCTS OR SERVICES DELIVERED FASTER IN AN ITERATIVE WAY.  WITH 

THIS,  THE Y TAKE THE FIRST STEPS ON THE PATH OF AGILE WORKING AND 

IMMEDIATELY E XPERIENCE THE BENEFITS .

2
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G A AT HE T DE J U IS T E K A N T O P ?

Agile is a mindset that is easy to 

understand, but in the beginning very 

difficult to apply.

Fixed patterns need to be broken 

and existing habits no longer offer 

certainty. That is not so much due to 

agile working itself, but mainly due 

to those who apply it. The approach 

itself doesn’t work; it’s the people 

who work.
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Agile is difficult at first
Although it is easy to start with agile, 
in practice it turns out not to be so 
easy for many to apply it properly. As a 
result, for example, the promised quality 
and productivity improvements are not 
immediately realized. The cause of this is 
often an incomplete picture of agile. Agile 
is a mindset that is easy to understand, 
but very difficult to apply in the beginning. 
Fixed patterns need to be broken and 
existing habits no longer offer certainty. 
That is not so much due to agile working 
itself, but mainly due to those who apply 
it. The approach itself doesn’t work; it’s the 
people who work.

Agile requires fundamental 
changes
Agile is often initially seen as something 
just for IT. Not as something for me or for 
us – “we don’t work in IT.” Or the first 
impression is that people have heard it all 
before: old wine in new bags. But if agile is 
only used as a layer of paint over existing 
processes, it can never deliver the promised 
productivity and quality improvements. 

Agile really requires fundamental changes, 
such as:
•  Ideas quickly converted to results.
•  Prioritization by value.
•  Shortened feedback loops.
•  Self-organizing teams.
•  Short-cycled and iterative improvement.
•  Continuous delivery of working results.

Many organizations are trying to piggyback 
on the agile hype, and therefore it is 
advisable to keep asking critical questions 
about the extent to which an action is 
really agile. Or even better: to what extent 
the agile mindset is actually being lived. 
For questions that can help to quickly 
understand how agile one really is, see 
section 2.1.

Agile requires direction
With those questions you can test whether 
an organization has understood agile 
and whether the expected advantages 
will be achieved. Looking critically at 
the introduction of agile is becoming 
increasingly important. It is gradually 
becoming the most used way of working, 
so it is necessary to ensure that agile is 
deployed in a good way. Then alone can an 
organization reap the benefits.

ARE W
E HEADING IN THE RIGHT DIRECTION?

2
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1    How long do iterations (sprints) take 
and why do have they this length?

 Iterations are always the same 
length. Most organizations work with 
sprints of one, two or three weeks: 
finishing things in a short time and 
learning by doing. Bring a cadence 
to the organization that continues 
and provides rhythm, clarity, and 
predictability. The length of the sprints 
is always the same and is determined 
based on the required flexibility. The 
more flexibility is needed, the shorter 
the sprints should be.

2   How complete are the results of an 
iteration?

 It is essential that the results of 
an iteration are actually finished. 
Finishing and testing therefore take 
place during the sprint. Automatic 
checks for quality and completeness 
are indispensable for this. Is it 
really finished, or do we have an 
intermediate result and is it only 
finished at the end of the very last 
sprint?

3 Can I see the planning boards of  
your teams?

 Agile teams visualize their plans and 
progress through the active use of 
boards with stickies. These boards 
offer a good insight into the extent of 
agile working of a team. For example, 
look at how actively the stickies and 
work plans are being used during an 
iteration and whether a clear moment 
of approval/control has also been 
implemented. For example, is there 
a column with ‘ready for approval,’ 
‘under verification,’ or ‘checked and 
approved’? Is there a moment to 
actively look ahead? Is the board an 
effective tool for the team? If the team 
uses a tool instead of a physical board, 
how actively do they use it? Is it a tool 
to encourage interaction or more of a 
database to store information in?

4 How do you ensure that most 
business value is delivered first?

 Try to find out in what way work 
is prioritized and to what extent 
attempts are made to deliver the 
maximum value with minimum 
effort. What is the involvement of the 
customers in this? Is everything being 
run past the product owner? And 
to what extent is expected business 
value compared to the actual business 
value?

2.1.  SEVEN QUESTIONS TO SEE HOW AGILE ONE IS 
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5 What is on your Definition of Done 
(DoD)?

 Really completing things during every 
sprint is a crucial condition for agile 
working. That is why ‘done’ must be 
very clear and explicitly defined. That’s 
what the Definition of Done (DoD) is 
for. Without actively using this list of 
quality criteria, it is almost impossible 
to guarantee quality. Not having it, 
not using it, or not maintaining a DoD 
almost always causes problems. The 
DoD is a very important tool to ensure 
that sprints produce results that are 
actually completed. So, ask about its 
existence and use.

6 How are all stakeholders actively 
involved?

 Complex environments know many 
stakeholders. Their feedback and 
contribution are of great importance 
to be agile. If no or few interested 
parties are involved at a review 
moment, this is often a sign that 
the real feedback has not yet been 

received and will come later. So, look 
at the extent to which stakeholders are 
involved. It is a very good indication of 
the extent to which a team is engaged 
in delivering and adjusting customer 
value.

7 How is each subsequent iteration 
better than the previous?

 Teams can use each iteration to 
learn how the next one can be even 
better. So, look for that improvement 
mentality in teams. Are they 
consciously engaged in learning, 
or are they busy jumping through 
process hoops? If teams are actively 
working each sprint to discover how 
the next one can be better, then 
time will lead to their performance 
increasing automatically. Try to see to 
what extent they are actively looking 
for that. In addition to looking for 
improvements, are they also intending 
to implement these improvements? 
Do they turn improvement proposals 
into action?

 

ARE W
E HEADING IN THE RIGHT DIRECTION?

2

Really completing things during every 

sprint is a crucial condition for agile 

working. That is why ‘done’ must be very 

clear and explicitly defined. That’s what 

the Definition of Done (DoD) is for.
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Becoming agile and fit does 

not happen automatically. 

You will have to do 

something about that.
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When implementing agile, the way of 
looking at progress and success changes 
considerably. A completely different way of 
control is created, which therefore includes 
different metrics. The following metrics 
can be used to show what progress there is 
and can be included in reports. Some of the 
metrics used in practice are:

•  Velocity. Velocity is measured by, for 
example, keeping track of the number of 
relative points (story points) per sprint 
(see also chapter 22). The reason to 
measure velocity is to prevent a team 
from ‘overeating’ in a sprint. Every sprint 
must lead to finalized results. That’s 
immediately at risk if a team takes on too 
much work for an iteration. That makes 
a sprint very risky in advance. Hence 
the measurement of velocity: teams that 
know their own velocity can take on 
an appropriate amount of work that is 
feasible. At the same time, velocity is the 
metric that is most abused in practice. 
Under the assumption ‘the more points, 
the better’, it is strictly examined whether 
the velocity of a team increases, because 
after all, that is the promise of agile? Or 
even worse: sometimes a generic velocity 
metric is set up to be able to compare 
teams with each other. Which team 
scores best and which team scores worst? 
Velocity is not intended for this at all. In 
fact, this is an abuse of the metric, and this 
way velocity works counterproductively.

•  Value. At the end of the day, it’s all about 
value. There are different types of values, 
their similarity is that they can all be 
made measurable. If that is possible in 

a monetary way it is fine, but if it is only 
possible in relative points, that is still 
better than nothing. Measuring value is 
an essential part of agile working. Start 
with that from the very first moment. 
Product owners in particular should be in 
charge of this.

•  Happiness. Happiness is, like Velocity, 
one of the typical Agile metrics. 
Happiness may be measured in many 
ways (for example in grades, smileys, 
points, or net-promoter-score) and for 
many roles (product owner happiness, 
team happiness, stakeholder happiness, 
customer happiness, and user happiness). 
The name can make it sound hippy-like, 
as if everyone must become ‘happy’. 
People’s satisfaction is important, but in 
the end, it is always about value, speed, 
impact, and usefulness. Happiness can 
help but should never be the only metric. 
Agile working also costs money, and 
if the only return on that investment is 
that it makes people happy, then it is not 
sustainable.

•  Energy. Happiness is measured 
afterwards, and that is always too late. 
An important predictor of happiness is 
energy. The amount of energy of a team, 
for example, or of the product owner, or 
of stakeholders. That energy is indicative 
of the results to come. Little energy 
usually leads to disappointing outcomes 
and therefore low happiness. Conversely, 
teams can move mountains with a lot 
of energy. Energy is often measured in 
numbers or relative values. 

2.2 . REPORTING WITH METRICS
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•  Productivity. This metric is much more 
useful for measuring a team’s perfor-
mance. Productivity is about return: 
the amount of value that is delivered in 
relation to the effort. The profit per sprint, 
for example, or the value per hour. For 
productivity, it pays off to split work into 
smaller pieces. What is the most valuable? 
Do that first and do the less valuable later. 
You then shift the balance to more value 
with less effort. This will make produc-
tivity increase immediately. Agile teams 
need a useful productivity measurement, 
but always one that focuses on value in 
relation to effort. The goal of productivity 
measurement is to deliver as much value 
as possible with as little effort as possible. 
So be careful with output metrics (number 
of products, number of customers, number 
of phone calls, etc.). Output does not pro-
vide guaranteed value. It’s about outcome: 
the effect on the customer, value. Value 
balanced against effort; that determines 
the return.

•  Autonomy. The more independent a 
team is from the environment, the greater 
the chance of predictable results and 
fast value. After all, team members of 
an independent team have most control 
of their actions. To make that happen 
and to improve it step by step, it can 
be useful to measure the degree of 
autonomy. For example, by determining 
the ratio between activities in a sprint 
that can be completed independently 
and activities that require others’ help. 
Or by keeping track of how many teams 
are needed to complete work. The more 
teams, the lower the autonomy. This is 
not so much about the number itself, but 

about movement. Always look at how the 
independence of teams can be increased. 
What measures can be taken to further 
reduce dependencies? If a team is 100 
percent independent of other teams, 
nothing stands in the way of speed and 
agility. Except inside the team itself, but 
that is something the team members can 
immediately address themselves.

•  Focus. A metric is needed that measures 
the lead time. Ultimately, speed is 
determined by the lead time from idea 
to result – from concept to cash. Many 
organizations therefore measure the lead 
time. The disadvantage of this is that this 
number does not make it clear whether 
there is still stretch. Can we do it faster, 
or is this what it is? An alternative is to 
measure focus. Do we focus on the most 
important thing, or do we constantly 
switch without finishing something? 
Focus measures the ratio between the 
required and the actual throughput 
duration. For example, if a task needs 
twenty hours of lead time and takes two 
weeks, the focus index is 25 percent. 
The lead time itself does not lead to the 
insight that it could be done four times 
as fast; the focus index does provide 
that insight. Moreover, this metric is not 
only useful for work during a sprint, but 
also for the entire duration of a subject 
that is worked on during a number of 
sprints (Epic). The more focus a team has 
(bringing one thing at a time to done as 
quickly as possible), the better the focus 
index.

ARE W
E HEADING IN THE RIGHT DIRECTION?

2
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AGILE BY FINISHING
AGILE WORKING IS ALL ABOUT QUICKLY AND ITERATIVELY FINISHING 

RESULTS.  IT  IS NOT E ASY TO DO IN EVERY ENVIRONMENT.  VARIOUS 

FACTORS,  SUCH AS DEPENDENCIES ON OTHER TE AMS OR SUPPLIERS, 

CAN SOME TIMES PL AY A ROLE ,  AS WELL AS CUSTOMERS OR OTHER 

STAKEHOLDERS NOT BEING OPEN TO SHORT-CYCLED COLL ABORATION OR 

NOT WANTING REGUL AR DELIVERIES AT ALL .

3
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The core of agile is small steps
Sometimes the inability to really finish 
work (done) even the penultimate 
bottleneck of an organization. Because if it’s 
not finished at the end of an iteration, it’s 
not iterative. The core of agile working is to 
finish work in small steps so that you can 
learn by doing. If delivery is a bottleneck, 
the question arises: how can we structurally 
accelerate the completion of work?

Integrated end-to-end teams
Many organizations have made a strict 
separation between changing and doing. 
This separation makes sense. It provides 
clarity on who is responsible for innovation 
(changing the business) and who is 
responsible for delivering final results 
(running the business). There are people 
who change the organization, adjust, 
and implement ways of working, or train 
others in it. And there are people who run 
those processes, use ways of working, 
and actually do work. By implementing 
agile, this separation comes under 
pressure. Due to the iterative character of 
agile, change teams deliver adjustments 
so frequently that the run teams cannot 
implement them anymore. The result 
is a growing mountain of new ways of 
working, processes and systems that are 
not being used. Or the opposite happens: 
the run teams identify improvement 
opportunities for their customers, but are 
not allowed to implement them themselves, 
and the change teams are too busy with 

other changes that they believe are more 
important. This strict separation between 
change teams and run teams is unpleasant 
for both types of teams. In response, 
organizations take the step to integral end-
to-end teams: agile teams in which both 
change and execution (run) take place at 
the same time. This is a great solution, even 
if it is not always easy to set up.

Looking for problems instead of 
hiding them
The only way to get good at iteratively 
finishing work is by doing it very often. 
This principle applies to many aspects of 
agile. If you find something difficult, do 
it more often, because that’s how you will 
learn to be good at it. That is at odds with 
how many organizations (and managers!) 
work. They try to avoid difficulties. 
However, that doesn’t make problems 
disappear but merely bypasses or hides 
them. The real solution is to attack: do 
it more often and become very good at 
it. Practice shows that it is much more 
convenient to finish many smaller things 
very often. It is both easier and the risk 
that you spend time on building the wrong 
thing is considerably smaller. As a result, 
problems become smaller, they become 
more transparent, and can be resolved 
faster.
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This does, however, sound easier than it 
is. In reality, the interdependence between 
teams, departments, people, and systems 
is often so great that it is impossible to 
complete individual parts independently. 
Someone else is always needed, or changes 
must be made elsewhere as well. That’s the 
core problem! By working in short cycles, 
an organization often starts suffering more 
from hidden dysfunctions. And that’s fine. 
This way, they become visible and can 
be resolved at the core. Interdependence 
slows down the process and hinders 
autonomy. Cutting those dependencies is 
the right thing to do, even though it seems 
difficult at first. However, you can do it 
step by step and it provides immediate, 
measurable results. In addition, every small 
improvement that increases the release 
speed creates extra time and space to take 
the next improvement steps.

Increasing release speed is an 

investment that costs time and money. 

And it is often quite hard in the 

beginning. Unfortunately, there are no 

real alternatives. A quick start is 

therefore strongly recommended.

Start quickly
Increasing release speed is an investment 
that costs time and money. And it is often 
quite hard in the beginning. Unfortunately, 
there are no real alternatives. A quick start 
is therefore strongly recommended. Focus 
on removing dependencies between teams 
and start creating autonomy, so that work 
can be finished independently. Preferably 
by the agile teams themselves, without 
a strict separation between change and 
run. At the end of the day, it’s all about 
the customer. The customer will notice 
improvements quickly and immediately 
experience the benefits of them. Combining 
change and run into self-organizing end-to-
end teams is a great way to achieve this.

AGILE BY FINISHING

3
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1  Focus on finishing
 Do everything in small steps and 

make all activities subservient to 
the release process. The best way to 
tackle a bottleneck is to make it the 
most important thing to focus on. 
All other activities are then at the 
service of the release process, which 
should be managed with military 
precision. This will offer a temporary 
solution; however, it does not address 
the root cause of the problem and a 
temporary solution often turns out to 
be insufficient in the long term.

2  Split up and disconnect
 A fundamental measure is by 

splitting up large, monolithic systems 
(organizations or departments) in 
components that serve each other 
with services and that can be release 
separately. Determining what this 
new structure would look like is an 
architectural issue. An additional 
advantage of splitting up is that 
the whole, the combination of the 
autonomous parts, becomes more 
reliable. A problem in one of the parts 
no longer causes everything else to 
malfunction. In addition, it will be 
clearer where something went wrong, 
so that a solution can be delivered 
faster.

3  Many small releases
 You do not necessarily have to release 

more often, but release must be 
smaller. Focus on finishing smaller 
pieces of work often. This makes it 
clear much earlier whether something 
functions or not and why that is. 
‘Release small, fail fast’ is the credo. As 
a result, releases will take place more 
often, just because you can. Releasing 
separate parts, and automated testing 
and approval become increasingly 
important as a result.

4  Automate everything
 Try to automate all release steps as 

much as possible. Provide self-service 
environments so teams can do 
everything themselves, without the 
need to wait or work with others. For 
example, have an Ops engineer create 
tools for all the activities they perform 
for a release, so that agile teams can 
do the releases themselves. As a result, 
the role of the Ops engineers shifts: 
they no longer have to take release 
steps themselves, but they can create 
release tools for others. In fact, this 
means that support teams ‘automate 
themselves away’ and start working 
on preventing problems instead of 
solving them afterwards.

3.1.   SIX PRACTICAL MEASURES TO SPEED UP WORK
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5  Absolute independence
 Make teams autonomous and let 

them release their own work. In order 
for teams to take full ownership, it is 
important that they are autonomous. 
What they are responsible for must 
be entirely their own. They must 
have end-to-end responsibility for 
their work and not need anyone else 
for this. This means that all run and 
change tasks are performed by an 
agile team itself, using the tools that 
have automated the work of the run 
teams. In other words: self-service 
systems. This allows the run teams to 
leave the critical path, so they are no 
longer the bottleneck.

6  Measure impact and revenue
 Make the benefits of the high 

release speed transparent. Every 
improvement requires an investment 
of attention, effort, time, money, and 
patience. If it is clear to everyone what 
the benefits of releasing often are, the 
effort that it takes is easier to accept. 
This is especially true for the teams 
that help clients directly. Enthusiasm 
works in such teams as an important 
flywheel for all other measures.

AGILE BY FINISHING

3



Ultimately it is always about the customer. 

The customer needs to see improvements fast 

and immediately benefit from them.
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The Dutch e-commerce platform Bol.com  
(local competitor of Amazon.com) has 
removed the separation between 
change and run teams that are part of 
their transformation to agile working. 
The measures that have been taken for 
this were discussed in section 3.1. The 
application of these practical measures 
has led to a number of measurable 
advantages at bol.com:

•  The modularity of the website 
increased fivefold. The entire web site 
had to be divided into separate parts 
that could be released separately from 
each other. This turned out to be the 
biggest job. At the end of 2017, the 
number of services had grown to more 
than 250, each of which can be released 
separately and function independently 
of each other. For example, if the 
search function fails, the rest of the 
website will continue to function and 
customers who are already checking 
out can continue to do so. And when 
the displaying of a personalized ad is 
malfunctioning, a generic ad appears. 
Whatever goes wrong, the customer 
can continue.

•  The number of releases has grown 
rapidly. The number of releases has 
increased from one per month in 
2014 to more than 550 per month in 
2017. This is a direct result of splitting 
up a large system into separate parts. 
As a result, components are now 
released separately. Moreover, the 
release process is no longer executed 
by Ops teams, but by the agile teams 
themselves. All Ops engineers have 

3.2 .  E X AMPLE: E-COMMERCE PL ATFORM 

been transferred to an agile team or 
to a Site Reliability Team (SRT). The 
SRTs create infrastructure and create 
tools for the agile teams, so that they 
can, for example, run automatic tests 
themselves, do monitoring, perform 
load tests, and release.

•  The number of critical incidents 
reduced by 95 percent. The number of 
critical incidents (with a major impact 
on reputation, customer satisfaction, 
and turnover) has decreased from an 
average of more than 25 per month in 
2014 to less than one per month in 2017.

•  Planned downtime reduced to zero. 
In 2014, the website went down for 
an average of four hours a month to 
make a release. Since 2016, the website 
no longer goes offline for a release. 
Updating the underlying platform 
without downtime is not yet possible. 
However, downtime for these types 
of releases has dropped to less than 
eighteen minutes per year.

•  Unplanned downtime practically 
reduced to zero. The unplanned 
downtime, during which the website is 
down due to technical problems, has 
been reduced by more than 98 percent 
to less than ten minutes per year. 

These figures show that active work 
on release speed not only ensures that 
teams can deliver results earlier and 
faster, but also ensures that the quality of 
their work is significantly improved.

AGILE BY FINISHING

3
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DANGERS OF AGILE
DESPITE THEIR NEED FOR SPEED AND AGILIT Y,  NOT ALL 

ORGANIZ ATIONS SUCCESS AT APPLYING AGILE IN A SUCCESSFUL 

WAY.  THIS IS BECAUSE THERE ARE INVISIBLE DANGERS LURKING. 

BECAUSE OF THIS,  MANY ORGANIZ ATIONS START USING AGILE AND 

ONLY L ATER LE ARN WHICH DISADVANTAGES THERE ARE OR WHICH 

PRECONDITIONS THE Y CANNOT MEE T.

4
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Becoming agile requires discipline
What starts with a single Scrum project 
often grows over time into the large-scale 
adoption of agile in the organization. 
Sometimes agile is hyped and positioned 
as the next holy grail that will solve all the 
problems around punctuality, quality, and 
cost savings. That is, of course, nonsense. 
But in a rapidly changing world, it is wise 
to ensure that an organization is fast, agile 
and is fit.

Agility and health have a surprising number 
of things in common. Who doesn’t want 
to live a healthy and fit life? Who doesn’t 
want to look good and have a lot of energy? 
In fact, the same applies to organizations. 
Almost every organization nowadays wants 
to be fit, lean, and agile. What could be 
better than being able to respond quicker to 
customer demands or a change in market 
requirements?
You do, however, not become agile 
automatically. For that, you will have to do 
something. Everyone knows that living a 
healthy life requires time and effort and that 
a fixed rhythm is needed to stay fit. But how 
many of the people that take an annual gym 
membership in January manage to get fit? 

Agile is no different. Without sacrifice and 
discipline, you can’t become more agile. 
Even a little agile working already yields 
benefits, but the road to real agility requires 
perseverance, sacrifice, rhythm, and 
discipline. Becoming agile is more difficult 
than many think. Patterns from the past 
must be unlearned and new behavior and 
new rules and principles must be learned.
Putting in this effort is something only few 
organizations manage to do. Ken Schwaber, 
the co-creator of Scrum, the most widely 
used agile approach, states: ‘75 percent 
of organizations that start with Scrum 
fail to reap the benefits and achieve what 
they hope for.’ This is because they are 
not willing to suffer pain to implement the 
change that agile requires.

Pilots with agile are often not 
representative
The first few times in the gym are not the 
most pleasant. Those first steps towards 
a healthier life are hard and they hurt. It’s 
the same with agile. The first projects or 
pilots often show disappointing results. 
This is because of the learning process and 
marks the beginning of the unavoidable 
learning curve. Pilots therefore rarely give 
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DANGERS OF AGILEa good picture of the expected returns. 
The promised benefits of a ‘healthy 
organization’ will only manifest themselves 
in the long term.

Agile is never painless
Similarly, the effort required to stay healthy, 
and the associated risks, only become 
apparent over time (see section 4.1). It is 
naive to think that implementing agile is a 
small change that will happen without pain 
or problems. Many organizations do not 
have sufficient knowledge and experience 
to make good adjustments during this 
learning process. Often a different action is 
needed than one’s own intuition indicates. 
Fortunately, in the meantime, there is 
sufficient knowledge elsewhere and many 

have gained practical experience with 
this learning process. Therefore, look at 
organizations that have already successfully 
completed this process and learn from 
them.

It is advisable for organizations to 
determine beforehand whether they would 
like to make the investment that becoming 
agile requires. The road is full of dangers. 
Each organization may define how agile 
or healthy they want to be. However, this 
choice may have major consequences. 
Not becoming agile typically ends badly 
for organizations. Charles Darwin taught 
is that it is not the largest, strongest, or 
smartest organizations that will survive, but 
those that can best respond to change.

In a rapidly changing world, it is wise 

to ensure that an organization is fast, 

agile, and fit.

4
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1 Agile is difficult
 The rules and principles of agile 

are simple to understand. The 
difficulty only reveals itself during 
its application. Agile initially seems 
too good to be true. A disclaimer 
or warning sign is missing. Looking 
around at organizations that are much 
further along with agile is a good idea.

2 The road to agile is unclear
 Mastering Agile comes with ups 

and downs. It is a learning process: a 
journey of discovery. When the first 
results are disappointing, it is often not 
clear which adjustments are needed 
due to a lack of experience. Many 
teams and organizations fall back to 
making detailed plans at that time, 
which makes them less agile. Hiring 
employees with agile experience or 
working together with an advisory 
partner will help prevent this.

3 The impact turns out to be much 
greater than desired

 The shift to agile is much bigger 
than known in advance. This applies 
not only to employees, but also to 
organizations. Agile has an impact on 
both the work process and the content 
of the work. In addition, agile usually 
causes a snowball effect, for example 
on HR, portfolio management, 
budgeting, structures, contracts, and 
systems. These changes may prove 
too far-reaching and undesirable, but 

often there is no longer a way back. 
A step-by-step approach that always 
picks up the biggest challenge first 
helps to keep the necessary changes 
manageable.

4 Preconditions are a bridge too far
 Agile is based on an ideal world, 

but that ideal world does not exist. 
Agile working requires people and 
organizations to adapt, for example 
working with stable teams which 
work flows to, rather than assigning 
people to projects. Many organizations 
that decide to adopt agile, gradually 
discover that they cannot or do not 
want to adapt to the extent necessary. 
The management or the board of 
directors decides whether boundaries 
will be shifted and thus play a crucial 
role in the change process.

5 From certainty to uncertainty
 At the start of a project, it is not known 

what the results will look like. That is 
only determined during the project. 
Many clients experience this as a 
major risk. Organizations that cannot 
deal with this uncertainty and are 
not willing to adapt their processes 
to it, will not get agile off the ground. 
Use indicators that show the extent 
to which the project is on track to 
achieving the underlying objectives. 
Agile is strong in that. In the traditional 
way of working, that meaningful test is 
postponed until the end.

4.1.   EIGHT DANGERS OF AGILE WORKING
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6 The requirements for a product 
owner are unrealistic

 Agile places very high demands on 
the product owner and places a lot 
of trust, responsibility, and mandate 
with them. In practice, it is virtually 
impossible to fill this role perfectly 
(see chapter 14). People who have 
a strong vision, have insight into 
technology, can manage stakeholders, 
can inspire teams, are strong in 
making choices, and can assess value 
well, do not actually exist. Being a 
product owner requires constant 
balancing and fulfilling the role well 
requires management skills and 
moderation techniques. A thorough 
training program for product owners 
is therefore a necessity. Yet in practice 
we see that many product owners 
receive little or no such training.

7 Procrastination lurks 
 It is tempting to postpone actions 

that affect the long term. Because of 
the focus on delivering results quickly, 
the risk of excessive focus on the 
short term is inherent in agile. Long 
term effects on quality, agility, and 
productivity are ignored. This typically 
manifests itself when it is too late, and 
the damage can only be restored with 
major effort. It is therefore advisable 
to continuously measure quality 
and to give product owners quality 
improvement as a goal.

8 Craftsmanship can work against you
 Agile working not only requires extra 

competences from employees, but 
also a fundamentally different view 
of their profession. The competences 
with which professionals have been 
successful so far can hinder them and 
get in their way. It could even be that 
heroes of yesteryear lose their status 
and their added value. It is important 
that employees and their managers 
do not underestimate the required 
competences and make an effort to 
learn them. 

DANGERS OF AGILE
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1 Documentation is no longer 
necessary

 It regularly happens that agile working 
is confused with undisciplined 
working. Documentation would be 
completely unnecessary because 
everything is discussed among 
team members or because a photo 
of a whiteboard is also sufficient. A 
frequently heard comment is: ‘We no 
longer record agreements because 
we work agile’. Where previously the 
emphasis was on input (completeness 
and correctness of documented 
requirements), much more emphasis 
is now placed on communication and 
output (regular interaction between 
customers and employees, supported 
by lightweight techniques that 
focus on the result and actual value). 
Recording that communication and 
those agreements is not prohibited 
in agile working. Documentation 
certainly has a role to play. Only the 
emphasis is on recording afterwards, 
instead of specifying in advance.

2 Agile gives a team carte blanche
 When we first explain agile, we 

often get the question: ‘But how do 
we know what we’re getting at the 
end?’ Agile embraces progressive 
insight and so sometimes arouses 
the impression that it is not at all 
clear what it will ultimately yield. That 
impression is unjustified. Agile can 
start well with a predefined list of 
requirements and expected results. 
And predicting the delivery date is 

4.2 .  SEVEN MISCONCEPTIONS ABOUT AGILE

just as easy (or just as difficult) with 
agile as with other methods. Only 
new insights and changes can be 
absorbed more easily by working 
agile. Completing the most valuable 
thing first, step by step, ensures that 
an increasingly better and accurate 
prediction of the delivery date 
becomes possible as time goes on.

3 Quality becomes unpredictable
 Agile’s emphasis on working results 

is regularly confused with delivering 
fast and having sloppy half-results. 
However, this is a misconception. 
Within agile, a lot is connected on 
the Definition of Done (DoD): the list 
of acceptance criteria and process 
measures that must be met before an 
element is designated as ‘finished’. 
This checklist is an important tool to 
ensure quality. In practice, however, 
many organizations do not or hardly 
appear to have a DoD. And if there is 
a DoD, teams tend to ignore it when 
pressure increases. Poor quality is a 
result of that pressure and a lack of 
discipline, rather than a result of agile.
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4 Agile conflicts with norms and 
standards

 We regularly meet professionals who 
state: ‘I can’t work agile, because that 
is not allowed by the regulator or 
conflicts with our existing standards.’ 
But principles such as prioritizing 
on value, having a lot of interaction, 
and delivering iterative results fit 
perfectly with Prince 2, PMI, and 
other frameworks. It is true that these 
approaches are often implemented 
in a bureaucratic manner, but flexible 
interpretations of classical process 
models are quite possible. In most 
cases, it is not the approach, but the 
organization itself that stands in the 
way of more flexible working.

5 Agile teams don’t need 
management

 Since the introduction of agile, the 
emphasis has been placed on self-
organizing teams. This has created 
the image that agile organizations 
no longer require management. On 
the contrary. After all, in the end, 
everything in an organization revolves 
around responsibility, improvement, 
and decision-making skills. All three 
require management. However, the 
role of management is changing. 
Managers in agile organizations are 
expected to be more dynamic in their 
role, which requires coaching, creating 
conditions, and directional leadership 
(see chapter 11).

6 Agile mainly means more meetings
 Since interaction and communication 

are essential for being agile, the 
perception quickly arises that this 
way of working only leads to extra 
meetings and is therefore not efficient. 
There is much more interaction, but it 
is considerably shorter, more targeted, 
and focused on a concrete result. 
Additionally, the meetings are not in 
addition to all existing meetings, but 
instead of them.

7 In an agile team there are only 
engineers

 Agile is based on multidisciplinary  
teams, so not just teams of software 
engineers. Agile is not something just 
for IT. These are integrated teams that 
deliver immediate customer value. 
This means that all disciplines and 
competences should be represented 
in it. The members of such a team 
make a commitment together to 
deliver a working result. All team 
members commit themselves to 
the intended result from their own 
specialism, and they help each other if 
necessary.

DANGERS OF AGILE
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SCRUM OR AGILE?
SCRUM PROVIDES SUCCESSIVE ITERATIONS (SPRINTS) THAT PRODUCE 

A WORKING RESULT E ACH TIME ,  SO THAT FEEDBACK CAN BE OBTAINED. 

SCRUM HELPS TO IMPLEMENT,  STRUCTURE ,  AND ANCHOR ITERATIVE 

WORK . ALL PARTS OF SCRUM ARE AT THE SERVICE OF THIS .  ALL ROLES, 

LISTS,  AND MEE TINGS ARE DESIGNED TO DELIVER ITERATIVE RESULTS AND 

TO ENABLE GE T TING FEEDBACK ON THEM.

5
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Agile and Scrum are not synonyms
The terms ‘agile’ and ‘Scrum’ are regularly 
used as synonyms. That is not correct, 
although it is quite understandable. Agile 
is a mindset with which you think and act. 
Scrum is not a mindset, but the best known 
and most popular approach to working 
agile. In practice, more than 70 percent of 
organizations that work agile use Scrum. 
Scrum is a kind of training plan with which 
you can get fit. That plan suits most people, 
but of course it’s not the ultimate plan; 
many roads lead to Rome.

Applying Scrum is a great first step. 
Scrum helps an organization, department, 
or team to have a targeted intervention to 
become more agile. Scrum forces you to 
fill in a number of things and it helps to 
determine how that should be done. This 
approach helps to break out of the current 
situation, to work iteratively, value-oriented, 
and learn along the way. With Scrum, an 
organization is not guaranteed to become 
agile, but in many cases, it is an excellent 
first step in the right direction.
Especially if you start with agile, Scrum 
often offers some essential guardrails. 
Scrum sets up a work rhythm that consists 
of short periods of time. These so-called 
sprints are back-to-back and always have 
the same length. Sprints of one or two 
weeks have become the most commonly 

used in practice, but sprints of three or four 
weeks are also used. Each sprint always 
delivers one working result at least once. 
To achieve this, Scrum has a process-based 
side: two lists (product backlog and sprint 
backlog), three roles (team member, product 
owner and Scrum master) and four meetings 
(sprint planning, daily scrum, sprint review 
and sprint retrospective).
In practice, there is a danger that too 
much emphasis is placed on this process-
based side and that teams lose focus of 
the working result. In that case, teams are 
‘scrumming’, however it is not about the 
process steps you take, but about what 
you achieve with them. Agile provides 
fast results, value, and the ability to adjust 
based on everything you learn and discover. 
The risk of focusing on Scrum too much 
is that if you’re not careful, you’ll still only 
get customer feedback all the way to the 
end. So, work like a dolphin: during sprints, 
always surface with working results. 
Test those results and preferably let real 
customers see and test them. Scrum is set 
up to achieve just that. Scrum is a kind of 
recipe for working agile, through iterative 
results within sprints.
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SCRUM
 OR AGILE?

A multidisciplinary team is crucial
The result of each sprint is delivered by 
a fixed team consisting of people with 
various competencies. All the knowledge 
and skills needed to convert requirements 
into working results are present (end-to-
end responsibility). As a result, the team 
members are not dependent on the outside 
world and can act quickly and be successful 
together. The composition of such a team 
depends on the results it must produce. 
The team organizes itself and therefore has 
no manager for the daily decisions about 
coordination and alignment.

Two lists, three roles and four 
meetings
Scrum offers guidance on the basis of four 
meetings with a clear goal and a well-
defined maximum duration. This leaves 
much more time to do the real work. And 
that is important, because doing real work 
ensures the result – not endlessly meeting 
about coordination and alignment. All 
management tasks of such a team are 
divided into three Scrum roles: product 
owner, Scrum master and team member.

Working results are key
The results are key to a sprint. What do we 
want to achieve? What do we finish? What 
do we have the customer test? It depends 
entirely on the environment what the result 
is. Sometimes it is a service, sometimes 

a product, sometimes a business plan, 
sometimes a client file, or something 
completely different. It doesn’t matter, as 
long as it’s a result that helps customers. 
Results that make them happy because it is 
valuable to them. It is crucial that the result 
is really finished. So, no semi-finished 
products, separate parts, or rough designs. 
Customers need to be able to really use it 
and experience the value of it. Only then 
will the team discover what the next step 
should be and how they can ensure that the 
next sprint will run even better.

It’s about agile and not about 
Scrum
In short: you want to be or become agile. 
Agile is all about agility; always be ready 
for everything. Being able to adjust if the 
situation requires it. Scrum helps you to 
take a methodical approach to achieve 
just that. It offers a rhythm of sprints that 
provides a cadence of working results. 
And in addition, Scrum helps to do what 
is necessary within a sprint to coordinate 
those results run smoothly. You can be agile 
without using Scrum. And you can also use 
Scrum without being agile (see section 5.2 
for other agile approaches than Scrum).

Scrum is a tool. A great tool, yes, but the 
tool itself does nothing. Working agile or 
being agile is something you will really 
have to do yourself.

5
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Each sprint is largely the same in terms 
of what you can do and rhythm. Scrum 
is based on fixed meetings with a fixed 
maximum duration at fixed times. 
Clear roles with clear goals and focus. It 
provides transparency via lists that always 
show the current situation. This way, a 
team ends up in a cadence that ensures 
predictability of the amount of work that 
it can convert into valuable results in a 
sprint.

Elements of Scrum:

1 The core is formed by working and 
valuable results. Every sprint is all 
about the result (product, service, 
completed documents, cases, etc.) 
for which the team is accountable. 
A working or completed result is the 
most important thing. The intention 
of Scrum is that you always finish 
work and deliver in small steps. No 
loose ends. Short cycles, small steps, 
frequent results, always focus on 
the most important thing first, and 
adjust based on feedback.

2 A multidisciplinary team that does 
and can do all the work. The team 
is the engine in Scrum. Together, 
members of that team have all the 
competencies needed to turn every 
idea into results within one sprint. 
Which competencies these are, of 
course, depends on the intended 
results and will therefore be different 

5.1.   HOW DOES SCRUM WORK?

for each environment. Please note 
that these teams function full-
time. Each team member is part of 
no more than one team and only 
works for that team. Any additional 
activities that someone should do 
become team activities. The team 
consists of a maximum of nine and 
a minimum of three members. With 
more than ten members, it is more 
effective to split the team into two 
teams that work autonomously.

3 One ordered list of desired results: 
the product backlog. If a team 
works on a product, this list is the 
product backlog. But if a team 
provides a service, you can also call 
it the service backlog. The point is 
that there is a single ordered list that 
indicates the order of importance of 
requirements. All possible ideas end 
up on this list in an orderly manner. 
With the help of the (product) 
backlog, we determine what comes 
first and what comes later. All ideas 
for the result and the work to be 
carried out are on this list. The most 
important thing is at the top and is 
picked up first by the team. You may 
want to consider if it is worthwhile to 
have a product backlog that is very 
long and detailed, especially when 
you know that a lot will change in 
the near future. A product backlog 
is accompanied by a product goal 
which describes a future state of the 
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Scrum is based on fixed meetings 

with a fixed maximum duration 

at fixed times. 

SCRUM
 OR AGILE?
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product which can serve as a target 
for the scrum team to plan against. 
The product goal is the long-term 
objective for the scrum team; they 
fulfill (or abandon) one objective 
before taking on the next.

4 One person who organizes this list: 
the product owner (PO). Making 
decisions in a complex setting with 
many stakeholders is difficult and 
can therefore take a long time. 
Scrum solves this by placing the 
decision-making and ordering of the 
product backlog with one person 
and calling this person the product 
owner (PO). When a team makes a 
product, that’s a logical name. But if 
they provide a service or a business 
proposition, you may also call this 
person the service owner or business 
owner. The product owner decides 
on the importance and order of the 
work and organizes the product 
backlog. This makes it absolutely 
clear what the ordered list of work is 
and who decides on the order. 

 This increases the autonomy of 
the team because it can work 
independently on the basis of the 
product backlog, and in case of any 
questions there is one single person 
who answers and decides.

5 Scheduling work in the sprint: sprint 
planning. A sprint starts with sprint 
planning. In this meeting the team 
determines which parts of the 
product backlog it can complete 
in this sprint. The team members 
themselves know best how much 
work they can handle. That is why 
they decide for themselves how 
much work they take on. During 
sprint planning, the product owner 
elaborates on the most important 
items at the top of the product 
backlog. The team members select 
how many of them they can finish. 
Together they formulate a sprint 
goal that expresses the essence of 
the sprint. During this meeting, the 
team itself makes a work plan for the 
sprint, in which it sets out how the 
team members will reach the result. 
During sprint planning, a sprint is 
made predictable because the team 
makes its own work plan based on 
the most important results.

Scrum is just as simple as…..chess! 

The rules are simple, but the game is 

really hard to master.
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6 The work plan for the sprint: the 
sprint backlog. The sprint backlog 
is a list of work and associated tasks. 
This list is created by the team for 
this sprint during sprint planning. 
Most teams put up the sprint 
backlog on a board or on a wall. With 
columns such as ‘To do’, ‘Doing’ and 
‘Done’, the team members keep 
each other informed on progress, 
and it makes it clear to outsiders 
how they are progressing. The 
sprint backlog is therefore limited 
(contrary to the product backlog, 
which in principle is infinite), since 
a sprint has limited time, limited 
resources, and a fixed capacity. This 
should always lead to working and 
predictable results. A sprint backlog 
is accompanied by a sprint goal 
which is the single objective for 
the sprint. The sprint goal creates 
coherence and focus, encouraging 
the scrum team to work together 
rather than on separate initiatives. 
The sprint goal is created during the 
sprint planning and then added to 
the sprint backlog.

7 Daily recalibrating and rescheduling: 
the daily scrum. The daily scrum 
is a daily meeting during which 
the team checks whether progress 
within the sprint is as expected and 
the team members ask each other 
for help (if that has not yet been 
done). In practice, the daily scrum 
is also called the stand-up, daily, or 

day start. To ensure that the sprint 
backlog remains accurate and 
feasible, the team discusses current 
events every day. In a maximum 
of fifteen minutes, it is checked 
whether the sprint is still feasible 
and will deliver the intended results. 
If not, the plan will have to be 
adjusted. The daily scrum is actually 
a meeting to adjust the plan. In 
addition, the daily scrum plays an 
important role in creating a daily 
rhythm for the team. This meeting 
therefore takes place every day, 
always at the same time, and at the 
same location.

8 Clarity about quality and when work 
is done: the Definition of Done 
(DoD). The Definition of Done is a 
checklist with mutual agreements. 
Each sprint yields valuable and 
working results. But what exactly is 
meant by ‘working’? What do the 
interested parties actually inspect 
in a sprint review? And when the 
team members say that the result 
is ‘finished’, what exactly do they 
mean? Scrum uses the third list 
(DoD) for this: a checklist with 
generic quality criteria that indicates 
when the working result is really 
finished.

SCRUM
 OR AGILE?
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9 Asking for feedback and 
determining value: sprint review. 
To ensure that feedback comes 
early, so that it is processed as 
quickly as possible, each sprint has 
a sprint review at the end. In this 
meeting the value of the results 
is inspected, and it is discussed 
whether the product backlog needs 
to be adjusted. Inviting customers, 
users, and other stakeholders to give 
feedback is paramount. The review 
is therefore not an internal meeting 
of the team and the product owner 
(in practice that is one of the most 
common mistakes). It is essential 
that the team, together with the 
product owner, asks for feedback 
from all interested parties about 
what has been made and how 
valuable that is. Without input from 
the stakeholders during sprint 
review, feedback is not collected, 
and it greatly weakens the power of 
Scrum.

10 Learning and getting better: sprint 
retrospective. At the end of each 
sprint, at a fixed moment, the 
team looks at how they themselves 
can improve. This is done during 
sprint retrospective. Preferably this 
takes place when the feedback 
on the result has been received, 
so immediately after each sprint 
review. Based on the performance 
of this sprint, the team looks back 
and decides on an action for 

improvement for the next sprint. The 
result of the retrospective is at least 
one improvement action, which is 
immediately implemented in the 
next sprint. You can put that action 
on the sprint backlog of the next 
sprint.

11 Make Scrum really work: the Scrum 
master. To ensure sprints go 
according to plan and that the team 
and the product owner do what 
is expected of them, a coaching 
servant leader is needed. The Scrum 
master (the third role in Scrum) is 
not the boss of the team, but a coach 
who ensures that collaboration 
in the team runs smoothly, that 
everyone understands what is 
expected of them, and especially 
that the environment around the 
team does not create any obstacles. 
The Scrum master ensures that the 
team functions ever better, that 
there is more effective collaboration 
with the product owner, and 
that Scrum is embedded in the 
organization.

12 One self-organizing team: the Scrum 
team. The product owner, the team, 
and the Scrum master together 
form the Scrum team. In theory, one 
person can fulfill multiple roles, but 
that is strongly discouraged because 
Scrum in itself is difficult enough. 
Having one person wear multiple 
hats does not make things any 
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clearer. That doesn’t work. You can 
best compare a Scrum team with a 
rowing team. The team members 
are the rowers, the product owner 
is the helmsman, and the Scrum 
master is the coach who cycles on 
shore and gives instructions for 
improvement. The role of product 
owner and scrum master should not 
be combined by a single person.

13 Continuously splitting up work 
items: product backlog refinement. 
The team and the product owner 
work together to update the 
product backlog and split up 
items on it into feasible chunks 
of work. Because work is always 
pulled from the top of the product 
backlog, work automatically 
moves upwards. As work moves 
up, that work has to be split up 
into smaller pieces. In practice, 
you see that most teams spend 
about two hours a week on product 
backlog refinement, but that can 

be very different depending on the 
context, the team, and the work 
itself. The goal is to continuously 
process new information and 
provide the necessary depth in the 
product backlog. Product backlog 
refinement involves various working 
methods (e.g., using Planning 
Poker, see chapter 22). But making 
the work at the top of the product 
backlog small, manageable, and 
feasible is the main goal of product 
backlog refinement.

After each sprint, the next one starts! A 
sprint is a fixed period, which always lasts 
the same amount of time. This creates 
a cadence, a rhythm in which working 
results are delivered step by step. Sprints 
of a week are preferable, because those 
fit well with the usual rhythm of our daily 
lives. For example, adjustments can be 
made on a weekly basis. If this is needed 
less often, sprints can possibly be made 
longer, but never longer than a month.

SCRUM
 OR AGILE?
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5.2  OTHER AGILE APPROACHES

Although Scrum is the most used 
agile framework, there are many other 
approaches. This book in no means 
intends to provide a complete oversight. 
However, there are three approaches that 
are worth mentioning.

Kanban
Kanban starts with visualizing the way 
work is currently done, after which 
improvement takes place in small steps. 
Kanban is based on principles and does 
not have meetings, roles, or artifacts, 
like Scrum does. Kanban helps teams 
work according to the principles of pull 
and flow. Kanban helps visualize all 
steps that need to be taken before work 
reaches the customer, including what 
still needs to be done and what work 
is in progress. Kanban teams are agile 
because work can be added (or deleted) 
continuously and work is continuously 
(re)prioritized. Kanban does not use 
sprints: it is a continuous process where 
work is finalized and new work is pulled 
in, never interrupting the flow of work. 
Limiting work in progress (WIP) is the 
main strategy to enable flow in Kanban. 
Kanban is primarily used in environments 
where timeboxed delivery is uncommon. 
Marketing, HR, and customer support 
teams, for example, are typically a good 
fit for Kanban. 

Scrumban
Scrumban combines the structure of 
Scrum with the visualization, continuous 
flow, and adaptability of Kanban. 
Scrumban helps teams to learn how to 
use Kanban’s continuous improvement 
while still using the established 
structures of Scrum. Scrumban is 
based on the Kanban elements: pull 
and flow, WIP limits, free roles, short 
lead times, value focus, and continuous 
improvement. From Scrum, Scrumban 
uses iterations, events (daily meeting 
and optional: planning, review, and 
retrospective meetings), and an ordered 
backlog (in a ‘ready to pull’ state). Many 
teams use Scrumban as an intermediate 
step between a less mature and more 
mature agile way of working.
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SCRUM
 OR AGILE?

5

Scrum/XP hybrid
Scrum is a process framework, so it 
does not contain practices for how to 
do the work itself. Many agile software 
engineering practices exist though, 
and these are described in eXtreme 
Programming (XP), like collective 
code ownership, pair programming, 
continuous integration, refactoring, 
and small releases. When combining 
Scrum with XP, you automatically get 
a Scrum/XP hybrid, which works very 
well for software engineering teams. 
For disciplines other than software 
development it makes sense to do 
something similar; Scrum provides the 
process structure, and domain specific 
practices are used in addition to that to 
enable true agility.

The success of agile does not come 

from frameworks. Frameworks itself 

don’t work. Methods don’t work. 

And neither do tools. People work! 

Experience first
The success of agile does not come from 
frameworks. Frameworks itself don’t 
work. Methods don’t work. And neither 
do tools. People work! Conversations 
about methodologies and approaches 
are merely theoretical. Using these 
frameworks and practices in real life 
is what makes a difference. Be aware 
that every minute spent on theoretical 
discussions is not spent on doing actual 
work to deliver real value. It is much 
better to start doing and improve 
based on experience than it is to have 
long conversations upfront discussing 
hypothetical assumptions. 
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QUALIT Y AND AGILE
MANY ORGANIZ ATIONS ARE SWITCHING TO AGILE TO RESPOND FASTER 

TO CHANGES IN THE MARKE T OR CHANGING CUSTOMER DEMANDS. BUT 

IS FASTER ALWAYS BE T TER? DOESN’ T A STRONG FOCUS ON SHORT-TERM 

FUNCTIONALIT Y LE AD TO QUALIT Y PROBLEMS IN THE LONGER TERM? 

AF TER ALL ,  RUSHING IS RARELY GOOD. HOWEVER,  PRACTICE SHOWS 

THAT AGILE IS DIFFERENT.  SHORT ITERATIONS APPE AR TO INCRE ASE 

QUALIT Y AND HELP IDENTIF Y QUALIT Y ISSUES E ARLIER .  OF COURSE , 

THERE ARE RISK S TO AGILE WORKING.  BUT SHORT-CYCLE DELIVERY IS 

FUNDAMENTALLY DIFFERENT FROM RUSHING IT.

6
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Testing quality at the end is 
dangerous
The classic approach to quality is 
characterized by checking and testing 
afterwards. A result is only finished when 
it has been checked and any defects found 
have been removed. Quality assurance and 
testing, the most important measures for 
quality assurance, therefore, only take place 
at the end. In the event of a project running 
over, they will come under pressure. As a 
result, the final result is often too late, too 
expensive, or not good enough. That is 
why in the classic approach it is necessary 
to freeze scope (see also chapter 12). 
Changes in scope lead to extra work, which 
compromises the activities that increase the 
quality. In addition, quality in the classic 
approach is achieved through processes 
and guidelines. The expectation is that a 
good process is a precondition for a good 
result. And that is also understandable: 
if you only get the result at the end, then 
there is no other way but to focus on the 
production process.

From process to result 
management
Agile working is based on a completely 
different approach. In fact, agile forces the 
constant delivery of quality. The result is 
always finished, not only at the end, but 
continuously. In practice, this means that 
teams deliver working and valuable results 
every iteration. The sooner you discover 
mistakes, the more time you have to solve 

them. Agile requires that the result has 
the intended quality level at any point in 
time. That is why testing is automated as 
much as possible; preferably for the full 100 
percent. Testing of quality at the end has 
therefore become superfluous.
In addition, there is less need for extensive 
process descriptions and guidelines. The 
result does no longer comes at the end but 
comes continuously. If you have continuous 
insight and control over the result and 
its quality, what is the need for control 
over the process? The results are already 
there. The emphasis in agile is therefore 
placed on collaboration and knowledge 
exchange instead of on procedures and 
guidelines. People take care of the results 
and do so continuously. That is why all 
necessary competencies should be present 
in a multidisciplinary agile team, including 
knowledge and expertise in the field of 
testing and quality, and automating those. 
With that, all the work that needs to be 
done can take place within the team – 
working together within the team instead of 
throwing it over the fence to the team that 
does the quality control. Over time, a team 
learns how to deliver quality themselves 
and they no longer have to transfer that 
to other teams through procedures and 
documents. Self-organizing agile teams 
are given the freedom to make their own 
decisions that have an impact on quality 
aspects both now and in the future. They 
are and remain accountable for that quality.
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QUALITY AND AGILE

Half-baked agile doesn’t work
Yet it is not all unicorns and rainbows. In 
practice, we see that many organizations, 
from the start, do not understand what 
agile means. They think they understand 
it very well, but do not see what they can 
still learn and discover. The effect is mostly 
that agile is only half picked up, and that 
does lead to poor quality. An example of 
this is an organization where direction 
is set by someone from the business. A 
product owner with a primary focus on 
short-term results loses sight of the quality 
of the whole. This happens especially in 
organizations with little knowledge of, and 
experience with, agile working. The teams 
still have insufficient insight into the risks 
and often do not take the responsibility to 
deliver quality for the long term. A good and 
equal conversation about risks and quality 
requires empowered team members and 
product owners who take responsibility for 
quality in the short and long term.
Another thing we still see regularly in 
practice is the separation of change and 
run. The team that delivers the result is a 
different team from the one that takes care 
of the maintenance. In other words: the 
team that makes a product does not use it 
itself and has no contact with customers. 
And the team that does use a product is 
not able to make changes or improvements 
themselves. This is undesirable. A 
team must be fully responsible and 
accountable for quality in all phases. 

Short-term thinking can be prevented by 
having end-to-end responsibility in the 
same team: from idea to result and from 
development to maintenance. The way in 
which organizations organize themselves 
is unfortunately rather unruly at this point, 
which has a negative impact on quality. 
Also, for the work coming from agile teams.

Maximum value at minimum risk
The essence of agile working is not 
cramming as much work as possible into a 
short iteration. Agile is not about quick & 
dirty. Agile working is completely different 
from rushing things. The secret lies in the 
smart management of adjustments that 
yield maximum value and in minimizing 
risks by keeping the adjustments as 
small and simple as possible, while fully 
automating quality control. Always have 
demonstratable quality. Not at the end, but 
from the very beginning!

6
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1 Rhythm and regularity 
 Agile ensures a fixed, recurring, and 

visual process that is repeated every 
iteration. Repetition provides rhythm 
and a stable pace. This reduces the 
chance of poor quality when working 
under pressure. Teams know exactly 
what they need to do to deliver 
results. And they learn the amount 
of work they can handle without 
compromising on quality.

2 Quality is explicit and fixed
 Agile forces you to finish things. Each 

iteration you have finished results: 
working and checked for quality. 
Quality control is no longer a final 
activity that buckles under pressure 
but receives the continuous attention 
it deserves from the very beginning. 
For example, in Scrum this is made 
explicit in the Definition of Done: 
work is only finished when all quality 
criteria are met, every iteration, again 
and again. As a result, teams do not 
compromise on quality but on scope.

3 Continuous learning process
 Short iterations ensure that you 

learn faster and apply your learnings 
straight away. Iterations ensure that 
learning experiences are immediately 
turned into actions from which a team 
itself benefits. Teams also learn why 
certain functionality is desired or not. 
This way, teams discover what the 
customer really needs and why, much 
faster.

6.1.   SEVEN REASONS WHY AGILE ENFORCES QUALIT Y

4 Value as a steering instrument
 Agile helps to deliver and test value 

immediately. Teams constantly adapt 
and adjust based on the question: are 
we building the right things? Agile 
forces you to work closely with the 
customer and to continuously collect 
their feedback. We only look far ahead 
for higher level objectives. Details will 
be added for work coming up in the 
next few sprints, not for work that is 
further from being picked up. Teams 
learn to discover where the real value 
is. Preferably by doing less, because 
the less you do for more results, the 
higher your return, and the sooner you 
can pick up something else.

5 No more big projects
 Agile forces you to cut up big things. 

Big projects often fail. Most small 
ones don’t. Agile splits a big problem 
up into smaller problems, which are 
addressed step by step (iteratively). 
As a result, risks are smaller or surface 
earlier. Teams have focus, only work 
on a limited number of tasks at a 
time, and really finish them. This 
reduces the risk of people working on 
conflicting tasks and it ensures faster 
results.



67

6 Automation of quality
 The business case for automated 

quality control is much stronger in 
agile working. After all, integration 
and regression checks are carried 
out continuously – at least once per 
iteration. Continuous automated 
quality testing is necessary, but also 
financially interesting. You want to 
have all repeatable work automated 
as much as possible. This speeds 
up the process and makes quality 
predictable. Moreover, it gives a team 
more time to do what they are good 
at: their profession itself.

7 Autonomous teams 
 Agile forces you to work independently 

in multidisciplinary teams. Disciplines 
work more closely together. 
Accountability for quality lies in the 
team. Traditionally, there is a distance 
between development and quality, 
for example because this is spread 
over different teams. This lowers the 
sense of accountability and causes 
knowledge loss during the transfer 
of work. If you can be called at night 
because the quality is insufficient, 
then cutting corners is suddenly a lot 
less interesting.

QUALITY AND AGILE

6
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Agile is often about speed. And therein 
lies a kind of paradox. Finishing things 
quickly sounds like rushing it. And 
we know that rushing is rarely good. 
Iterations yield a finished product. Really 
finished. No cutting corners or loose 
ends. Quality is not brought in afterwards 
(because we know that is not possible); 
every iteration is high quality. Always 
finished, always high quality. And that 
is not easy in many organizations. A 
common pitfall is, for example, people 
talking about an MVP (minimum viable 
product). MVP is a common term in 
agile working. But in the term MVP, 
the danger of lower quality lurks yet 
again. That’s because MVP starts with 
‘minimum’. And minimum implies half 
done, so half quality. However, an MVP 
is above all a product! A product that is 
viable. Finished. Full quality. Possibly with 
minimal functionality, but a ready and 
viable product. You should talk about 
PVM rather than about MVP.

But how do you ensure that small steps 
lead to results that are really finished or 

6.2 .  AGILE AND THE DEFINITION OF DONE

done? An important tool is the Definition 
of Done (DoD). The DoD (from Scrum) 
is a list of criteria that a product, result, 
or service complies to. And because it 
is agreed that the result of an iteration 
must always be done, it will always have 
to comply with that DoD. If you don’t 
make these explicit, you leave it to chance 
what done means. That, of course, is 
not possible, because every sprint must 
deliver quality. This makes the DoD a 
crucial tool in agile working.
What exactly is on the DoD is situation 
specific. It depends on the product, the 
service, the environment, the regulator, 
the customer, and so on. It’s hard to 
describe a generic DoD.

Usually there is a list of things that 
need to be done (such as writing 
documentation, performing tests, doing 
certifications) and goals that must be 
achieved (100 percent regression testing, 
product owner approves, file has been 
closed). The main goal of the DoD is to 
help teams make their plans and deliver 
results. Does the result not meet the 

Agile is often about speed. And therein 

lies a kind of paradox. Finishing 

things quickly sounds like rushing it. 

And we know that rushing is rarely 

good. 
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DoD? Then it’s not done. And that’s okay. 
It’s much worse to say it’s done while it’s 
not. This makes the DoD an essential tool 
to make quality very explicit.

There is a big misunderstanding around 
the DoD. In many organizations, it is 
thought that the DoD is a list of things 
that is imposed on a team. A list of 
mandatory requirements that must 
be met. The risk of that is that the DoD 
will not be considered owned by the 
team itself, but as a list of someone else, 
making a team’s commitment to the 
DoD low. It is not their list of criteria, but 
a list of externally imposed hoops they 
have to jump through. The idea behind 

a DoD is exactly the other way around: 
the DoD makes it clear what it means 
when a team says it’s done. This list does 
not contain external requirements, but 
internal clarifications. It’s the team’s list.

But what if the demands of the outside 
world are more than the DoD of a 
team covers? That is a great start to a 
discussion about what the team needs 
to do to ensure that those external 
requirements will also be met. Do not 
impose, but let the team decide it for 
themselves. Only then will everyone know 
exactly what done means.

An important tool is the Definition of 

Done (DoD). The DoD (from Scrum) is a 

list of criteria that a product, result, 

or service complies to.

Do not impose, but let the team 

decide it for themselves. Only 

then will everyone know exactly 

what done means.

QUALITY AND AGILE

6
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71AGILE TRANSFORMATIONS
AN AGILE TRANSFORMATION IS BEST DONE STEP BY STEP,  USING 

ITERATIONS.  IN OTHER WORDS: BECOMING AGILE BY USING AGILE .

7
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Agile transformations are complex
Due to the growing dynamics in the market 
and the need for much more agility, many 
organizations are rigorously transforming 
themselves into agile organizations. They 
implement agile top-down and organization-
wide as the standard way of working. 
Such transformations are continuously 
approached as large-scale transformations 
with very large budgets and a lot of 
management attention. In addition to a new 
way of working, reorganizations, new career 
paths, social plans, retraining programs, 
and the like are also being introduced. 
These are complex processes, which take 
many months or years and are extremely 
drastic and carry a high risk.

The usefulness of a plan is 
grassroots support
Most large organizations have a lot of 
experience with extensive changes. These 
are carried out systematically and in a 
controlled manner with the help of best 
practices, scripts, programs, experienced 
program managers, complicated 
presentations, Gantt charts, and much 
more. In an agile transformation, such a 
planned approach does not work. There 
are too many dynamics and there is too 
much uncertainty. Practice shows that 
such a plan in an agile transformation is 
only useful to include all those involved 

in the transformation and to give them 
the feeling that their interests are being 
represented. But you know for sure that the 
transformation will never go according to 
that plan.

Agile transformations are also done 
agile
What does work is to carry out the agile 
transformation in small steps. By doing 
so, change is both controlled and agile 
(see section 7.2). This means that a plan 
is merely an outline, that it is divided into 
small steps, whereby only the short-term 
goal is worked out in detail. Concrete, 
intermediate results emerge from each 
step, on the basis of which the plan 
can be adjusted again and again. Make 
adjustments based on concrete results and 
experiences.

However, this requires a lot of knowledge 
and experience with agile among those 
who lead the transformation. Existing 
line management and existing program 
managers usually do not have this 
knowledge and experience and are therefore 
unsuitable to carry out the transformation 
themselves. VersionOne’s annual survey 
(The 15th Annual State of Agile Report, 
2021) into the global adoption of agile, 
reports that main bottlenecks for an agile 
transformation are:
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•  Existing culture at odds with agile values 
(43 percent) 

•  General resistance to change (42 percent) 
•  Not enough leadership participation  

(41 percent)
•  Inadequate management support  

(40 percent)

Due to the growing dynamics in the market 
and the need for much more agility, many 
organizations are rigorously transforming 
themselves into agile organizations. 
This research illustrates that current 
management is often the biggest bottleneck 
in an agile transformation.”

Large-scale, top-down agile transformations 
require an agile approach. This makes it 
possible to achieve results quickly and to 
adjust based on those results. A plan can 
help with that (see section 7.1), provided 

it is set up iteratively. Such a step-by-step 
plan describes a rhythm to get to the goal, 
whereby interim adjustments are made 
based on what works and what does 
not. That is actually the essence of agile 
transformations that are run successfully: 
learning by doing. Because you learn more 
from doing than from thinking.

Although a systematic approach for agile 
transformations does not work due to the 
high degree of variability in these types 
of processes, it is possible to carry out a 
transformation rhythmically and step-by-
step. The step-by-step plan in section 7.1* 
has a proven track record.

Due to the growing dynamics in the 

market and the need for much more 

agility, many organizations are 

rigorously transforming themselves into 

agile organizations.

AGILE TRANSFORM
ATIONS

7
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* This step-by-step-plan is further elaborated on in the book: Agile Transformation by Lieshout, Waal, Karsten  

and Solingen, 2022.
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1 Run an initial assessment
 Every agile transformation is unique. 

That’s why it is advisable to start with 
an assessment that sheds light on 
what the current situation is, where 
the introduction of agile is most 
appropriate, and which specific 
obstacles you might face. The result is 
a baseline measurement with insight 
into the current state of affairs and 
clarity about where to start.

2 Formulate the why and the urgency
 Successfully implementing an agile 

transformation succeeds only if it 
makes sense and there is sufficient 
urgency. It is therefore necessary to 
specifically articulate the reasons 
for the transformation, so that a 
clear picture of this is created by all 
parties involved. Specify the goal 
quantitatively, so that during the 
transformation progress can be 
measured.

3 Work out a blueprint
 Transformations need direction. Create 

an explicit picture of the ideal desired 
outcome (the blueprint). To achieve 
this situation, it is often needed to 
transform the organization into purely 
market and customer-oriented teams, 
which do their work completely 
autonomously and independently.

4 Determine the change strategy
 Is the transformation carried out in 

phases, using an oil slick, or with a big 
bang? All three (and hybrid variants) 
are possible. It is essential that a 

7.1.   AN AGILE TRANSFORMATION IN EIGHT STEPS

fixed change strategy is used. Which 
one fits best always depends on the 
environment and the people in that 
environment. It is important that 
there is a strategy and that it has been 
deliberately chosen.

5 Create a transformation roadmap
 The roadmap determines the 

order in which the changes will be 
implemented. Usually such a roadmap 
is elaborated on a large board or 
brown paper on which the various 
transformation themes and actions 
are plotted over time. For example, 
with the columns: this sprint, next 
month, this quarter, next quarter, rest 
of the year.

6 Execute the roadmap iteratively in 
sprints

 Set up a fished and short-cycled 
rhythm for the transformation team. 
Practice shows that sprints of a week 
are very effective, because they 
provide results quickly and provide 
flexibility. In addition, they help to keep 
actions small and result oriented.

7 Meet and revise the roadmap
 It is crucial to make progress explicitly 

measurable. In particular, the extent 
to which the real goals are met. The 
roadmap will have to be updated 
regularly. This is done every week (step 
6) during refinement and planning, 
but it is also important to adjust the 
roadmap in more detail and on a 
higher level on a quarterly basis  
(step 7).
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Ideas To do In progress Checking Done

Done

Done

Done

In progress

In pro-
gress

In pro-
gress

In pro-
gress

To do

To do

To do

8 Integrate through governance and 
culture

 Changes should be immediately 
reflected in the normal way of 
working. This can be done two 
ways. First, by making them part of 

governance, for example, through 
working forms, KPIs or procedures. 
A much stronger option is to anchor 
changes through culture. This makes 
them directly integrated into the 
actual behavior of teams and people 
(see also chapters 9 and 11).

AGILE TRANSFORM
ATIONS

7
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Agile transformations 

take place step by step.
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Agile transformations are so complex that 
making a detailed plan in advance does 
not work. The only thing that is certain is 
that an agile transformation never goes 
according to plan. At the same time, it is 
unthinkable to do an agile transformation 
without a plan. Starting without a plan 
and seeing where you end up is not an 
option. That would be even riskier.

This seems paradoxical. It seems 
impossible to carry out an agile 
transformation systematically and 
structurally while still embracing the 
enormous dynamics and variability.
The question is: how do you ensure 
that a very unpredictable, dynamic, 
and highly variable transformation is 
carried out in a controlled manner? The 
answer is obvious: by performing an 
agile transformation iteratively. Agile 
transformations are very complex. And 
if agile has proven one thing, it’s that 
complex problems can only be solved 
iteratively: learning by working in short 
cycles. This is done with agile for regular 
work, so it can also be done for the 
transformation itself.

7.2 .   THE PARADOX OF CONTROLLED FLE XIBILIT Y

This means that an agile transformation 
always moves in a clear direction 
with clear goals, but that the path to 
that is iteratively adjusted based on 
intermediate results and experiences. 
This way of transforming is very 
predictable and controllable. The 
flexibility is in the transformation 
roadmap that is constantly being 
adjusted. And the predictability lies in 
the short sprints that always achieve a 
feasible result in a controlled manner.

Agile transformations are complex and 
therefore always different than you think 
in advance.

Agile transformations are so complex 

that making a detailed plan in advance 

does not work. The only thing that is 

certain is that an agile transformation 

never goes according to plan.

AGILE TRANSFORM
ATIONS

7
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PITFALLS OF AGILE 
TRANSFORMATIONS
AGILE WORKING IS BEING INTRODUCED IN MORE AND MORE ORGANIZATIONS. 

THAT IS NOT ALWAYS A SMOOTH PROCESS.  IN PRACTICE ,  SUCH 

TRANSFORMATIONS OF TEN RUN INTO THE SAME PROBLEMS. THIS IS MAINLY 

BECAUSE THE INTRODUCTION OF AGILE IT IS GRE ATLY UNDERESTIMATED. 

AGILE WORKING REQUIRES MUCH MORE THAN THOUGHT IN ADVANCE .

8
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Fully agile as a strategy
Agile is no longer a novelty. More and 
more often, large organizations are also 
switching to agile as a standard. Many 
enterprises, financial institutions, insurance 
organizations, production companies, and 
telecom companies are currently carrying 
out transformations in which agile is an 
important basis for the future.

Always the same mistakes
Becoming truly agile involves much more 
than learning a new trick. Agile working 
requires the transformation of strongly 
embedded structures, processes, and 
systems. But it also requires a shift in 
culture, principles, norms, and values. That 
is not easy. Even with a quick start, it takes 
a few years before an agile transformation is 
fully implemented.
Because agile working is much more 
involved than people initially think, its 
impact is always underestimated. As 
a result, many organizations make the 
same mistakes over and over again when 
mastering agile (see section 8.1).
The approach to agile transformations
that does work well in practice is to 
structure the transition to agile as a 
separate change process. The first step of 
such a transformation consists of strategy 
and planning. Questions such as: why 
do we want/need change, what will the 

organization look like in the future, what 
are good objectives, what problems have 
we solved? And of course: what is the 
business case for this change, and what 
does the plan look like? Such questions 
are sometimes not very ‘agile’ at first 
glance, but practice has shown that an 
agile transformation starts by first looking 
at the current situation. The next step is 
to start a team that will guide, manage, 
and execute the transformation. This 
team works with a step-by-step approach, 
with training and coaching plans, and 
with change instruments for, for example, 
communication, culture, and governance. 
The impact of this is not limited to the agile 
teams but also affects everyone around 
them. We must identify what is expected of 
agile teams and which additional roles are 
needed for the teams to function properly. 
If the transformation becomes bigger, it is 
going to be more complex. Implementing 
agile for hundreds of teams is extremely 
complex. Setting up the organization and 
aligning dependencies between teams 
requires a lot of attention and needs creative 
solutions.
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PITFALLS OF AGILE TRANSFORM
ATIONS

Finally, adjustments in governance 
and culture are needed to ensure the 
agile transformation is anchored in the 
organization (see also chapters 9 and 
12). The introduction of agile is called a 
transformation for a reason. It is a long 
journey from an existing to a completely 
new situation, where results are achieved 
by trial and error. Temporary relapses occur 
regularly, and new goals and challenges 
will present themselves over time.

Not transforming is not an option
Implementing an agile transformation is 
no easy task. What usually starts with a 
single Scrum team, quickly puts all existing 
values up for discussion. Despite their best 
intentions, organizations regularly choke 
on an agile transformation. At the same 
time, they often have no choice: the market 
demands more speed and agility. Doing 
nothing is not an option. Lessons from 
practice and mistakes from the past can 
help agile transformations go better and 
faster.

Implementing an agile transformation is 

no easy task. Lessons from practice and 

mistakes from the past can help agile 

transformations go better and faster.

8
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1 The impact is greatly 
underestimated  
Transformations to agile are far-
reaching and usually require 
adjustments to be made far outside 
the area where they started. Then, 
for example, when agile teams are 
created, the individual performance 
review of employees is discussed – it 
should be all about the result of the 
team, right? Before you know it, HR 
systems and assessment processes 
will have to be overhauled. It is 
therefore rewarding to learn from the 
experiences of other organizations 
through, for example, company visits. 
This way it is possible to anticipate 
what is still to come. In addition, it is 
advisable to involve and inform top 
management. Ultimately, agile will 
affect the entire organization. And not 
just in terms of the ways of working, 
but also in terms of the processes and 
structures as well as the culture.

2 The ‘why’ is not measured 
Agile is not a goal itself. Its 
introduction should serve a higher 
purpose. Many organizations do not 
make that goal explicit. This creates 
confusion about their motive and 
results in everyone creating their own 
interpretation of it. Subsequently, it 
is often not measured to what extent 
the transformation has the desired 
effect. Without measurable progress, 
sooner or later the usefulness of the 
investments will come to a standstill 
and is brought up for discussion. 

8.1.   SEVEN AGILE TRANSFORMATION PITFALLS

Making the goal explicit and 
measuring whether you are getting 
closer is therefore of great importance.

3 Management support is too far 
down in the organization  
Transformations are often initiated 
by one particular manager. However, 
practice shows that changes 
always have an impact on adjacent 
departments or other companies in 
the same ecosystem. This is often 
forgotten, which results in higher 
management doing interventing at 
the wrong time. This is obstructive 
and counterproductive. It is therefore 
necessary that there is active support 
from at least two management 
layers above the one where agile is 
introduced. There will come a time 
when the CEO themselves will lead 
the transformation. Ultimately, an 
agile transformation is an integral shift 
of the entire organization. So, it can 
never fully succeed without the full 
support and commitment of the CEO.

4 Fear of failure reigns and there are 
too few experiments  
Agile working requires short cycles 
and can deal with unknowns very 
well. This requires an organization to 
learn how to deal with uncertainty, 
mistakes, and experiments. A 
culture of fear makes it extremely 
difficult to implement agile. If 
one is afraid of making mistakes, 
experimentation is extremely difficult. 
And experimentation is necessary 
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to be able to work agile. After all, the 
faster one learns, the more agile one 
becomes. In case mistakes are made, a 
focus on learning experiences and the 
future is important. As long as there 
is a fear of failure or a past culprit is 
being searched for in case of failure, 
an agile transformation will have a 
difficult time. Agile is about learning 
by doing. And successful learning 
simply cannot be achieved without 
mistakes. Fear of mistakes is perhaps 
the biggest hidden danger in any agile 
transformation.

5 The importance of a new rhythm is 
not understood 
Rhythm is essential for agile working. 
Many organizations have a hard time 
with this and add the agile meetings 
as an extra, while they should be 
the foundation. This results in the 
organization remaining very ad hoc 
and leaves little time for real work. 
A rhythm of recurring meetings will 
provide the needed adjustment. If 
something unexpected pops up, it 
does not lead to escalations: questions 
and problems can be dealt with in 
the new rhythms. This offers certainty 
and structure. It does require a new 
rhythm in the agendas and the 
complete deletion of other (recurring) 
meetings (see also 11.1).

6 There is only attention for process 
With a mechanical process focus, 
too much attention is being put 
on the procedural side of agile and 
not to the side that really has an 
impact. Agile working requires much 
more than a set of meetings and 
working agreements. It requires a 
different approach to organizational 
issues. Agile transformations require 
a change in culture, attitudes, 
and prevailing values and norms. 
Therefore, make sure that a 
transformation to agile is much 
broader than just the process-based 
side.

7 No focus on interim results 
An agile transformation requires 
agility. That is why it is important that 
what is changed is really done. This 
requires a continuous focus on the 
implementation of big ideas through 
small noticeable steps during the 
planning and implementation of the 
changes. This is the basis of every form 
of agile: making things small, really 
finishing them, and learning by doing. 
Agile transformations themselves are 
no exception. Nevertheless, in practice 
we regularly see a detailed planning 
for an agile transformation with 
interim milestones and a fixed end 
date. The most important condition 
for successful agile transformations 
is agile execution. Step by step, 
implementing the most valuable 
change first and adjusting based on 
learning experience.

8
PITFALLS OF AGILE TRANSFORM

ATIONS
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Fear of mistakes 
is perhaps the 
biggest hidden 
danger in any agile 
transformation.
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8.2 .  PRACTICAL PROBLEMS DURING AGILE 
 TRANSFORMATIONS

A large traditionally organized enterprise 
(which wishes to remain anonymous) 
had done a dozen agile projects in the 
past, mainly in IT and usually with Scrum. 
The initial results were good. Of course, 
things had gone wrong here and there, 
and they had learned. But in general, 
they were very satisfied with the faster 
results, the strong commitment of team 
members, and a very happy (internal) 
customer. Therefore, decided to make the 
entire IT function fully agile. This did not 
go without a fight, and three years later 
they were still far from where they hoped 
to be beforehand. These were the biggest 
problems:

• Traditional program. The agile 
transformation was carried out like 
all major change initiatives in this 
company: by a program manager 
with a budget, who was operating 
independently of the existing line 
organization, and carried out her self-
made plan mainly using consultants 
and training sessions. This program 
manager knew how to play this 
game very well. So, the operation 
could only succeed, and at the end of 
the transformation program all the 
boxes were checked. After that, it was 
‘handed over’ to the line organization 
and the program manager moved 
on to the next program. In reality, the 
transformation only started after that. 
Securing and incorporating an agile 
way of working is done applying it to 
real work and addressing the culture in 
teams. That is no easy feat, and it takes 
a lot of time.

• Many external suppliers. The 
organization had outsourced a 
very large part of the manual labor 
to external suppliers, a large part 
of which was located in low-wage 
countries in a different time zone. The 
introduction of agile took place at the 
coordinating internal functions. That 
had a limited impact. The introduction 
of agile at the suppliers presented 
very different problems. In teams with 
members from, say, three vendors in 
six geographical locations in two time 
zones, everyone blamed each other for 
problems and there were no results. 
Teams with a single supplier and in 
one location did get improvements 
done. But it took quite a long time 
before the agile way of working was 
common, which turned out to be 
highly dependent on individual team 
members. Hierarchical control by the 
management of the supplier and strict 
contracts with SLAs and penalty clauses 
made it even more difficult. In the end, 
this organization realized that it had 
gone too far in outsourcing crucial 
work and focusing exclusively on costs 
instead of on returns.

• Not doing anything yourself. The  
internal structure focused mainly 
on coordinating tasks and the 
management mainly on process 
management and resource 
management. The IT function was 
organized as a large service center 
for managing suppliers. Technical 
knowledge was completely lacking 
and managing people and suppliers 
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had become a sort of contract and 
administration supply chain. With 
the introducing agile, this tilted 
towards making decisions based on 
intermediate results and value. The 
existing staff and management had no 
idea how that worked. The expertise 
of the managers did not fit at all 
with the new way of working. A big 
reorganization, people leaving, and 
new people joining were the result. 
One of the most important changes 
was that management was no longer 
a role but a task. And those tasks were 
now with experts who also did the work 
themselves. That was a huge change, 
which was completely unforeseen in 
advance.

•  Lead time remained high. Short-
cycled delivery was not possible due 
to a strict separation of change and 
run. Change activities were made 
agile, but the normal quarterly release 
remained. The way of working seemed 
to be completely different looking at 
it from within the organization, but if 
you zoomed out and looked from the 
customer perspective, not much had 
changed. In addition, there was a large 

number of manual activities (especially 
around integration and testing) that 
made it impossible to release more 
often. Two measures changed this over 
time: a major investment in automating 
testing and automated releases and 
breaking down the walls between 
change and run by introducing end-
to-end teams. However, this was quite 
complicated and a lengthy process.

•  Only transforming IT. The focus was 
only on the IT function, while the real 
agility towards customers was not 
just in IT, but also in, for example, new 
services, customizations for individual 
customers, and personal contact. Even 
after years of transformation and a 
large number of real improvements 
through agile ways of working, not 
much has changed for customers. That 
is why the step was taken to make the 
entire organization agile, and that is 
still a work in progress. Acceleration, 
customer focus, and agility never stop. 
Every time you think you’re there, the 
bar is being raised and a new challenge 
appears. Agile transformations never 
actually stop; continuous change is the 
new normal.

 

A large traditionally organized enterprise 

had done a dozen agile projects in the 

past, mainly in IT and usually with 

Scrum. The initial results were good.

8
PITFALLS OF AGILE TRANSFORM

ATIONS
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AGILE CULTURE
AGILE WORKING RELIES HE AVILY ON AN AGILE CULTURE ,  WHICH,  IN MOST 

ORGANIZ ATIONS,  IS NOT YE T PRESENT IN ADVANCE .  AN AGILE CULTURE IS 

BASED ON HAVING ME ANING, TRUST,  TRANSPARENCY,  E XPERIMENTATION, 

SELF-MANAGEMENT,  OWNERSHIP,  AND CONTINUOUS IMPROVEMENT.

9
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Agile ‘being’ and agile ‘doing’ are 
not the same thing
Agile ‘being’ requires much more than just 
adjusting work processes or renaming 
roles. It requires a deeper change, in 
which values, norms, and principles are 
questioned. In short: being agile is only 
possible if there is an agile culture. Forming 
an agile culture is often underestimated, 
and its importance only becomes apparent 
later in the transformation.

The biggest obstacle? The current 
culture!
In a transformation to agile working, the 
(non-agile) culture turns out to be one of 
the biggest obstacles. This is confirmed by 
VersionOne’s annual survey of the global 
adoption of agile (see, for example, The 
15th Annual State of Agile Report, 2021). 
This research shows that the main reason 
for the failure of agile is that the current 
culture conflicts with agile values (43 
percent). In short: the prevailing culture 
appears to be quite an obstacle in the 
organization-wide implementation of agile.

Culture change takes time
The transformation to an agile culture 
is no easy task. It is a profound change, 
which rapidly becomes much larger than 
organizations expect beforehand, and 
which is not without risks (see chapter 8). 
Most organizations focus on methods and 
techniques in the transformation to agile: 
on processes and tools. People are looking 
for the best recipe or the latest cookbook 
and sometimes copy the techniques of other 
organizations indiscriminately. A process 
change, without the associated cultural 
change, is what it is: just a new trick. A 
change in the underlying principles and 
values is many times more valuable and 
provides a strong anchoring. Unfortunately, 
this cultural change is forgotten in many 
organizations and people only find out at a 
much later moment why it is not possible to 
be truly agile.

Adapting to a culture may be a painstaking 
thing, but it is also a huge opportunity. 
That opportunity lies in people’s behavior. 
Ultimately, it is the daily decisions and 
actions that have the most effect. Trying to 
control these via command and control is 
not effective to begin with.
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Culture changes are sustainable
Culture has a lot of influence on people’s 
behavior. Ultimately, culture determines 
whether something is perceived as 
desirable or undesirable, and which actions 
are good and which are not. So, culture can 
be positioned as the ‘safety net’ under an 
agile transformation. If a cultural change is 
implemented, then a permanent change in 
action and thinking is achieved. However, 
a combined change in norms, personal 
attitude, skills, and behavior cannot be 
imposed or ‘programmed’ in people. 
Discussion, interaction, and sharing of 
stories are necessary to achieve this (see 
section 9.1).

Culture is about values and 
principles
The change to an agile culture should be 
about values and principles, and much less 
about methods and instruments. The Agile 
Manifesto (see section 1.3) is an important 
tool when building an agile culture, because 
it is an explicit elaboration of a new value 
system. That is a change that has an impact 
on daily practice. Make sure that these 
principles are discussed, propagated, and 
stimulated throughout the organization. 
There’s a reason the first value of the 
Agile Manifesto states that individuals 
and interactions are more important than 
processes and tools.

There’s a reason the first value of the 

Agile Manifesto states that individuals 

and interactions are more important 

than processes and tools.
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Fit and agile organizations 

embrace the unexpected, 

because they are ready for 

anything!
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1 Focus on the why  
Start by clarifying why the change to 
an agile culture has been initiated. 
Emphasize why this change is 
important for the organization. 
Measure the extent to which progress 
has been made very regularly. Every 
change evokes resistance, including 
the change to an agile culture. Only 
with a clear, inspiring, and supported 
vision can this resistance be converted 
into a change of behavior.

2 Change the context  
Changing people’s attitudes and 
behavior happens indirectly, by 
adjusting the context in which they 
are located and the way they are being 
managed. Think of the organizational 
structure, the work processes, the 
decision-making processes, and the 
governance. Are people thinking 
in terms of temporary projects or 
long-term products? Are contracts, 
processes, and procedures designed 
to ensure control or are frameworks 
designed in a way that stimulate 
confidence and ownership? This 
ultimately shapes culture.

3 Put self-managing teams first  
Form cross-functional, self-organizing 
teams that have all the competences 
needed to fully convert an idea into 
a result in a short time (a sprint). 
Ensure a stable composition of these 
teams. As a result, they become better 
and better, the members become 

9.1.  SEVEN MEASURES TO CREATE AN AGILE CULTURE

accustomed to each other and are 
more productive. Let the team draw 
up its own manifesto with the norms 
and values it wants to comply with. 
Check whether these are in line with 
the values that you stand for as an 
organization. This creates a culture at 
team level that fits in with the new 
organizational culture.

4 Make culture explicit  
Use values, principles, symbols, and 
rituals to make the culture explicit. 
Certain objects, language, or social 
habits make the organization unique. 
By telling stories the culture actually 
comes to life. Link the values and 
principles of an organization to stories 
from daily practice. Stories are the 
perfect way to make a vague concept 
like culture explicit. Put all of this 
on paper, for example in a culture 
book. With its four values and twelve 
principles, the Agile Manifesto forms 
the foundation of an agile culture 
(see section 1.3). Complying with this 
manifesto as an organization ensures 
that you ‘are’ agile and not just ‘do’ 
agile.

5 Be the culture yourself  
People in an organization make 
the culture together. Therefore, be 
the epitome of the desired culture 
yourself. Authenticity is crucial here. 
Only through a deeply rooted, sincere 
connection with cultural beliefs are 
people triggered.
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6 Work according to a fixed rhythm  
In an agile organization, everyone 
works according to the same rhythm 
of short iterations that each deliver 
‘done’ products for the customer. 
Delivering value to customers and/or 
end users, every iteration. By delivering 
iterative results, the progress of 
the result is made transparent 
continuously. Based on real results, 
adjustments can be made. Feedback 
is the most important learning tool 
here. When the organization starts 
to follow the rhythm of continuously 
delivering value, then an important 
step towards an agile culture has been 
taken.

Start by clarifying why the change 

to an agile culture has been 

initiated. Emphasize why this change 

is important for the organization.

7 Stimulate servant leadership 
An agile culture is based on servant 
leadership (see Chapter 10). Help 
others bring out the best version of 
themselves. You do this by showing 
selfless leadership and encouraging 
ownership. Give self-managing 
teams the mandate to act decisively. 
Support teams in solving problems 
that are beyond their control. Set 
clear frameworks within which self-
organization can take place, which is 
necessary to jointly achieve objectives. 
A servant leader gives confidence, 
encourages transparency and 
engagement, has strong empathy, 
and can actually listen, even to what is 
not said. Servant leadership supports 
the creation and continuity of an agile 
culture.

AGILE CULTURE

9



The transformation 
to an agile culture 
is no easy task. 



It is a profound 
change, which 
rapidly becomes 
much larger than 
organizations 
expect beforehand, 
and which is not 
without risks.
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‘Agile culture’ is a difficult concept to 
define. On one hand, everyone agrees 
that agile work is more than complying 
with new procedures and that this 
requires a different mindset and a 
different culture.
On the other hand, it is difficult to make 
this concrete. What is an agile culture? 
How do you ‘install’ it in the minds of 
those involved and how do you know if 
that has succeeded?

Although culture is difficult to grasp, it is 
possible to check to what extent a culture 
change has taken place. For example, by 
regularly questioning the people in an 
organization about this subject.

We have compiled a list of ten statements 
that can be useful to measure how agile 
one’s own culture is. Answer options:

1. Completely disagree
2. Disagree
3. Neutral
4. Agree
5. Completely agree

9.2 . HOW DO YOU MAKE AGILE CULTURE MEASURABLE?

Use the answers to these statements 
to gain insight into the changes over 
time. Is there growth? Are the answers 
developing towards the maximum score? 
What aspects are overlooked and what 
can be done about them? What is the 
next step we can take? The measured 
value of current agility doesn’t even 
matter that much. The most important 
question is whether there is growth and 
how growth can be increased.

Although culture is difficult to 

grasp, it is possible to determine 

to what extent a culture change 

has taken place.
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TEN CONSTELLATIONS

1.  Our organization is guided by a clearly articulated 
higher purpose and an ambitious mission with which we 
try to make the world a little better every day.

2.  Our organization revolves around autonomous and self-
organizing teams that are enabled to deliver results 
as quickly as possible and to be as valuable as 
possible.

3.  Our organization strives to deliver value to our 
customers/users/stakeholders quickly. We try to have as 
much and as fast an impact as possible.

4.  Our organization focuses on fast learning and 
continuous improvement. Experiments are carried out in 
full without fear of failure.5.  Our organization is open and transparent. Progress, 
results, intentions, goals, information, problems, and 
the like are shared freely and accessibly and without 
fear.

6.  Our organization has a strong and short-cycled rhythm 
of one to several weeks; a fixed cadence that is 
respected and guaranteed by everyone.

7.  Our organization strives for a psychologically safe 
environment for everyone. This means mutual respect 
and appreciation for each other’s qualities and 
compensating for each other’s shortcomings.

8.  Our organization has leadership that is organizing, 
guiding, and supportive. The focus is on growth of 
knowledge and skills by completing things quickly and 
by learning by doing.9.  Our organization is technology and data driven. We try 
to automate primary tasks as much as possible and we 
make decisions with the help of empirical data.

10.  Our organization explicitly strives to set up and 
strengthen an agile culture. Norms and values with 
accompanying concrete examples have been made explicit 
and are shared and discussed with each other.
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AGILE LEADERSHIP
IN AGILE WORKING,  IT  IS IMPORTANT THAT TE AMS TAKE RESPONSIBILIT Y 

FOR THE RESULTS THE Y DELIVER .  THIS IS NOT SELF-EVIDENT,  BUT IT IS 

POSSIBLE TO TAKE OWNERSHIP STEP BY STEP WITHIN GUARDRAILS.  THIS 

CHAPTER E XPL AINS THE ROLE OF THE MANAGEMENT IN THIS AND HOW A 

DEVELOPMENT PATH CAN BE SE T UP FOR YOUR OWN TE AMS.

10
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Building team maturity steadily
The reason that most organizations im-
plement agile is that they need to respond 
to the increasing speed of change and the 
changing dynamics in the market. They 
form self-managing multidisciplinary 
teams that work in an agile way (typically 
using Scrum). These stable teams work in 
a fixed cadence, make operational deci-
sions independently of other teams, and 
focus on delivering the best solutions to 
their customers. They are expected to take 
accountability for that work and to be given 
sufficient space to do so. This is crucial to 
be truly agile. Only if teams feel accounta-
ble will they continuously look for the best 
solution. In the event of a roadblock, they 

do not wait and complain, but take action. 
However, creating this can-do mentality 
receives little attention in practice. That’s a 
shame because team maturity can easily be 
developed and managed.

A model for ownership
The ownership model (see figure) is based 
on two dimensions: autonomy and maturity. 
These are related to each other and should 
be in balance. If teams are given the auton-
omy that suits their maturity, they will take 
initiative and ownership. However, when 
the manager himself remains preoccupied 
with details, progress, or quality control, 
agile teams will never feel accountable. As 
a result, they will not be very mature. If a 

Ownership model*

Ownership

Maturity/Skill
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- Low quality
- Fear
- Attrition
- Apathy

- Fear
- Attrition
- Apathy
- Low quality

h
ig
h

highlow

*  Source: Agile leadership toolkit - learning to thrive with self-managing teams, Peter Koning, Pearson Education 2019
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starting team is suddenly thrown into the 
deep end and hardly receives any guidance, 
it will not develop quickly.

You will notice that by seeing low quality 
of work, fear of failure, resistance, turnover, 
and apathy. That’s confusing for a manager. 
The symptoms of an excess of autonomy 
for an immature team and a lack of autono-
my for a mature team are almost identical. 
Does the team take little ownership because 
it has too much or just too little autonomy? 
The crucial question of every manager is: 
should I intervene now or give the team 
more space? When does intervention lead 
to demotivation and when does giving more 
space lead to chaos? Typically, it is better 
to build ownership along the axis of auton-
omy and freedom. Just like in life: when you 
grow up, you grow up by learning and gain-
ing experience with the autonomy to do so.

Increasing autonomy step by step
Practice shows that it is perfectly possi-
ble to let teams grow their ownership step 
by step. This can be done by providing 
frameworks and shifting boundaries as 
maturity (and ownership) increases. These 
frameworks give the freedom that suits 
their development. Preferably, a little more 
autonomy is offered than necessary, so that 
the teams can grow within that extra au-
tonomy. This way, a growth path is created 
that provides insight into what is expected 
of them and what they can do themselves. 

This growth path is tailor-made for each 
organization or organizational unit (see sec-
tion 10.1). The interpretation of ownership 
and the associated frameworks are different 
in every environment. They are related to 
the level of autonomy and maturity within 
which specific results are achieved. And 
those results are always different.

Ownership is crucial
Summarized: agile only becomes really suc-
cessful when agile teams take ownership 
and are accountable themselves. Owner-
ship is not automatic but can be facilitated. 
With the support of an ownership model, 
teams are guided step by step in continuous 
improvement, collaboration, rapid response, 
and innovation.
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1 Sketch a fully mature team. What 
characterizes a fully mature team in 
your organization? Think not only of 
their predictability and delivery quality, 
but also of the direct customer value 
and the collaboration with other 
teams and departments. What does 
the ‘dream team’ look like?

2 Split the path to maturity into steps. 
Teams don’t mature overnight. What 
steps towards maturity are the teams 
going through? In what logical order 
(for example, from reliable delivery via 
quality to value)? It is important not 
to split up the skills, but the results 
(‘winning the competition’).

3 Set measurable results per maturity 
step. What results are expected from 
teams to demonstrate their growth? 
Again, this is not about what they 
do or can do, but about what they 
actually achieve. Teams should know 
what is expected of them. What is the 
definition of success for a team and 
for what maturity level? The closer 
these results are to the goals of the 
organization, the better.

4 Brainstorm about the autonomy that 
teams need. What space is needed to 
give teams the opportunity to achieve 
these results? List various powers that 
still are a manager’s in a starting team 
but that be a team’s in mature teams 
(for example, team composition, 
handling of escalations, assessments, 
making schedules, and agreeing 
vacation days).

10.1.   SEVEN STEPS TO CREATE 
 AN OWNERSHIP MODEL
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5 Determine how teams can have their 
growth confirmed. What do you show 
as a team to claim a certain level of 
maturity? Teams themselves indicate 
when they think they have reached 
the next maturity level. Decide how 
they test and confirm that they have 
reached that level. The best way to 
do it is to have a mix of members of 
other teams and management do an 
assessment.

6 Celebrate growing maturity. If a team 
has grown significantly in maturity, it 
warrants a celebration. Not only for the 
team in question, but also to set an 
example for all other teams. Speeches, 
cake, and champagne work perfectly.

7 Review growth over and over 
again. Is a team’s growth continuing 
or stagnating? Create a recurring 
meeting with team members, agile 
coaches, and managers to discuss 
growth, for example monthly or 
biweekly. This is the time to evaluate 
and refine your own ownership model.
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‘Agile teams do not plan too far ahead but jointly 

  deliver step-by-step results in short periods of time.  

Especially with the aim of learning from every step: 

    learning how to do things better, learning what 

 customers really need and thus discovering together 

      where the highest customer value lies.’
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10.2 . E X AMPLES: T WO COMPANY CASES

The Dutch Road Assistance Association 
(ANWB) has been using its own 
ownership model for a few years now. 
The organization wanted to be able to tell 
where all 35 teams stand and what the 
organization could expect from them. A 
satisfied team that delivers reliably gets 
a single star. Such a team delivers what 
it promises 80 percent of the time, and 
both the team itself and the product 
owner give it a 7 (on a scale of 10) or 
higher for satisfaction.

Teams gain extra stars by continuing 
to grow in quality, speed, or value. The 
order of growth is not prescribed by the 
manager, but the choice is with the team 
itself. Some teams first improve speed 
and get an additional star, other teams 
get an additional star while focusing on 
value. The ANWB learned that if it takes a 
long time for a team to get a first star, the 
manager often does not create the stable 
and safe environment that is needed to 
grow. If teams become demotivated and 
feel micromanaged, it is more difficult to 
recover. That is why the ANWB prefers to 
give teams too much autonomy rather 
than too little. Immature teams may build 
the wrong solution at first, but that will 
be apparent quickly and is relatively easy 
to fix.

The IT department of Eneco Consumers 
has also been working with its own 
ownership model for some time. To 
celebrate growth during the agile 
transformation in an inspiring and fun 
way, the maturity levels were linked to 
animals. Eneco is a sponsor of the WWF. 
The first level is called Dolphin. Dolphins 
are reliable group animals, and the team 
has shown at this level that can work well 
together and are reliable. The next level 
is Polar Bear, which stands for quality 
and solidity. The third level is Tiger. This 
stands for agility and speed: tiger teams 
show that they can quickly respond to 
the wishes and ideas of users and do not 
have to ask permission from anyone.

Every organization is unique and 

therefore needs its own growth model 

for ownership.
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10.3.  LEADING LIKE A BEEKEEPER

If an organization starts working with 
self-organizing agile teams, a lot will 
change for managers. Directive leadership 
is replaced with facilitation and servant 
leadership. This means managers need 
to create conditions in which teams can 
be successful, coach teams to improve 
themselves, and help them solve their 
problems. You could compare the changed 
role of a manager with that of a beekeeper.
A beekeeper gives directions, because 
without a beekeeper the honey does not 
end up in the store. On the other hand, a 
beekeeper is superfluous at work itself – 
after all, bees in the wild get by just fine 
without it. We recognize eight similarities in 
the leadership of a beekeeper and the ideal 
agile leader:

•  Gives directions (chooses type of 
honey). There are many different types of 
honey, and the beekeeper chooses which 
kind they want to sell. A servant leader 
gives teams direction using a vision and/
or a higher purpose. As a result, teams 
know why they exist. A clear definition 
of success (DoS) can help. If teams don’t 
know exactly what success is, it’s hard for 
them to be successful.

•  Creates an environment for success 
(places the hive). A beekeeper places 
the hive in a good and safe place and 
thus creates an environment in which a 
bee colony can be successful. Creating 
an environment of success is also the 
role of the agile leader. They ensure that 
all conditions are in place to allow teams 
to deliver results independently. Within 
this safe environment, each team is 
allowed to organize their own work and is 
accountable for the result.

•  Focuses on results (harvests honey). 
A beekeeper does not interfere with the 
working process of bees, but they let 
the bees figure it themselves. What a 
beekeeper does do is harvest regularly. 
This is necessary to be able to sell the 
honey, but above all to test whether 
everything is going well. An agile 
leader does the same thing: test, make it 
measurable, and bring transparency to 
the result. And leave the responsibility 
for the process where it belongs: with the 
people who do the work.

•  Motivates through work (frees up 
space in the hive). The main motive 
for a beekeeper to harvest is to free up 
space in the hive. Bees continue to make 
honey until the hive is full. Then they 
stop working. By harvesting honey, a 
beekeeper stimulates the bee population. 
An agile manager ensures that there is 
always new and challenging work to do. 
Being able to deliver real value in short 
cycles, complete innovative solutions and, 
while talking to them, finding out that 
customers are happy with their work is 
what motivates teams.
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•  Provides frameworks (provides a 
suitable hive). Every bee colony is 
different and therefore needs its own way 
of managing. A beekeeper therefore offers 
a suitable hive that corresponds to the 
size of the colony – small colonies get 
a small hive; large colonies get a large 
one. Agile leaders give direction through 
frameworks that fit their teams. And since 
every team is different, every team needs 
its own frameworks to be successful. 
These frameworks are flexible, and 
boundaries are gradually being shifted 
to help teams take even more ownership 
(see also section 10.1).

•  Removes obstacles (solves problems). 
Beekeepers only solve problems that 
the bees cannot solve themselves. 
Agile leadership means actively looking 
for obstacles that hinder the teams. 
Especially obstacles that they themselves 
can’t see or can’t overcome. At the same 
time, it is desirable that agile teams can 
really do everything themselves. An 
agile leader therefore actively works to 
make himself completely redundant, 
among other things, by teaching teams to 
discover their problems and to solve them 
themselves.

•  Develops successful teams (splits 
colonies). As soon as a bee colony 
becomes too large, a beekeeper splits it 
in two. Agile leaders develop their teams. 
The most successful teams grow the 
fastest and will become too big. Once a 
team starts complaining that it’s getting 
too slow, it’s time to split into two (or 
sometimes three) independent teams. 
Ideally, the team members themselves 
choose how they do that. The big 
advantage of splitting up successful 
teams is that knowledge, competencies, 
and working methods are spread across 
the new teams.

•  Always looks at themselves (trusts 
the bee population). A beekeeper never 
blames the bees. A beekeeper trusts that 
bees will produce honey and looks at 
themselves if that does not go well. The 
beekeeper has apparently not succeeded 
in creating a successful environment. An 
agile leader always looks at themselves 
in case of problems and never blames 
the teams. After all, they have created 
the context in which things went wrong. 
Leading agile teams therefore requires 
unlimited confidence in the knowledge 
and skills of the teams and a lot of self-
reflection on the part of the manager.
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MANAGEMENT TEAMS 
AND AGILE
IF  AN ORGANIZ ATION CONSISTS L ARGELY OF AGILE TE AMS, THIS HAS AN 

IMPACT ON MANAGEMENT.  YE T IN PRACTICE THERE IS STILL REL ATIVELY 

LIT TLE FOCUS ON THIS .  TERMS SUCH AS ‘LE T TING GO’  AND ‘SERVANT 

LE ADERSHIP ’  COME ALONG, BUT WHAT E XACTLY DOES THAT LOOK LIKE 

FOR A MANAGEMENT TE AM? WHAT WILL CHANGE IF THE Y THEMSELVES 

ALSO SWITCH TO AGILE WORKING? AND WHAT E XACTLY DOES THAT ME AN 

FOR ALL E XISTING SCHEDULED MEE TINGS?
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On the change plan in many organizations, 
a prominent place has been reserved for 
agile working. This change of working 
method is shaped via governance and the 
organizational structure and is mainly 
aimed at a faster rhythm for teams (usually 
using Scrum as a way of working). 

In practice, it appears that implementations 
around agile transformations mainly take 
place at board level and team level, and 
management teams are often forgotten. 
The board makes plans with the help of 
a consultancy firm, and the teams receive 
daily guidance in the form of coaching. 
As soon as the new rhythm has been 
applied and all teams have been trained, 
one may be deemed ‘ready’. But in fact, 
that is only the starting point! Because the 
operational change to higher speed and 
more agility lies mainly in the execution. 
And it is precisely this implementation that 

is managed daily by the management team 
(MT). Guidance from an MT is therefore 
crucial.

A management team is primarily 
responsible for the functioning of their 
department/business unit/division. Even 
if you work agile! Most MTs are not to be 
envied for this. They are already very busy 
and then agile ‘comes on top of that’. It is 
therefore not surprising that management 
teams regularly show resistance. The 
question (and guidance) of the MT should 
therefore be primarily focused on which 
tasks may be taken away from them, and 
only then about what will replace them 
(see 11.1: ‘What will disappear from the 
agenda?’, and 11.2: ‘What tasks will replace 
it?’).

“The value and impact of a management 

team shifts to systemic improvement.”

A management team is and remains 

ultimately responsible – even if 

working in an agile way.
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The focus and tasks of an MT completely 
shifts with agile. Previously, MTs were 
intensively involved in the decision-making 
process, operation, and execution of day-
to-day work, and at the same time busy 
managing stakeholders. However, much 
of this work ends up in teams and/or 
disappears due to short-cycle delivery. As 
a result, the focus of the management team 
shifts to:

1.  Prioritizing at strategic portfolio 
level – looking further ahead at a 
strategic level. And not only do this 
themselves, but particularly by helping 
product owners learn how to do this. 
And with that, ensuring that choices are 
made and that the number of topics that 
are picked up at the same time is as low 
as possible.

2.  Purpose- and mission-oriented 
positioning of the teams – ensuring 
that teams know what they are of in 
terms of impact, outcome, and success, 
so that they can increase their maturity 
and autonomy step by step.

3.  Implementing systemic 
improvements – when teams run into 
the limits of ways they can improve 
themselves – or have insufficient 
influence. This mainly involves 
implementing larger changes in, 
for example: governance, supplier 
management, portfolio management, IT 
infrastructure, budgeting processes, etc. 

A management team is and remains 
ultimately responsible – even if working in 
an agile way. The task of a management 
team shifts to ensure that their teams can 
work autonomously in such a way that 
they can handle everything themselves 
(including all escalations). And that they 
can do that without their MT. In fact, the 
introduction of agile for management 
teams means that they make themselves 
completely obsolete for the daily operation 
of their teams. Getting that done and then 
optimizing it even further is a full-time 
job! Therefore, this requires a completely 
different setup of management calendars.
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1 One-on-one meetings. Coordination 
and management take place from 
agile roles and meetings. Therefore, 
remove all one-on-one meetings 
from calendars. The resulting vacuum 
helps to make agile meetings more 
effective. And if you, as a manager, 
want to know how things are going, 
go to those meetings.

2 All day-to-day operational 
management. Substantive 
operational management of your 
people and teams is taken up by the 
teams themselves and their product 
owners. Always ask yourself with every 
operational task: why am I doing this 
in the first place? Or even better: how 
do I ensure that my team(s) can do 
this themselves next time?

3 Steering committees and project 
meetings. The control of work shifts 
to the agile cadence. Product owners 
(PO) and teams take the lead in this 
themselves. If existing meetings are 
continued, there will be double control 
and decision making. So, delete 
these meetings or at least refuse to 
participate in them yourself (let the PO 
go to them).

4 Long MT meetings. Meetings in which 
details are discussed of long notes, 
reports, documentation, and/or project 
progress become superfluous. This 
interaction shifts to the agile rhythm 
and visual management that goes 
with it. So, cancel any long substantive 
meetings. 

11.1 .  WHAT WILL DISAPPEAR FROM THE AGENDA?

5 Creating and reading reports. There  
is sufficient learning effect and 
corrective capacity in agile working. 
Use the visual management side of 
agile for reporting. And all monitoring 
of budget utilization and hourly 
logging become obsolete if stable 
teams are in place. Stop providing an 
overview and insight afterwards, it 
does not add value.

6 Operational escalations that call for 
your calendar to be cleared today. 
An agile rhythm contains many 
‘landing places’ for ad hoc issues. As a 
manager, completely emptying your 
calendar to manage an operational 
escalation is therefore no longer 
necessary. It is mainly a symptom 
of immaturity of the organization, 
because apparently teams cannot do 
it themselves yet.
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11.2 .  WHAT TASKS WILL REPL ACE IT?

1 Make systemic improvements. In  
fact, this will be the core task of man-
agement: removing all obstacles and 
optimizing the environment so that all 
teams (and chains of teams) become 
increasingly effective. Optimization of 
the whole by looking at improvement 
of the system. Focus on those systemic 
problems that teams can’t solve on their 
own. That’s where the highest value of 
a management team lies in agile, and it 
delivers a direct impact on the produc-
tivity and performance of their teams. 

2 Set up your own agile cadence in 
the MT. Set an example yourself and 
bring an agile rhythm to your own MT, 
with planning, review, and retro. And 
especially the MT daily should not be 
missing. It provides a fixed landing 
site for problems that teams cannot 
solve on their own. So, schedule it at a 
time after the daily of the teams! Also 
reserve time daily where MT members 
are simply available to their teams. 
So, no appointments; an empty block 
in the calendar where people can 
stop by unannounced with questions: 
both personal and business. And be 
cautious about making decisions when 
people stop by. Above all, ask questions 
and help them to make the decision 
themselves.

3 Strategic portfolio management. A 
frequent meeting on the order of the 
work to be carried out is added. This 
is about the mutual arrangement of 
strategic activities. This is also called 
agile portfolio management (see also 
chapter 13).

4 Grow direct reports. The loss of the 
one-on-one meetings creates the 
need to consciously focus on the 
personal growth of employees. This 
means scheduling conversations with 
direct reports. Really take your time 
with them at least once a quarter 
(a part of the day is not a bad idea) 
to discuss personal growth. Such 
conversations do not have to be in a 
boring meeting room, but can also 
take place outside, while walking.

5 Join the agile meetings of teams. 
The management of the operational 
work takes place in agile meetings. PI 
schedules and portfolio meetings are 
times when priorities are discussed. 
It is smart to always be there. Also, 
regularly attend Sprint Reviews 
(where progress is shown) and be 
available to come and help in a Sprint 
Retrospective (to eliminate systemic 
problems). Finally, take a look at the 
dailies every now and then – that gives 
a good impression of mindset and 
ownership.

6 Annual determination of the 
number and type of teams. Instead 
of budgeting around projects and 
‘sourcing’ people on projects (and 
constantly adjusting that), it is possible 
to establish financial governance 
around stable teams. This solely 
concerns an annual choice for the 
number and type of teams that are 
needed for the future portfolio.
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12AGILE GOVERNANCE
ORGANIZ ATION-WIDE ADOPTION OF AGILE WORKING ME ANS THAT THE 

MANAGEMENT OF AN ORGANIZ ATION WILL BE COMPLE TELY DIFFERENT. 

IT  SHIF TS FROM COSTS,  HOURS,  AND PROJECTS,  TO RESULTS,  TE AMS, 

AND ITERATIONS.  SUCH MANAGEMENT,  OR AGILE GOVERNANCE ,  IS 

COMPLE TELY ABSENT IN MOST ORGANIZ ATIONS.  MANY ORGANIZ ATIONS 

FIND IT DIFFICULT TO ADJUST THEIR MANAGEMENT,  ESPECIALLY WHEN 

AGILE WORK IS NOT YE T BEING DONE ACROSS THE ORGANIZ ATION.  THE 

QUESTION IS:  HOW DO YOU SE T UP AGILE GOVERNANCE PROPERLY ?

117
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Flexible scope is an opportunity
Existing control rules typically conflict with 
agile working. Working quickly, flexibly, 
and agile requires a completely different 
control system. Traditional, systematic 
approaches, for example, are based on a 
fixed scope. Agile working, on the other 
hand, is based on fixed time, money, and 
quality, and therefore on a flexible scope. 
This is so different that a control conflict 
quickly arises around freezing or adjusting 
scope.

Agile working makes time, money, and 
quality fixed: a fixed number of iterations 
with fixed teams and a fixed quality 
standard (Definition of Done) at fixed costs. 
This can only be achieved if the scope is 

made flexible and subordinate to the goal. 
Although it is clear which problem will 
be solved, it is not clear in advance which 
functionality will be delivered exactly. To 
many, this feels very uncomfortable and like 
being out of control. However, by delivering 
in short cycles, it offers more certainty 
and more control. Each intermediate result 
works, so control takes place on the basis 
of actual progress towards the goal. An 
additional advantage is that it is possible to 
adjust the scope gradually when this proves 
appropriate due to new insights or new 
market demand. The scope is flexible, and 
this is an opportunity rather than a threat. 
Especially in a rapidly changing world, it 
must be possible to incorporate progressive 
insights into the original scope.

Single cycle Short cycle

scope

scope
traditional

quality

quality

budget time

budget time

FLEXIBLE

FIXED

agile

defines

defines
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Existing governance fights agile
The adoption of agile working is usually 
gradual. It is impossible to get the entire 
organization to start agile working at 
an exact moment, let alone at the same 
moment. Thus, an agile and a traditional 
way of control will co-exist simultaneously 
for a certain period of time. This is usually 
not foreseen. Traditionally, governance 
offers no room for alternatives. Certainly 
not if those alternatives are (partly) in 
violation of the applicable rules. In those 
cases, traditional governance takes action. 
Corrective action, that is. Unforeseen ways 
of working are actively combated against. 
As a result, existing governance slows 
down the transformation to agile working 
because it actively combats it. Collaboration 
and coexistence are the solution, and that 
costs energy, because existing governance 
rarely offers room for this. The main reason 
that agile quickly comes into conflict with 
existing governance is that agile requires 
short-cycle results with flexible scope at 
a fixed duration, costs, and quality. And 
that is at odds with the rigorous steering 
towards stable scope in traditional 
governance models.

Discovering new governance 
together
Practice shows that there is no one best 
way of setting up agile governance. 
The current context determines where 
adjustments must take place now and what 
can be adjusted in the long term. What is 
certain, however, is that the existing way 
of governing will be overhauled. Because 
agile and traditional governance will often 
coexist for long periods of time, conflicts 
cannot be ruled out. Fortunately, a solution 
can be found for most conflicts if the focus 
is on the result: the value that is intended to 
be delivered. The pursuit of value delivery 
is something both traditional and agile 
governance have in common. Continuing 
to talk to each other is therefore the 
overarching advice to discover which new 
rules will work and which won’t.

Continuing to talk to each other is 

therefore the overarching advice to 

discover which new rules will work and 

which won’t.
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1 Focus on results and value-
oriented governance. Agile shifts 
the focus from process control to 
result management. This requires 
fundamental adjustments in 
governance. For example, focus 
on Key Value Indicators instead 
of Key Performance Indicators; 
focus on delivered value. Value 
management requires flexibility 
in scope. Governance should leave 
room for progressive insights and 
therefore continuously adjust 
scope if appropriate. If the expected 
value turns out to be unrealistic 
or if additional opportunities are 
discovered, the scope will be shifted.

2 Work with stable teams and short 
iterations. Fixed stable teams and 
short iterations should be at the heart 
of agile governance. Teams deliver 
working results in short cycles in a 
fixed rhythm. The best results are 
delivered by teams that work together 
for extended periods of time. Only 
then will everyone’s strengths and 
weaknesses become clear, and people 
will learn to adapt to them. Agile 
governance is also about keeping 
teams stable.

12 .1.  SEVEN MEASURES FOR AGILE GOVERNANCE

3 Plan the work, not the people. 
Planning is relevant with agile, as long 
as it’s about the work. Looking ahead 
through roadmaps and budgets is also 
part of agile working. It is nonsense to 
think that this is not ‘allowed’ or not 
‘possible’ with agile. We look ahead 
from a shared vision and strategy. 
Based on a roadmap, releases can be 
planned, and portfolio discussions and 
investment decisions can be made. As 
long as it focuses on value, order, and 
priority of work done by stable teams. 
Control takes place based on work 
flowing to teams, and not based on 
people being brought to work.

4 Distinguish between three levels 
of governance. Scope is more 
uncertain the further ahead in time 
you go. That was already the case 
with traditional approaches, but 
agile makes this explicit. Therefore, 
a layered governance model with 
different (un)certainty levels is needed 
(see also section 18.2). These should 
be anchored in governance, and 
each treated differently. This can be 
done, for example, by distinguishing 
between portfolio governance (one 
to five years in the future), project/
program governance (three months 
to a year in the future), and team 
governance (zero to three months 
ahead).
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5 Setting up governance is a 
management task. In a large-scale 
transformation to agile working, 
governance should be a recurring 
theme for management and the 
board of directors. The adjustments 
that are made should be gradual. 
What works best will largely have to be 
‘discovered’. It is usually not possible to 
copy the agile governance of another 
organization. The process of changing 
to agile ‘being’ is one of the most 
difficult parts of agile. Leading and 
guiding this process is pre-eminently a 
management task.

6 Make contracts agile. Making the 
governance of an organization flexible 
and agile requires agile contracts 
(see chapter 21). Especially when 
working together with suppliers. 
Contracts should stipulate that 
each iteration produces a working, 
completed product. This result can 
be good enough, so that completion 
may be desirable and therefore also 
contractually possible. Changes 
in scope may be ‘free’ and clear 
agreements must be made about 
keeping teams stable. These are 
preconditions for being able to work 
together in an agile way.

AGILE GOVERNANCE

12

7 Set up governance working groups. 
Use enabling working groups to adjust 
governance. These working groups 
consist of members of agile teams 
and other roles (project/program 
managers can often play a very 
valuable role) who take on the various 
governance themes and come up 
with solutions. After that, an enabling 
working group is disbanded, until a 
new challenge emerges that requires 
the next adjustment in governance.
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Although the introduction of agile is done 
step by step, eventually a lot of things come 
up for discussion that you do not think 
about beforehand. The impact of agile 
working increases over time because every 
change hits the next like a domino. With the 
introduction of self-organizing teams, for 
example, the whole approach of personnel 
management, performance assessments, 
and recruitment is shifting. And with the 
shifting of the control of budgets and 
projects to work and value, the entire way 
of reporting, portfolio management, work 
alignment, and control is shifting. In short: 
the entire governance model and existing 
structures are affected and are being 
questioned. Here are some anonymous real-
world examples:

• Stop logging hours. An organization 
originally worked with project budgets, 
and everyone logged hours on project 
numbers. By transforming into agile 
working, this became completely 
unnecessary. Projects disappeared and 
budgets were no longer used. On an 
annual basis, we looked at which results 
and products were needed, how many 
teams were desired for this and for which 
customer group or market domain they 
would work. Subsequently, a product 
owner was appointed for this. The results 
were achieved short-cycled in accordance 
with the backlog. Time registration was 
abolished because the stable teams 
worked for the same domain throughout 
the year. Product owners started planning 
and reporting on results, value, and 
completed products. The control shifted 
from hours and budgets to results and 
work.

• Stop the annual performance review. 
When fundamentally focusing on teams, 
individual performance reviews quickly 
become questionable. To what extent is it 
fair to judge a team member individually 
when the primary focus is on the result of 
the whole team? Who is actually best able 
to judge that? In an organization that has 
started working agile, the entire cycle of 
performance reviews and appraisals has 
been thrown overboard. Teams are judged 
on their results, and their autonomy is 
made dependent on it. Furthermore, team 
bonuses have been introduced with a 
fixed salary structure. Assessment and 
improvement are taken up by the teams 
themselves. Not once a year or every six 
months, but every week. Every Friday, 
each team closes with the ‘crate’. Each 
team member stands on a crate and 
receives a few tops (what went well) and 
tips (what could be improved) from every 
other team member; getting better as a 
team and assessing each other to improve 
immediately. No complicated procedures 
or files; let the people who do the work 
figure it out for themselves.

• Decouple salaries from performance. 
At this same organization, something 
special happened: the decoupling of 
performance assessments and monetary 
rewards. In many organizations, a good 
assessment from your manager will 
give you a higher salary and perhaps a 
promotion. The disadvantage of this is 
that it is in the interest of the individual 
employee to conceal errors and mistakes. 
The more mistakes you report, the worse 
your performance rating and the lower 
your salary. Rather, you should learn 

12 .2 .  E X AMPLES: RIGOROUS GOVERNANCE ADJUSTMENT
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from your mistakes, and you should share 
them so others can learn from them as 
well. That is why a fixed and transparent 
salary model is used in this organization 
that applies to everyone and earning extra 
money is only possible through team 
performance (team bonus) or personal 
development to a better-paying role. 
No more fussing about money. Become 
better as a team by learning together and 
thus sharing mistakes with each other. 
As a result, everyone involved knows 
how everyone earns, so all salaries and 
team bonuses are being transparently 
published on the company bulletin board.

• Unlimited days of PTO. The result 
of teams becomes leading and not 
the process they follow. Over time, 
attendance at this organization became 
a topic of discussion. Why should we 
be in the office as a team? Are we not 
allowed to decide this for ourselves? If 
we are responsible for the result and get 
it done, why do we have to do it from 
Monday to Friday from nine to five? 
There was control on result and value 
instead of on hours and attendance. This 
organization took it one step further: the 
fixed number of days of PTO were let go. 
Everyone was allowed to take as much 
PTO as they wanted. However, the results 
of the team were assessed, and the team 
members evaluated each other. After 
some time, it turned out that people took 

too little PTO. This has been corrected 
by making a minimum number of days 
of PTO mandatory. Everyone must take 
at least one week PTO per quarter. PTO 
is necessary to be able to perform in the 
long run.

• Split into mini companies. When teams 
become the core of the controls, they can 
also be given many more responsibilities. 
One organization has gone so far as to 
manage each team as a separate mini 
company. Each mini company has its own 
profit and loss account and is completely 
independent in making decisions. Hiring 
people, bonuses, salaries: they can figure 
it out and determine it all themselves. 
However, there are rules to combat 
internal competition. Mini companies 
always have their own geographic 
customer focus area, so they don’t have 
to compete for the same customer. In 
addition, they are regionally classified. 
The place of residence of an employee 
determines which mini company you 
work for. However, if you move, you can 
choose whether to stay with your current 
team or switch to a different team. The 
special thing is that successful teams 
grow faster. These teams are then split 
up, for example, by customer areas or 
region, so that the teams remain small, 
and knowledge, competence and culture 
are transferred. 

AGILE GOVERNANCE
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The impact of agile working increases 

over time because every change 

hits the next like a domino.
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13AGILE STRATEGY AND 
PORTFOLIO MANAGEMENT
IF  AN ORGANIZ ATION HAS A LOT OF AGILE TE AMS, IS IT AGILE AS A 

WHOLE? THERE IS A FALL ACY THAT OPERATIONAL AGILE TE AMS ALSO 

PROVIDE INTEGRAL AND ORGANIZ ATION-WIDE AGILIT Y.  HOWEVER,  THIS 

IS WRONG. TRUE AGILIT Y REQUIRES THAT ONE IS ALSO AGILE AT A 

STRATEGIC AND PORTFOLIO LEVEL .
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How agile are many agile teams?
No one is surprised anymore by large 
numbers of self-organizing agile teams. 
But to what extent do all these teams also 
make an organization agile? Does having 
a lot of agile teams mean that flexibility 
has increased? And is the lead time from 
idea to customer delivery actually shorter? 
Practice shows that, in many organizations, 
this is not the case. The initial introduction 
of agile is often transforming a cascade of 
process steps into a waterfall of agile teams. 
And if it still takes months for an idea to be 
converted into a working product, how agile 
are you really?

Ultimately, setting up agile teams is not a 
goal in itself. Having motivated agile teams 
that deliver predictably is great, of course, 
but what they deliver determines whether 
it’s successful or not. And that ‘what’, that 
is about strategic agility: agility directly 
from the strategic level. Strategy is of value 
in the execution phase, not in the idea 
phase. Setting up short-cycled, strategic 
management is therefore a logical next step 
in an agile transformation. Increasing the 
speed of sending strategy to execution and 
back again. By sharing strategic options 
directly with operational agile teams, it can 
be tested over time to see whether or not 
those strategic options work. This way, 
strategic choices can be validated months 
to years earlier.

Portfolio management
To centrally manage the total of strategic 
programs and projects, portfolio 
management has been set up in many 
organizations. The purpose of this is to 
organize the combination and sequence of 
initiatives in such a way that the underlying 
strategic goals are achieved as optimally 
as possible. While doing this, you need 
to consider all the practical limitations 
and dependencies that are present, both 
external (customers, suppliers, regulators) 
and internal (teams, architecture, strategic 
agendas). This seems logical, as the 
totality of resources, time, and capacity 
is limited. However, now that many 
organizations use agile ways of working 
for the implementation of those projects 
and programs, this has consequences for 
portfolio management. Execution now 
takes place by stable agile teams (often 
organized in chains of teams), so this has 
to be considered. A shift takes place from 
controlling via budgets, schedules, and 
resources, to controlling via roadmaps, 
backlogs, sprints, and teams.

Strategic agility through portfolio 
management
Strategic agility means that, when 
determining the portfolio, it is tested at an 
early stage to see if a strategic theme is 
producing the intended effect, and that the 
board or management continuously adjusts 
the strategic goals using empirical data. 
Strategy finds its value during execution 
and not during the idea phase. Ensuring 
short-cycled, strategic management is 
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therefore a logical next step in an agile 
transformation; speeding up the process 
from strategy to execution and back again 
(see 13.1).

A sensible step in a transformation 
is therefore setting up agile portfolio 
management. This is portfolio management 
that is agile itself (see 13.2). This offers 
opportunities to make more flexible 
strategic choices in the portfolio and to 
feed these choices with real data from real 
customers. The main advantage of this is 
that the intended impact of the portfolio 
can be achieved more quickly, because it 
can be scaled up earlier where the intended 
value occurs. Additionally, development 
capacity is released earlier by stopping 
those initiatives where the intended value 
is not being realized. By guiding strategic 
options directly to operational agile teams, 
it can be tested at an early stage whether 
those strategic options work. As a result, 
it can be validated months to years earlier 
whether it is wise to make an intended large 
investment.

Crucial role for product owners and 
business owners
Strategy revolves around a sustainable 
proposition that keeps an organization 
relevant in the market for a long time. 
Determining that strategy has always been 
difficult. And in a rapidly changing world, 
it’s impossible to do that by planning far 
ahead and being smart. Being agile at 
strategic and portfolio level is therefore 
also crucial for sustainable success. 
This requires that strategy formation and 
testing be set up in two directions with 
the help of experiments. Fortunately, most 
organizations now have a large number of 
agile teams that are able to experiment with 
these types of ideas. All that is needed is 
to explicitly link these teams to strategy 
formation and portfolio management. 
An important role is reserved for product 
owners and business owners. The direct 
linking of the operational execution in 
teams to the strategy formation processes 
is therefore necessary.  This can be done 
by making portfolio management agile 
itself. This will optimize management of the 
portfolio, strategic management becomes 
more agile, and the possibilities of having 
agile teams are much better exploited.



128

1 Quantify strategic objectives. 
Strategy should be concrete and help 
with daily choices and considerations. 
That is why it is necessary to be clear 
when something is ‘successful’ and 
when it is not. Therefore, make the 
impact of the strategy measurable. 
Only if the indicator of success is 
known, agile teams can independently 
adjust towards strategic goals.

2 Set up strategy validation. Strategic 
plans are hypothetical. They are 
expectations that certain investments 
will pay off and be effective. Execution 
will show whether a strategic choice 
works or not. Therefore, set up early 
validation. Write hypotheses about 
strategic ideas and test them early. 
This way, the reaction of the market 
becomes a steering instrument. 
Only scale up after success has been 
proven, after hypotheses about 
strategic choices with real data have 
been confirmed.

3 Accept that it is unknown what is 
strategically smart. There is no crystal 
ball for strategy. Daring to admit not 
to know in advance is an important 
precondition to want to discover what 
really works. Discover by doing! Even if 
everyone is convinced in advance that 
a strategic choice is correct, it may 
still turn out to be incorrect. When in 
doubt about choices, look at empirical 
data: measurement data that supports 
and strengthens a hypothesis. 

13.1.  SEVEN RECOMMENDATIONS FOR AGILE STRATEGY

Rather do an extra experiment to 
obtain more data so that it becomes 
clearer whether a strategic idea is 
correct, than invest on a large scale in 
something that ultimately turns out 
not to work.

4 Involve product owners and 
business owners in strategy. For 
strategic agile management it is 
necessary that the strategic level 
and the operational level are directly 
linked. As little delay as possible 
between strategy and execution. 
Product owners and business owners 
play a crucial role in this. They have 
direct access to the teams and can 
put strategic experiments at the top of 
the product backlog. This results in a 
very rapid review of strategic options. 
Therefore, let product owners be part 
of all steps in the strategy formation.

5 Set up a short cycle rhythm for 
strategic direction setting. In an agile 
organization, strategy and execution 
are directly linked. As a result, the 
strategic control itself will also have 
to be set up in a fixed and disciplined 
rhythm. Preferably even faster than 
the rhythm of the teams (sprints). This 
way, strategic options are identified 
more quickly, and better and more 
concrete proposals come to the top 
of the backlogs. The advantage is 
that strategic decisions can therefore 
be taken at high frequency and the 
extent to which they are achieved can 
also be monitored more easily.
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6 Completely overhaul governance. 
Strategic agile management can only 
take place if traditional frameworks 
are changed to an agile way of 
management. To this end, a bi-
directional and short-cycled link is 
established between the strategic, 
portfolio, and execution levels. 
Consciously choose new terminology 
when changing governance. New 
terminology ensures that people think, 
talk, and act differently.

Strategic agility has an impact on 

all levels and roles, and completely 

changes existing processes and 

frameworks.

7 Do not underestimate strategic 
agility. Strategic agility has an impact 
on all levels and roles, and completely 
changes existing processes and 
frameworks. Consider, for example, 
the annual planning and control cycle, 
the programmatic control based on 
costs and time registrations, or the 
annual budgeting process. Portfolio 
management is no longer long cycled 
but will consist of iterations using 
a completely closed feedback loop 
towards strategic goals. This is no 
mean feat. 
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1 Set up short-cycled portfolio 
management. Change the rhythm 
of portfolio management to a high-
frequency rhythm. Coming together 
more frequently for smaller decisions 
is better than getting together rarely 
for big decisions. Apply a rhythm 
(organizational heartbeat) of short 
weekly meetings, monthly adjustment 
meetings, and a quarterly meeting to 
look further ahead. Set up an Obeya 
that can be used by the product and 
business owners.

2 Reduce the number of parallel 
initiatives. Cross-functional agile 
teams are super powerful in delivering 
results predictably, but focus is a 
crucial precondition. Switching focus 
between sprints or (even worse) 
working on multiple projects during 
a sprint makes teams demonstrably 
less productive - 100% resource 
utilization means 0% flow. This calls 
for fewer projects at the same time. 
Finish one before the next is picked 
up. Fortunately, an agile organization 
is already set up for this because 
it creates a pull system (from the 
product backlogs). In addition, 
splitting up pieces of work and 
making them smaller is a core idea 
within agile, which strengthens the 
pull system and increases flow.

3 Shift portfolio control to delivered 
value. Portfolio management 
tends to focus on the output of 
projects and programs, because it is 
determined in advance which systems 

13.2 .   EIGHT MEASURES FOR AGILE PORTFOLIO 
 MANAGEMENT

or functionalities will be delivered. 
Underneath this focus on output, 
however, lies an assumption. The 
assumption that that output will also 
lead to a certain outcome. However, 
this is not at all certain. Evidence is still 
lacking; it is only a (strong) suspicion. 
In agile portfolio management, it is 
therefore necessary to shift portfolio 
management (and therefore also 
progress reporting) from output 
to outcome. This results in short-
cycled insights into which value 
has been realized and proven, and 
therefore provides insight into which 
uncertainty has been reduced (see 
chapter 15 on value steering).

4 Express choices in terms of possible 
scenarios, options, and hypotheses. 
Portfolio management decisions are 
uncertain. They consist of assumptions 
that initiatives deliver value, they 
consist of assumptions that the 
chosen timelines are feasible, and 
they are made based on assumptions 
that capacity and competences are 
available. However, omnipresent 
uncertainty is not usually considered. 
Performing portfolio management 
in terms of possible scenarios and 
options, combined with choices in 
terms of hypotheses, helps to explicitly 
express this uncertainty. In addition, 
it helps to look further ahead in 
scenarios beyond current boundaries.

5 Reserve capacity to experiment. If 
uncertainty is recognized in portfolio 
management, it becomes logical to 
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test assumptions as early as possible. 
Conducting (strategic and tactical) 
experiments in each sprint is then a 
good choice. Expressing uncertainties 
in terms of hypotheses helps to define 
such experiments. This means that 
assumptions in portfolio choices 
are tested, and adjustments made 
because of those tests. This can only 
be achieved if portfolio management 
has earmarked capacity for such 
experiments. Delivering short-term 
results and researching long-term 
options should be side by side on 
backlogs. 

6 Involve product and business 
owners in portfolio management.  
Demonstrating success – the portfolio 
must help to realize the organizational 
strategy – and testing assumptions 
takes place in the development 
organization. The people who 
determine what is picked up first are 
the product owners and business 
owners. They can turn portfolio 
hypotheses into experiments that 
are at the top of the backlog for the 
next sprint. This feeds the portfolio 
process with real data. Therefore, 
involve product and business owners 
intensively in portfolio management 
and also while making choices. They 
have short lines of communication with 
the knowledge and know-how in their 
teams. There are typically several routes 
possible towards an intended goal for 
which the required effort differs greatly. 
That knowledge is extremely valuable 
when making trade-offs.

7 Feed portfolio management with 
real data.  Make portfolio decisions 
based on data and evidence, rather 
than opinions and assumptions. The 
short-cycle rhythm of agile teams 
offers the possibility to deliver data 
quickly. This creates a short feedback 
loop between portfolio level and 
execution level and greatly improves 
the quality of portfolio decisions. 
Portfolio management can be 
enriched bottom-up. OKRs (objectives 
and key results) offer good tools for 
this while taking into account an 
appropriate degree of uncertainty. 
In addition, not just internal data is 
desired, but external data as well – 
what is happening elsewhere, what is 
on the horizon, and which disruptive 
innovations may be relevant?

8 Make portfolio choices reversible. 
Due to the uncertainty of whether 
portfolio choices are correct, it is 
necessary to ensure that they can 
be reversed. This can usually only be 
achieved by first splitting them up 
and making them smaller. The result 
is a series of smaller choices, each of 
which is reversible, and they can thus 
be carried out as an experiment. Make 
use of MVPs (minimal viable products). 
Irreversible choices are only desirable 
after success has been proven. Success 
is then scaled and the need to be 
able to return becomes less and less 
important.
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14PRODUCT OWNERSHIP
MAKING CHOICES IS ESSENTIAL IN AGILE WORKING. WHAT DO WE DO FIRST 

AND WHAT DO WE DO L ATER? WHAT IS VALUABLE AND WHAT IS NOT ? THE 

PRODUCT OWNER HAS A CRUCIAL ROLE IN THIS PROCESS. THIS IS THE 

PERSON WHO ORGANIZES THE BACKLOGS OF AGILE TEAMS, AND THUS 

DETERMINES WHAT COMES FIRST AND WHAT COMES L ATER (OR NEVER).
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Product owners are not clairvoyant
Letting one person determine everything 
is a risk. A product owner does not have a 
crystal ball and is usually not clairvoyant. 
How much space should they get exactly? 
What is their mandate? And do we really 
want to place this decision-making power 
with a single person? What about the 
steering committee?

Product owners are not all-
rounders
In many organizations that start working 
agile, the role of product owner quickly 
becomes a bottleneck. It is often assumed 
that the ideas and vision of the product 
owner are simply ‘there’. Moreover, all 
their ideas are wonderfully automatically 
ordered. In addition, the product owner has 
plenty of time to make difficult choices and 
all stakeholders always agree with these. 
Many organizations think that they have 
had the people with the qualities to be a 
good product owner for a long time, and 
that these employees immediately clear 
out their agenda to enthusiastically pick 
up their new role. Reality, of course, is 
completely different.
It is not fair to assume that the product 
owner is an all-rounder. Managing 
stakeholders, inspiringly transferring a 
vision, helping with technical choices: 
there are few product owners who master 
all that. Being a product owner is difficult. 
Period. It is therefore not surprising that 
many step into the pitfalls that come with 
this role. What turns out to be very difficult 

in practice, for example, is creating a shared 
vision and translating it into a roadmap 
and items from the product backlog. Every 
product owner struggles with this. After all, 
you can’t look into the future, and you can’t 
satisfy everyone. Nevertheless, the product 
owner is expected to come up with perfect 
solutions for undiscovered problems, and to 
keep all stakeholders involved at the same 
time. How?

Perfect product ownership is 
impossible
How does a good product owner operate? 
What do they do? What does their agenda 
look like? Existing literature on agile 
doesn’t really say anything about this. 
Scrum does describe the role of the product 
owner in general terms and states that 
they are responsible for the creation of 
the product backlog. But how does that 
work exactly? Well, every product owner 
can figure that out for themselves. If your 
direction is not right you can still want to 
work agile, but you are still doing the wrong 
thing. In agile working, the creation of a 
vision and a product backlog is left entirely 
to the product owner, and it is assumed 
that this vision and backlog will be perfect. 
This is probably one of the biggest pitfalls 
of agile working: perfect product ownership 
is impossible, while the entire agile way of 
working revolves around the product owner.
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Tools available
Fortunately, there are solutions available. 
Involving stakeholders and team members 
to form a vision and product backlog is 
key to this. It is about team members and 
stakeholders being involved and jointly 
developing a vision in workshops and 
converting it into a product backlog. By 
jointly developing a vision in an interactive 
and focused workshop, you create support 
and encourage collaboration. This way you 
use all the knowledge and experience of 
those involved. Other tools can be found 
in Eric Ries’ book: The Lean Startup. Ries 
covers tools such as validated learning, 
minimal viable product, and product vision 
boards. Also look at Business Model 
Generation by Alexander Osterwalder or 
Design a better business by Patrick van der 
Pijl, among others.

Getting feedback quickly is crucial
The core of a good vision and backlog 
is to get feedback from customers and 
stakeholders as quickly as possible. 
Feedback ensures that the vision becomes 
more refined and takes shape sooner. Early 
feedback offers the opportunity to adjust 
and learn. But where do you learn all these 
techniques and skills that are needed? 
Where is the vocational training to become 
a product owner? Or do we demand that 
are also self-taught in addition to being an 
all-rounder?

Product ownership is essential
The importance of product ownership will 
increase more and more in the coming 
years. Organizations are beginning to 
understand how crucial the role of product 
owner is. They are the ‘helm’ for achieving 
results. A thorough training process in 
which knowledge and skills are taught 
in order to arrive at a shared vision with 
stakeholders is essential.

The importance of product ownership 

will increase more and more in the 

coming years. Organizations are 

beginning to understand how crucial 

the role of product owner is.
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1 Wanting to do everything 
themselves. The most effective 
product owner achieves their 
goals together with all teams and 
stakeholders. That means facilitating 
and not doing too much themselves. 
The product owner is not a business 
analyst in a new wrapper who carries 
out very sophisticated chunks of work 
for the teams. The product owner 
must bring stakeholders and teams 
together, facilitate workshops, and 
bring everyone to a consensus on the 
course that is to be taken.

2 No good product backlog and 
vision. A recurring problem is that 
few product owners have a solid plan 
and vision. In practice, we often see 
product owners with a backlog that 
does not look further ahead than one 
or two sprints. This means the product 
owner is not in control. No estimates, 
no looking ahead to the slightly longer 
term, and no release burn-up: that 
all ensures that you are in the dark. 
Therefore, make the vision and the 
product backlog transparent. Is there 
a wall available in the office? Use this 
to create transparency and put up all 
the drawings, charts, and flip charts 
and discuss the vision repeatedly with 
the teams and stakeholders in the 
same room.

14.1.   NINE PITFALLS FOR PRODUCT OWNERS

3 The role of product owner “on the 
side.” Being a product owner is a full-
time job. Don’t make the mistake of 
thinking that this will take about an 
hour a day. Backlog refinement and 
organizing workshops are not tasks 
that you can do “on the side.” The 
product owner leads the refinement 
with stakeholders and the teams and 
participates in the team meetings. 
Especially the sprint review is crucial 
for the product owner.

4 Not measuring the value of the 
result. Many product owners forget 
to measure the value of the results of 
their teams. These product owners are 
drowning in the process and forget to 
take responsibility for the value their 
product ultimately delivers. The focus 
is then on carrying out work: you ask, 
we execute. However, determining the 
value of that work is a responsibility 
that comes with the role of product 
owner (see also chapter 15). Eric Ries 
speaks in The Lean Startup about 
validated learning: validating and 
learning as quickly as possible.

5 Assuming mandate. The impact of 
the product owner stands or falls 
with the freedom to make decisions. 
Mandate is not self-evident: the 
product owner will have to demand, 
take, and conquer this themselves. 
Many (starting) product owners 
underestimate that.
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6 Play project manager. A product 
owner is not a project manager. Many 
product owners make the mistake of 
pushing tasks into the team. They do 
not let the team decide for itself how 
much it can do and will determine 
what they think should really be 
finished in this sprint. Kind of like a 
project manager. That is not good. The 
team can take responsibility by pulling 
work from the product backlog. No 
push but pull!

7 Postponing improvement. When 
teams become faster, the product 
owner reaps the benefits in the 
following sprints. Therefore, prevent 
sprints from only consisting of regular 
work. Set aside time to improve 
the team’s technical practices or to 
remove barriers or delays. Pushing 
for more functionality, without 
implementing any necessary 
improvements, makes teams slower 
and slower in the long run.

8 Postponing feedback. A known 
mistake is to only request feedback 
at the end. To first achieve perfection 
before asking feedback from 
stakeholders. The effect is that 
feedback comes too late which 
makes it much more expensive to 
take that feedback into account. 
Experimentation is necessary before 
major investments are made. The 
product owner is the lens of the teams 

but focusing and pointing that lens is 
only possible with real feedback from 
real customers. So, organize feedback 
and take the lead in the sprint reviews 
by inviting customers.

9 Saying ‘yes’ to everything. A good 
product owner does not say ‘yes’ to 
everything. A good product owner 
challenges stakeholders: putting 
everything they ask for on the product 
backlog is not the intention. An 
important personal quality is saying 
‘no’. Maximizing the amount of work 
that the teams are not going to do, 
that is the challenge of every product 
owner. Saying ‘yes’ is easy, but it may 
create a false expectation. Because 
if you say ‘yes’ to everything, when 
will you be done? Try to challenge 
stakeholders and teams. Is something 
really needed? How do we know that 
for sure? What are alternatives? Could 
it be simpler? These are important 
questions for the product owner to 
ask.
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The fitter you are, 

the easier you are able

to deal with changes.
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It is difficult to describe the perfect product 
owner, let alone be one. The role of product 
owner is accompanied by several internal 
conflicts. Being visionary, customer-
oriented, politically sensitive, having 
product knowledge, creating the right 
preconditions, being serving, decisive, 
doing conflict management, etc. etc. 
etc. Isn’t it secretly an impossible role? 
Moreover, is it realistic to place the mandate 
to make crucial choices in an organization 
with one individual? And finally: is it 
possible to steer on value at a detailed 
level? Is every user-story a business-case? 
And is it all about money? Or is value more 
than that? But how do we measure that? 
A lot of these issues are always different. 
Different because each product is different, 
the customers are different, the technology 
is different, and every product owner is 
unique as a person.

What constitutes successful product 
ownership thus depends on the 
circumstances. In practice, we see many 
product owners who fulfill their role 
wonderfully. So, we are not completely 
in the dark. We have learned a number 
of things that distinguish successful 
product owners from their less successful 
colleagues.

14.2 .   HOW DOES SUCCESSFUL PRODUCT OWNERSHIP 
 WORK?

1 Directly involve end users. It’s all 
about making choices from a value 
perspective. The end user is crucial to 
achieve the desired outcome. Excellent 
product owners know how to make this 
user need very concrete. They do this, 
among other things, by directly involving 
users – for example, by always inviting a 
number of them to Sprint Reviews – and 
by consciously and intensively working 
with “personas” (detailed representative 
user profiles). In addition, good product 
owners ensure a fast closed feedback 
loop, so that the expected user value is 
delivered very regularly.

2 Claim ownership. Product owners 
take ownership and realize that this 
is a constant battle for control, and 
that that is part of the role. Successful 
product owners are never afraid to 
take responsibility and increase their 
area of influence. Product owners love 
that struggle, are willing to initiate it 
themselves, and are not afraid to take 
risks and put their own position at 
risk. Excellent product owners take 
up space and do not ask permission 
because they deliver propositions and 
value themselves. Being able to say 
“no” in many clever ways is therefore 
a necessary skill. They master that 
technique. A simple hard ‘no’ is an 
extreme measure. In fact, there are many 
shades of ‘no’.

PRODUCT OW
NERSHIP

14
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3 Be an entrepreneur/intrapreneur. 
Successful product owners are mini 
entrepreneurs who pretend that every 
investment of money and capacity 
comes from their own wallet. They 
have a focus on deep impact: customer 
value, return, growth, and personal 
development of themselves and their 
people. A product owner is never 
completely satisfied and is constantly 
working on the next step. It is therefore 
not a crazy idea to give the person who 
meets that profile and already occupies 
such a position in an organization the 
role of product owner.

4 Think and act on multiple levels. 
Excellent product owners work across 
multiple levels simultaneously. At the 
very least, they operate on three levels: 
operational, tactical, and strategic, but 
depending on the environment there 
can be many more. That is why they 
have connections at every hierarchical 
level in the organization. In addition, 
they establish escalation paths to 
these levels in advance. Intensive and 
recurring contact on these three levels 
is organized by the product owner 

themselves by bringing together the 
important stakeholders at least 1 time 
every two weeks and working out 
business cases together with them, 
among other things. When working 
with other product owners, it is crucial 
that there is (or will be) a roadmap for 
the common business proposition. 
Good product ownership is holistic. 
It’s about the whole and not just about 
your own backlog and your own teams. 
Finally, they connect with their teams 
on two levels: at the operational level 
to make the work understandable and 
feasible, and at a strategic/tactical level 
to discuss technological possibilities at 
an early stage and to make the balance 
between effort and impact as optimal as 
possible.

5 Define and validate value. Excellent 
product owners define value and make 
it measurable (see also chapter 15). 
Strategically/tactically, value must be 
objectively expressed, because trade-
off choices are needed in relation to 
other epics/teams/propositions. For 
example, good product owners make 
a business value scorecard with the 

Successful product owners are mini 

entrepreneurs who pretend that every 

investment of money and capacity comes 

from their own wallet.
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business dimensions on one axis 
(the opportunities) and the peripheral 
investments (risks) on the other. Value 
is expressed in bottom-line units such 
as money, market share, cost savings, 
or NPS scores. Technical maintenance, 
compliance, or quality are considered 
part of value. For example, via cost-
of-delay (what does it cost if we don’t 
pick it up now?). A good product 
owner is aware that the world is full of 
assumptions and therefore constantly 
looks for evidence. Measurement data 
is crucial for the product owner. Large-
scale investment is only useful if it 
has already been validated that it will 
yield large-scale returns. So: run small 
experiments to test assumptions and 
harvest big by scaling up what has been 
proven to be successful.

6 Resolutely refuse to write user 
stories yourself. Excellent product 
owners understand that it’s about teams 
really understanding value. The best 
test for this is to let these teams write 
user stories themselves. This will make 
it visible immediately what is and what 
is not understood. Adding more and 
more detail, spoon feeding user stories 
to teams never leads to good solutions. 
An excellent product owner provides 
an easy way for the creation of user 
stories and understands that you should 
therefore never write them yourself.

7 Help teams having their own way 
of working. Each team has its own 
maturity level, and each team member 
has individual strengths and needs. A 

good product owner knows the needs 
of the team and adjusts the ways of 
working accordingly. This means 
that unequal teams are also treated 
unequally. A product owner is not in 
charge of the teams and does not put 
them under pressure. Successful product 
owners build a relationship of trust with 
their teams. By working together on the 
backlog. By respecting their opinions 
and input and letting them end up on the 
backlog. Ultimately, the product owner is 
also part of the team. Like the helmsman 
in a rowing team. If there is water in the 
boat, the helmsman also gets wet feet. 
Good product owners are part of their 
teams, and their team members would 
talk through fire for them.

8 High-frequency reporting on 
progress and forecast. Transparency 
on progress and looking ahead is 
crucial for an excellent product owner. 
Expected delivery moments, progress, 
and achievable deadlines and timelines 
are worked out and made explicit in 
collaboration with the development 
team. The product owner updates the 
report on a weekly basis and sends it 
to all stakeholders – one report and at 
the same time. A good product owner 
shows what his or her expectations 
are for the future and adjusts them at 
least every week. And if adjustments 
have an impact, those stakeholders are 
immediately informed about this. The 
progress report of the excellent product 
owner contains no painful surprises for 
any stakeholder.
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VALUE STEERING FOR 
PRODUCT OWNERS
WHEN USING AGILE IN PRACTICE ,  THE WORD ‘ VALUE ’  POPS UP 

REGUL ARLY.  HOWEVER,  SINCE THIS IS AN UMBRELL A TERM, PEOPLE THINK 

THE Y UNDERSTAND E ACH OTHER BUT ARE ACTUALLY TALKING ABOUT 

DIFFERENT THINGS.  THIS BEGS THE QUESTION: HOW CAN YOU PROPERLY 

STEER USING VALUE IN AGILE?
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The introduction of agile has major 
consequences for organizations. For 
example, the focus shifts from individuals 
to teams, new roles such as that of product 
owner are introduced, and the control 
shifts from process to result. Another effect 
of the introduction of agile is short-cycle 
delivery. By working in iterations (sprints), 
it is possible to finish (sub)products earlier 
and let users experience the benefits of a 
system earlier. In the discussion about what 
is delivered first and what is delivered later, 
the term “value” is often used.

Value delivery as a starting point
Value is a core concept in agile. For 
example, the very first principle of the 
agile manifesto is: “Our highest priority is 
to satisfy the customer through early and 
continuous delivery of valuable software.” 
And the Scrum guide is also filled with it: 
“Scrum is defined as a framework to deliver 
the highest possible value; the product 
owner is responsible for maximizing 
the value delivered by the team; and the 
scrum master helps the scrum team create 
maximum value.”  
But what value means in concrete terms 
and how you do those things in daily 
practice, that is nowhere to be found. The 
definition of value is always something 
custom to your organization and is 
something you will have to discover.

Value is an umbrella term
It is quite logical that defining value is 
difficult. Value means different things to 
different people. And context makes a 
difference. For example, what is the value 
of an umbrella? Indoors it is virtually 
worthless. An umbrella costs around 15 
dollars so that is the value. But if it rains 
outside and you must go to an important 
meeting, an umbrella is suddenly worth a 
lot. You might even pay 50 dollars for it. 
Maybe even more.

The definition of value
Value is a fluid concept. We define value 
as a situational, subjective, and time-
dependent characteristic of products or 
services that is assigned by stakeholders, 
whereby this valuation can differ per 
stakeholder. This is a broad definition. 
For example, how can you determine in 
advance what the value of a new feature 
is? How do you measure whether that 
value actually is or becomes? After all, you 
cannot look at each situation (situationally) 
separately, it is difficult to convert a 
perception (subjectively) into dollars, 
the moment in time has influence (time-
dependent), and also varies per individual 
user (stakeholder). It seems impossible to 
give a practical interpretation of this.
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Steering by value is a current topic
During an exploratory practical study at 
ten large organizations, we were able to see 
that value is a very relevant topic. In more 
than 80% of the organizations, it is a crucial 
topic in conversations and documents, 
they indicate. But in less than half of these 
organizations, value is actually defined. 
Value is therefore mainly used as an 
abstract concept. What is also interesting 
is that value is mainly used in advance 
for decisions. Business cases and value 
estimates play a role in all organizations. 
However, validating whether these value 
estimates were correct (and adjusted in 
between) happens rarely, and certainly not 
structurally. A final observation is that value 
seems to be mainly a topic of conversation 
for management but not for the teams. In 
less than 20% of cases, teams themselves 
measure the value they deliver. In short, 
the concept of ‘value’ seems to be mainly a 
moving target and will therefore have to be 
made much more specific and measurable 
(see section 15.1: Eight measures to make 
value management concrete).

Product owner as value owner
An important role for value management is 
reserved for the product owner. In the end, 
they organize the product backlog. In fact, 
the product owner is at the wheel for value 
delivery. It seems strange that this control 
takes place without a measurable definition 

of value. It seems unworkable to steer as 
a product owner along a vague container 
concept. Yet, that is apparently the case 
in most organizations. In addition, it is 
crucial that not only the control but also 
the validation of value runs through the 
product owners. Making assumptions about 
possible future value is only a first step. If 
you don’t validate those assumptions, how 
can you learn and improve?
Short-cyclical iterative delivery offers huge 
opportunities to quickly validate value. But 
you will have to validate that! The product 
owner is the designated person for this. 
It is best to define value unambiguously 
and measurably together with all 
product owners. Only then can a holistic 
comparison be made about what is more or 
less valuable for the organization. Both in 
advance and afterwards. The organization-
specific definition of value may well contain 
multiple value elements, distinguish 
between stakeholders, and include the time 
aspect.

Measuring value is important
As long as no measurable agreements 
are made, the discussion about value will 
continue to mainly consist of talking past 
each other in abstract terms. A measurable 
definition and validation of value is crucial 
in an organization that wants to be fast and 
agile. Product owners should play a much 
bigger role in this than is usually the case.
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1 Accept that value is subjective. 
Measuring value one hundred percent 
accurately is not possible. It always 
remains a subjective approach. Accept 
that. The thing is that this makes no 
difference for costs. However, we have 
already made agreements about cost. 
So, make a similar agreement about 
how value is measured in your own 
organization.

2 Define value multi-dimensionally 
and holistically. A one-dimensional 
metric for value does too much harm 
to reality. So, feel free to make a 
multi-criteria definition with weighed 
factors. Also, look at cost-of-delay 
(what does it cost if we don’t do it?), 
and bring in the time factor; then you 
get weighted-shortest-job-first (WSJF).

3 Make value a continuous and 
iterative conversation. Value is not 
constant over time. Therefore, make 
value a recurring part of, for example, 
refinement sessions. And of course, 
also of sprint reviews. That is the 
best time to work with stakeholders 
to make their perception of value 
concrete. This provides clarity and 
helps to discover new solutions.

15.1.   EIGHT MEASURES TO MAKE STEERING ON 
 VALUE CONCRETE

4 Give bonuses based on validated 
returns. To ensure that validating 
value becomes automatic, you can 
choose to make quantifying returns 
part of a bonus structure for product 
owners and teams. This means that 
the need to prove measurable returns 
lies directly with the people who do 
the work.

5 Give product owners value 
frameworks. To avoid focusing only 
on short-term results and quick 
returns, it is advisable to also give 
long-term frameworks to product 
owners for the different dimensions of 
value. Consider, for example: spending 
a maximum of 70% per sprint on 
business value and at least 30% on 
maintenance value or technical debt.

6 Express financial value based on 
relative valuations. Measuring the 
return on all user stories in dollars 
is impossible. Therefore, determine 
their value relative, so that the value 
between user stories becomes 
comparable. And those few user 
stories that are measurable in dollars 
can be used to express the value of the 
others.
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7 Add value determination to the 
definition of ready. In addition to a 
definition of done, many teams work 
with a definition of ready. This is a list 
of criteria that an item on the product 
backlog must meet before it can be 
pulled into a sprint. An additional 
component may be that a team can 
explain the value of a user story; how 
much, for whom, and when. Let this 
value objective also be part of the 
sprint goal; after all, that is what it is 
intended for.

VALUE STEERING FOR PRODUCT OW
NERS
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8 Use time as a means for early 
validation and quick results. If there 
is a lot of time, there is a tendency 
to perfect. And the real value is 
rarely in the final perfecting steps. A 
countermovement is to give much 
less time than seems necessary. That 
forces teams to look at how a problem 
can be solved as much as possible 
with minimal effort (and by building 
less yourself). This allows the value 
to be validated and helps further 
increase the return.

A measurable definition and validation 

of value is crucial in an organization 

that wants to be fast and agile. 

Product owners should play a much 

bigger role in this than is usually 

the case.
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AGILE COACHES
THE INTRODUCTION OF AGILE INTO ORGANIZ ATIONS RESULTS IN NEW 

ROLES.  ONE ROLE IS THAT OF AGILE COACH. AN AGILE COACH IS SOMEONE 

WHO HELPS THE ORGANIZ ATION TO DELIVERY RESULTS IN A VERSATILE 

AND VALUE-ORIENTED WAY.  HOWEVER,  EVERY INDIVIDUAL COACH IS 

DIFFERENT.  THE QUESTION IS:  HOW DO YOU RECOGNIZE THE AGILE COACH 

WHO IS THE BEST FIT ?

149



150150

Who are you looking for? Three 
steps to find a good match
The function of agile coach is undefined. 
‘Agile coach’ is not a protected title, and 
a widely accepted certification is lacking. 
Everyone can call themselves an agile 
coach, with all the adverse consequences 
that entails. Many organizations therefore 
make the mistake of lumping all agile 
coaches together, while there are large 
individual differences. For example, one 
coach is better with teams, the other much 
better with managers. one coach is better 
at setting up an agile organization, while 
the other is strong in changing attitude and 
behavior.

Every coach is different and has specific 
strengths and weaknesses (see section 16.2: 
the seven types of agile coaches). Because 
they have little experience with agile in 
the beginning, most organizations do not 
know what to look for when selecting a 
coach. Filling a position is more about 
filling the seat than about the underlying 
need. Clarifying this need and formulating a 
coaching goal is the best first step.

Knowledge and competencies of an 
agile coach
The second step is to draw up a profile. 
What knowledge and competences are 
expected of the coach? When looking for 
an agile coach, there is often a lot of focus 
on team coaching. Since a transformation 
started with the start-up of agile teams, 

many organizations think that that is the 
only thing an agile coach does. However, 
the added value of an agile coach lies 
above all in changing the systems around 
the teams, the deeper patterns and value 
systems. These are often maintained by the 
incumbent management and the board of 
directors. An agile transformation therefore 
requires change at the leadership level. This 
requires an agile coach who knows how to 
break through that. If that does not happen, 
it becomes a major risk for the durability 
of the transformation. Daring to confront 
people at all levels of the organization is 
therefore an important characteristic of an 
agile coach. That is not easy for everyone. 
Especially internal coaches often do not 
dare to be confrontational towards their 
‘peers’ and/or managers. It is almost 
impossible to find one person who masters 
all facets of agile coaching. Putting together 
a coaching team can help. Especially in 
large organizations that are implementing a 
major transformation, it is customary to set 
up a team of agile coaches, whose different 
members complement each other.

Which type of coach fits when?
As a third step, it is important to take 
personality traits into account when looking 
for the right type of coach. Depending 
on the phase of a transformation, the 
associated issues, and the company culture, 
a certain type of coach will be the best 
fit. (For the type explanations, see section 
16.2):
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• Is it important that people are inspired to 
contribute to change? Then think of the 
type of Artist.

• Has the transformation just started and 
is there a need for advice, training, or 
someone who just tells you how to do it? 
Then look for the type of Evangelist.

• Is there a need to break the status quo 
and is hard confrontation sometimes 
needed to get movement quickly? Think 
of the Viking type.

• Do deeper patterns appear to be holding 
back the transformation and is there 
little willingness to change among those 
involved? Then someone is needed with 
a lot of attention for people, relationships, 
and communication. Think of the type 
Mediator.

• Is the transformation already underway 
and can you do a lot yourself, but do you 
need good advice on a tough challenge 
every now and then? Then the Professor 
type will come in handy.

• Should you mainly be “cuddling”? Want 
to get things done and motivate others 
to participate? Think of the type of 
Networker.

• Is energy leaking out of the 
transformation and can it all be a bit more 
creative and innovative? Think of the type 
of Innovator.

In short, finding a suitable agile coach is 
a non-standard process. Matching a coach 
to the underlying problem deserves more 
attention in practice. The most important 
recommendation is to formulate a clear 
coaching goal, to draw up a coaching 
profile, and especially to look at the phase 
of the agile transformation. Making explicit 
those issues to which an answer must be 
found, and the change that the coach must 
achieve in doing so, offers a framework 
for a coaching assignment. The different 
types of agile coaches from this chapter can 
then help to see if a coach fits. It is useful 
to have a conversation about the different 
types. Feel free to ask a candidate: ‘What 
type of coach are you?’

In short, finding a suitable agile coach 

is a non-standard process. Matching a 

coach to the underlying problem deserves 

more attention in practice.
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‘AGILE COACH’ OR ‘S
CRUM MASTER’?

In practice, in add
ition to having agi

le coaches, you wil
l have scrum 

masters (see also c
hapter 5). A Scrum 

master is a servant
 leader 

who is dedicated to
 solving team probl

ems, optimizing the
ir way of 

working, and facili
tating meetings and

 events as needed. 
Scrum masters 

are sometimes also 
a member of the dev

elopment team and m
ay spend part 

of their time getti
ng Sprint work done

. A Scrum master he
lps their 

team to become bett
er at what they do 

and is therefore al
so a kind of 

coach, with a focus
 on one’s own team.

 Agile coaches typi
cally look 

beyond the boundari
es of a single team

 and help multiple 
teams at the 

same time or are de
dicated to holistic

ally addressing the
 agility of 

the entire organiza
tion. Or they focus

 completely on, for
 example, 

coaching leadership
. Both agile coache

s and scrum masters
 have a 

common interest: to
 help teams and the

 organization impro
ve, step 

by step. For team i
ssues, people tend 

to look at the scru
m master; 

for broader issues,
 people tend to loo

k at the agile coac
h. A good 

collaboration betwe
en agile coaches an

d scrum masters hel
ps agile 

transformations run
 smoothly.
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16.1.  PRACTICAL PROBLEMS AROUND AGILE COACHES

1 The profile of a suitable coach is 
difficult to identify. Due to the wide 
and undefined variety of coaches, they 
all seem alike. Which coach fits best 
with the assignment? The framework 
from section 14.2 can help in selecting 
a suitable coach.

2 The quality of coaches is unclear. 
Agile coach is not a protected title, 
and a widely accepted certification is 
lacking. This means that organizations 
do not know exactly what to look for 
when selecting a coach. If, in addition, 
hourly rates come under pressure, the 
quality drops even further.

3 The underlying problem is unknown. 
In many situations, the problem to be 
solved is unclear. That makes demand 
turn into simply ‘we need an agile 
coach’. But for what? What should 
they achieve? Clarifying the coaching 
goal is the first step. Simply creating 
a job posting ultimately leads to 
frustration.

4 Bad past experiences. These ensure 
that organizations find it a waste of 
money. The reaction is: ‘we’ll do it 
ourselves’, but that’s not a solution 
either. Agile coaching is complex and 
requires experience, adaptability, and 
strong coaching skills.

5 There is only focus on team 
coaching. Because at first, a 
transformation mainly focuses on 
starting up teams, many organizations 
think that that is the only thing 
an agile coach does. However, the 
added value of an agile coach lies in 
changing the deeper patterns and 
value systems.

6 Management and executives are 
poorly coached. These deeper 
patterns are strongly maintained 
by the incumbent management 
and the executives. Transforming 
an organization also requires a 
transformation at the leadership level. 
Internal agile coaches often fail to 
break through this in practice, with 
all the risks for the durability of the 
transformation itself.

7 The coach itself. On top of that comes 
the gap between changing things, 
which involves conflict, and one’s 
own job and career. Making yourself 
superfluous is an important part of 
coaching, but also risky for you as an 
individual. An external coach feels that 
challenge even more strongly since 
they have the need for a long-term 
assignment. The temptation is great 
not to make yourself superfluous.

AGILE COACHES

16
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1 The Artist - Artists are charismatic 
and passionate about agile. They have 
a lot of knowledge and skills that 
they want to bring to the stage. They 
flourish when they get the stage, and 
when they are listened to, they crave 
applause. Artists show you how it 
should be done and thus offer clarity. 
They put down a blueprint and create 
followers. However, they are blind to 
other options because their vision is, 
after all, the best. They therefore have 
difficulty with collaboration, sharing 
success, and are less likely to see other 
coaches as their equal.

2 The Evangelist - Evangelists are 
motivated to help make the world 
a better place. They are passionate 
about agile but do not seek applause. 
Their missionary drive stems from 
their own need to help others. An 
Evangelist puts a proverbial foot in the 
door and floods the other person with 
unsolicited advice. Evangelists can 
irritate others quickly. In addition, they 
are often insensitive to the needs of 
others, they do not ask questions; they 
assume and always think they know 
better.

3 The Viking - Vikings walk through 
the organization like an elephant 
in a china store. Passionate as they 
are, they quickly get to the root of 

16.2 .  THE SEVEN T YPES OF AGILE COACHES*

the problem and do not hesitate to 
confront the organization with it. They 
are dominant and not afraid to lead 
the way in battle. The big advantage of 
Vikings is that they take the lead, but it 
is difficult to work with them. After all, 
they don’t adapt and don’t understand 
it if others don’t follow them.

4 The Mediator - Mediators adapt 
easily. Their passion comes from the 
commitment to the social side: the 
people, the relationships. The Mediator 
will not quickly seek out conflict 
and ensures that people, teams, 
and organizations work together 
in harmony. They find themselves 
successful when others are successful, 
and they have had a role in that. They 
are very open to new insights and 
ideas from others. This allows them 
to move to the left first and then to 
the right after. The durability of the 
transformation is therefore at risk.

5 The Professor - Professors are highly 
knowledgeable in their field. They 
prefer to operate in their own field, 
have read everything there is to read 
about that, and like it when they 
are consulted. They want to know 
everything. They love to understand 
complex problems, are intelligent, 
and ask astute questions. However, 
professors don’t feel part of the 

* Created by Els Verkaik (www.elsverkaik.nl).
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transformation themselves; they keep 
their distance, observe, and rarely take 
action themselves. They also don’t 
seek out other coaches because they 
don’t expect to learn anything from 
them.

6 The Networker - Networkers mainly 
want to do it together: exchange 
ideas together and discover together. 
They are energetic, enthusiastic, and 
inspiring. They think and act strongly 
from the ‘us’ perspective, they easily 
make friends in the organization, 
and thus get a lot done. Networkers 
strongly identify themselves with the 
transformation and the organization. 
They also pick up work themselves, 
preferably always together with others. 
However, networkers find it difficult 
to deal with the stubbornness of 
others. As a result, they have difficulty 
working with people they can’t build a 
relationship with.

7 The Innovator - Innovators have 
a solution or new idea for every 
situation. They are a vessel full of 
ideas and continuously come up with 
proposals for workshops, exercises, 
and games. They have a lot of focus on 
making the transformation fun and 
attractive. Innovators always think out-
of-the-box and are therefore consulted 
about anything and everything. 
However, they often do not dig deep 
into a problem and quickly move 
towards the solution. They may go 
beyond the emotional side of change 
and move too quickly to “doing fun 
things.” An Innovator will always try to 
avoid confrontation.

The different types of agile coaches 

from this chapter can then help to see 

if a coach fits. It is useful to have 

a conversation about the different 

types. Feel free to ask a candidate: 

‘What type of coach are you?’
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17QUALIT Y THROUGH 
AUTONOMY
AGILE WORKING REVOLVES AROUND AUTONOMOUS TE AMS THAT TAKE 

RESPONSIBILIT Y AND MAKE CHOICES THEMSELVES.  THE CORE OF AGILE 

IS SHORT-CYCLED DELIVERY OF VALUABLE RESULTS.  TO DO THAT,  IT  IS 

CRUCIAL TO HAVE AUTONOMOUS TE AMS THAT CAN INDEPENDENTLY TURN 

IDE AS INTO WORKING RESULTS.

157



158

Autonomy and chaos are not the 
same
Everyone has a different association with 
the word ‘autonomy’. One sees bumper cars 
in front of them, with a lot of congestion 
and accidents. The other thinks of a cloud 
of starlings: a perfectly disciplined pattern 
with thousands of birds. Both images are 
correct.

It is understandable that when taking 
up agile working, there are concerns 
about the quality that will be delivered by 
autonomous teams. If teams are allowed to 
decide for themselves, aren’t they going to 
cut corners?

What does this mean for standards, 
certifications, and regulators? Are we 
damaging our name in the market? All 
these worries come from having to let 
go. Letting go involves the feeling of loss 
of control. Can quality still be delivered 
without control?

This negative image of autonomy turns 
out to be incorrect when teams have full 
responsibly. They don’t build something 
and then have it tested by someone else and 
managed by yet another. No, everything 
happens in the same team. Everything 
you build, you test and manage yourself. 
Measures that ensure that teams can work 
fully autonomously and gain insight into 
their own results therefore have a direct 
impact on the quality delivered (see section 
17.1).

Autonomy between teams is more 
important
Autonomy is much more than not having to 
ask the boss’ permission for every decision. 
The biggest change is to be independent 
of other teams. The stronger teams are tied 
together, the lower their actual autonomy. 
Especially with agile working in large 
organizations, with dozens to sometimes 
hundreds of teams, this is one of the 
biggest challenges (see chapter 13).
An important principle in increasing 
autonomy appears to be increasing one’s 
own resilience. Fully autonomous teams 
assume that things will go wrong for other 
teams.

At the same time, such problems should 
never compromise one’s own results. 
Resilient teams know that components may 
fail, or things might not go well, but make 
sure that this is not an obstacle for them 
to still be able to deliver. If paying with a 
credit card is not possible, the customer will 
still receive their order, but with an invoice. 
And if the search function doesn’t work, a 
customer can still browse the menu to find 
what they are looking for. This means you 
don’t need to blame other teams for failures, 
because they have a limited impact. Or as 
one engineer put it: ‘The art of forgiving, 
because the show must go on!’
Practice shows that autonomous agile 
teams greatly increase the quality of their 
work (see section 13.2 for concrete figures). 
Based on the principle of ‘eat your own 
dog food’, teams will automatically make 
champagne.
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17.1.   SEVEN MEASURES TO INCREASE QUALIT Y 
 IN AGILE

1 Remove third party dependencies. 
On the road from idea to customer, 
you regularly encounter external 
parties. If these external parties are 
on the critical path, they quickly slow 
down agile teams. Remove those 
dependencies, for example by hosting 
systems yourself or by not taking into 
account commitments for the future 
and only using what you already have.

2 Close collaboration with business 
teams. A close and permanent 
collaboration between IT teams 
and business teams increases the 
ownership they feel as a group. That 
ownership stimulates quality.

3 Create services with attractive 
interfaces. Set up an architecture 
based on services, where teams 
can use each other’s components. 
A team is responsible for its own 
interface, where a beautiful and well-
functioning interface ensures that 
teams gain more trust in each other’s 
components.

4 Make your own service resilient. An 
important step towards autonomy is 
trusting that you as a team can deal 
with any failure of another team, so 
that your own service continues to 

work (resilience). This has a hugely 
positive impact on the quality and 
availability of the system as a whole.

5 Release yourself and take 
ownership. Bring all competencies 
and process steps into an agile team: 
from idea to use. Being able to go live 
independently of other teams is part 
of this. This also creates the need to 
monitor one’s own work.

6 Fail fast but fail safe. By providing an 
infrastructure in which a release only 
goes to a part of the users or in which 
an automatic roll-back takes place, 
it is easier for teams to monitor the 
quality themselves. This results in less 
fear of failure, because failure is small, 
and large quality problems can be 
prevented.

7 Automate all quality checks. When 
teams have access to automated tests 
(functional and non-functional), this 
saves time. As a result, they will always 
tend to use these checks.
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The introduction of far-reaching autonomy 
has led to measurable quality increases at 
the Dutch Road Assistance Association 
(ANWB) and bol.com (e-commerce 
platform):

•  Decrease in serious incidents. At bol.
com, a distinction is made between 
emergencies and critical issues. Critical 
issues are immediately picked up 
and resolved during working hours. 
During emergencies, the team stays 
until the problem has been resolved, no 
matter what time it is. The number of 
emergencies has fallen by 50 percent 
in five years and is now about one per 
week. The number of critical incidents 
has dropped by 75 percent in that same 
period to about one per day. This means 
that every agile team experiences an 
emergency about once a year and a 
critical issue about five times a year.

 The ANWB started with autonomous 
agile teams in 2013 for their alarm center 
and roadside assistance. ANWB handles 
more than a million cases on an annual 
basis. The introduction of autonomy has 
led to a step-by-step reduction by half of 
the number of serious systemic failures 
from 32 to 15 in a period of 4 years. 
70 percent in the period 2014-2017 te 
vervangen doro 70 percent within 4 years.

17.2 .   T WO COMPANY CASES

•  Reduction of repair time. Incidents 
that do happen are resolved more quickly 
through autonomy. At bol.com, the repair 
time for critical incidents was reduced by 
70 percent in the period 2014-2017, from 
an average of 42 hours to 13 hours. This 
means that two-thirds of the incidents 
are now resolved before the start of the 
next day. At the ANWB, the repair time of 
incidents is on average less than ninety 
minutes and all incidents are resolved 
within one working day.

•  Solve problems independently. Teams 
solve incidents on their own. In addition, 
their responsibility is clear from the 
outset, and it is more transparent where 
things go wrong. Both at the ANWB and 
at bol.com, for example, the position of 
incident manager has been abolished. 
Incident management is now with the 
teams themselves.

•  Autonomous releases with direct 
feedback. At the ANWB, a release is 
done by agile teams themselves. An 
agreement has been made with the 
Emergency Center that this does not 
happen during rush hours (just in case). 
At the moment, the number of releases is 
between one and four per day.
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 The agile teams at bol.com release 
completely autonomously, whenever they 
want. Where one release may take place 
during working hours, another might take 
place very early in the morning because 
of risk reduction. The total number of 
releases at bol.com is more than nine 
hundred per month, which amounts to an 
average of forty releases per day. On Black 
Friday more than fifty releases were done, 
with the teams weighing the impact and 
risk themselves.

Each bol.com team has its own test 

environment for automated functional 

and non-functional testing. In total, 

there are currently more than twelve 

thousand automated tests that are 

run twice a day. 

•  Far-reaching automation of quality 
measures. The system of ANWB 
Emergency Center uses an automated 
test set of more than seven thousand unit 
tests, two hundred functional regression 
tests, and one large performance load test, 
which consists of two thousand specific 
scenarios. All these tests can be run by 
any developer, but always run prior to 
each release, and at least once a day.

 Each bol.com team has its own test 
environment for automated functional 
and non-functional testing. In total, there 
are currently more than twelve thousand 
automated tests that are run twice a 
day. Nearly three hundred of these are 
performance and load tests. 
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AGILE AT SCALE
NOT ONLY SMALL ,  BUT ALSO L ARGE ORGANIZ ATIONS ARE ADOPTING 

AGILE .  EVEN MULTINATIONALS ARE NOW SWITCHING TO AGILE WORKING. 

SOME TIMES IN A SINGLE PROJECT OR WITH A FEW TE AMS, BUT ALSO 

INCRE ASINGLY AT SCALE ,  ACROSS THE ENTIRE ORGANIZ ATION.  THROUGH 

AN AGILE TRANSFORMATION EVERYONE IS STARTING TO WORK IN 

AN AGILE WAY.  THE QUESTION OF HOW TO WORK AGILE AT SCALE IS 

THEREFORE VERY CURRENT AND IS BEING ASKED MORE AND MORE .
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The number of teams says nothing
Scaling agile is often misunderstood. Agile 
at scale is a systematic and structured 
attempt to get a large number of agile 
teams to actually work together in an agile 
way. Having a large number of agile teams 
though is not an indication that agile is 
being worked at scale. If agile working is 
not well organized at team level, results 
will not come faster, and the teams as a 
whole will not get better. Ultimately it is 
about speed and agility for the customer. 
For example, some organizations proudly 
report that they have more than a thousand 
agile teams. But if those teams are not 
well aligned, the impact on the customer 
remains limited. And if the impact the 
customer experiences comes from just two 
hundred teams, then of those thousand 
teams there may be eight hundred too 
many.

Make teams independent
The first question in large organizations 
is how to organize the teams in such a 
way that they can work independently. 
Because the existing organization is often 
strongly compartmentalized and consists 
of many separate departments with all 
their own procedures and systems, the first 
tendency is to plot the new agile teams on 

the existing organizational structure. A 
single team is then given responsibility for 
a single process or application. Such a team 
can independently do the planning and 
execution, and the product owner prioritizes 
the work for that team. By doing it this way, 
agile scaling in large organizations is often 
the division of teams between departments 
and systems. Without realizing it, they are 
replacing a waterfall of process stages with 
a waterfall of teams. It will still take months 
before a new service or feature reaches the 
final customer. How agile is that?

It’s about customer value
The value for the customer lies in 
combining the results of the agile teams 
together. With large-scale agile, therefore, 
focus on integrating the work of all teams 
from the very first day. Create as short a 
chain as possible of teams that deliver 
value for end customers (see section 18.1). 
The concepts of end-to-end value and value 
streams help with this. For example, SAFe 
(see section 18.2) introduced the concept 
of agile release train (ART). Through 
ARTs, the independent and fast delivery 
of value to end customers by the mutual 
coordination of a number of teams is 
guaranteed.
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Organizational structure 
adjustments are necessary
Large-scale agile in organizations 
requires considerable adjustments to the 
organizational structure. These adjustments 
go beyond allowing existing teams to work 
in an agile way. Far-reaching reorganization 
and the removal of boundaries between 
departments are often necessary.
Agile working divides an organization into 
small independent teams (of a maximum 
of nine people). As soon as multiple agile 
teams start working simultaneously, you 
are scaling. The dynamics of scaling 
really start at that point, especially in large 
organizations with many dependencies. As 
a result, it is necessary to bring planning 
and results back together (see also chapter 
18.3).

Agile at scale does not require scaling 

up but ‘descaling’

Descaling as a solution
When using agile at scale, ‘descaling’ is 
essential. Descaling is an ongoing effort 
to achieve autonomy of teams. Scaling 
measures then are or become superfluous. 
Coordinating agile at scale is actually 
waste, and you don’t want that. Mutual 
coordination between teams must be 
reduced. Only then can a situation arise 
in which a limited number of teams can 
quickly deliver value for the customer 
together. Agile at scale does not require 
scaling up but ‘descaling.’ No matter 
how difficult that is and how impossible 
that sometimes seems. Only when large 
organizations are able to divide themselves 
into independent, autonomous teams that 
deliver results very frequently, has agile 
succeeded at scale.
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1 Scale by focusing on direct customer 
value. Avoid focusing on internal 
processes and internal contributions 
from teams. To this end, you take value 
streams as a starting point. These 
form the dimension through which 
customers notice that something is 
changing. Let product owners help 
define and prioritize these value 
streams. They often have the best 
insight into these.

2 Simplify the IT landscape and 
internal organization. Setting up 
complex scaling structures with many 
roles and processes is not useful. 
On the contrary, a simplification of 
the IT landscape and the internal 
organization is needed. Important 
reasons for a lack of speed are often 
fragmentation and specialization, and 
therefore many interdependencies. 
That is not surprising: Conway’s 
law from 1967 already taught us 
that the architecture of a system 
is a reflection of the organizational 
structure that produced it. Strongly 
compartmentalized organizations 
therefore tend to produce highly 
compartmentalized systems. And 
they are not very maneuverable. A 
simplification of systems therefore 
starts with a simplification of the 
organization itself.

18.1.  SEVEN FOCUS POINTS FOR SCALING AGILE

3 Do continuous delivery from the 
start. Large-scale agility often tends 
to delay integration of work between 
teams because of its complexity. One 
starts with agile working at team 
level, where each team delivers sub-
products, but the integration between 
the teams does not take place or 
takes place late. Continuous delivery 
ensures that integration takes place 
early and often and is a prerequisite for 
being able to work agile at scale. Every 
employee should receive feedback 
from an automatic test within an hour 
to identify integration problems early. 
In addition, continuous delivery is a 
catalyst for simplicity. It is impossible 
to tackle highly entangled and 
complex solutions with continuous 
delivery. During the implementation of 
continuous delivery, teams therefore 
automatically start simplifying the 
architecture.

4 Do not use a scaling approach as a 
blueprint. Do not apply models such 
as SAFe (Scaled Agile Framework 
– see section 18.2) indiscriminately. 
Preferably create a scaling model 
yourself that fits your own situation, 
customers, systems, and known 
bottlenecks. For example, some 
organizations fully copy the Spotify 
model. However, this model only 
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works very well for: Spotify! And even 
they keep changing with it. Copying 
someone else’s scaling solution only 
works if the problem and context are 
completely identical, and that is rarely 
the case. Also, don’t make the mistake 
of separating thinking and doing. For 
example, if SAFe is used, still make 
sure that the people from the teams 
participate at the higher program and 
portfolio levels (see section 18.4 for 
other scaling approaches).

5 Make sure the basics are in order.  
If teams have a lot of interdependen-
cies, it is important that they deliver 
reliably. For example, in a chain of five 
teams where each team achieves 80 
percent of the planning, there is a 
chance that the chain will not yield an-
ything. With each sprint, there may be 
one team that does not finish a crucial 
part on time, so that the end result 
does not work. In a scaling organiza-
tion, teams should therefore be high-
ly predictable and proactively seek 
alignment. To this end, it is crucial to 
have product backlog management 
in order. In practice, it has been shown 
that the most common cause of the 
unpredictability of teams is the lack of 
a well-organized (and ready) product 
backlog.

6 Distinguish between value and 
component teams. In the ideal 
situation, each team is able to 
independently deliver value for the 
customers. In that scenario, the team 
covers a complete value stream. In 
many cases, however, this does not 
work and for various reasons we 
work with teams that maintain and 
develop one or more components. 
And all those components have to 
be integrated. Therefore, distinguish 
between two types of teams: 
value/feature teams and support/
component teams. Value/feature 
teams support a value stream or a 
feature for customers. They deliver 
customer value independently. 
Support/component teams prepare 
components or applications that can 
be used by the value/feature teams.

7 Adjust governance. Existing 
governance rarely fits in with 
large-scale agile working. This 
governance is an anchoring of the 
old, compartmentalized organization. 
If an organization wants to apply 
agile at scale, governance will have 
to be adjusted. Usually this requires 
rigorous adjustments, which are 
not clear in advance. It is therefore 
advisable to (re)calibrate governance 
step by step (see chapter 12).
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18.2 .  WHAT IS SAFe?

The best-known and most popular 
framework for agile at scale is the Scaled 
Agile Framework (SAFe). This is actually 
the only framework that has concretely 
detailed what an agile enterprise could 
look like. In SAFe, teams work together 
in a so-called Agile Release Train (ART), 
which consists of approximately 50 to 
125 people. Within an ART, coordination 

between teams is necessary, because 
they work together on one product. 
Another important part of SAFe is the 
concept of Program Increment Planning 
(PI Planning – see section 18.3). During PI 
Planning, within two days, all teams and 
stakeholders make a joint plan for the 
next eight to twelve weeks.

© Scaled Agile Inc. / www.scaledagileframework.com
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18.3. PREPARING PI PL ANNING IN SEVEN STEPS

1 Discover the teams that create 
value together. The way in which 
organizations are organized 
hierarchically usually does not match 
the way value flows to the customer. In 
order to gain insight into this quickly, it 
is advisable to carry out a value stream 
analysis. Distinguish between the 
operational value stream (how does 
the organization deliver value to the 
customer?) and the development value 
stream (how does the development 
organization improve the operational 
value stream?). This makes it clear 
which agile teams and stakeholders 
should be involved in a PI Planning.

2 Make sure critical stakeholders are 
present. A PI Planning will only work 
if the most important stakeholders 
support the plan. Therefore, make sure 
that they are present at the planning 
components that are relevant to 
them, such as the opening, the 
presentation of the design plans, the 
final plans, and at the management 
review. Inviting them in time and 
having them actively participate is 
important. Sometimes stakeholders 
send delegates without an actual 
mandate or are not present at the 
main program components. Beware 
of that because it only leads to bad 
choices and delays.

3 Organize the logistics. PI Planning 
is a two-day event where personal 
interaction is key. Facilitate one large 
space where plenary things can be 
presented, where each agile team has 
its own table, and where there is room 

for all stakeholders. Also make sure 
you have enough post-its, flipcharts, 
markers, etc. In addition, book flights 
and hotels in time, and consider visas, 
and so on. It is possible to set up 
video connections between multiple 
locations. However, it is preferable to 
bring everyone together in one location.

4 Train all teams and stakeholders. 
To ensure that everyone can take on 
their role well, it is important to train 
those involved. This ensures a shared 
understanding of what is expected of 
everyone during, before, and after PI 
Planning. It is recommended to train  
all teams at the same time, 
immediately prior to the first PI 
Planning. The biggest pitfall is to 
start without training and guidance 
and repeat mistakes that other 
organizations have made before.

5 Prepare the program backlog. 
Product management and product 
owners prepare the scope/features in 
the run-up to PI Planning. They do so 
in coordination with all stakeholders. 
In the weeks before the PI Planning, 
the agile teams are involved, so that 
they are sufficiently familiar with the 
matter for the next PI. It is important 
that there is only a single list of features. 
This allows the work to be compared 
and relative estimates can be made 
in terms of value and size. The list can 
also be prioritized. A rule of thumb is 
that about ten features are prepared, 
which is about one and a half times 
the amount of work that the teams can 
handle in the coming PI.
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6 Prepare the agenda. Although 
each PI Planning is unique, it is 
quite possible to create a standard 
agenda for a two-day PI Planning. 
This can then be adjusted as desired. 
An example can be found on the 
right. In particular, the presentations 
at the opening of day 1 will have 
to be well prepared. An influential 
stakeholder (e.g., a senior VP) will 
open with the business context. 
Product management will share 
the product vision, at which time 

the features will also be presented. 
An architect or technical expert 
presents an architectural vision. Some 
organizations try to do PI Planning in 
a single day. This seems efficient but 
turns out to be less effective. There 
is a lot of value in iterative planning 
and letting the dust settle for a while. 
Consciously sleeping on it for a night 
(and talking about it informally in the 
evening) is not a superfluous luxury.

Day 1

8am – 9am Business context

9am – 10:30am Product vision

10:30am – 11:30am Architecture vision and 

 development practices

11:30am – 1pm Planning context & lunch

1pm – 4pm Team breakouts

4pm – 5pm Draft plan review

5pm – 6pm Management review  

 & problem solving
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Day 2
8am – 9am Planning adjustments
9am – 11am Team breakouts
11am – 1pm Final plan review 
 & lunch
1pm – 2pm Program risks
2pm – 2:15pm Confidence vote
2:15pm - ??? Plan rework?
2:15pm – 2:45pm Planning retrospective  
 & moving forward

7 Set a steady rhythm. It helps to 
immediately establish a rhythm for 
the future. The next PI Planning can 
be scheduled immediately, so that 
everyone can take this into account. 
Often a rhythm of twelve weeks is 
chosen (six sprints of two weeks). An 
additional advantage of this is that a 
Program Increment (PI) takes about 
a quarter. A fixed rhythm ensures 
predictability, so that all focus can 
go to all other complexity in creating 
value. In principle, the goal is to 

AGILE AT SCALE
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adjust the amount of work to the 
rhythm, instead of the other way 
around. Another important element 
of SAFe is the Inspect & Adapt (I&A) 
session. This is the conclusion of 
the PI in which improvement of the 
product and the process is sought. 
It is a half-day meeting, where all 
the teams are present. Therefore, 
plan the I&A sessions just before the 
next PI Planning. The insights from 
these sessions can then be taken into 
account during PI planning.
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Although SAFe is the most popular 
scaling framework, there are several 
other approaches to scaling. This book in 
no means intends to provide a complete 
oversight. However, there are three 
approaches that are worth mentioning.

Scrum@Scale (Scrum of Scrums)
Scrum@Scale is an agile scaling 
framework in which a network of teams 
works together using Scrum. The main 
solution to scaling is by using the 
concept of Scrum of Scrums. A Scrum 
of Scrums operates as if it were a Scrum 
team itself, of which the individual team 
members are teams too (limiting the 
number of teams to 5). As a dynamic 
group, these teams are responsible for 
a fully integrated product at the end 
of every Sprint (the same way a single 
Scrum would do but with several teams 
together). The Scrum of Scrums can even 
be scaled further into a Scrum of Scrums 
of Scrums, using the same principles. 
In theory, this means Scrum@Scale can 
scale indefinitely. Scrum@Scale was 
created by Jeff Sutherland, one of the 
inventors of Scrum, and as such can be 
considered as a ‘pure Scrum’ solution to 
scaling agile. The Scrum@Scale Guide 
(free download) describes the minimal 
set of components to scale Scrum 
separated into two cycles: the Scrum 
Master Cycle (the ‘how’) and the Product 
Owner Cycle (the ‘what’). 

Spotify
The Spotify model is a people-driven 
framework for scaling agile. The model 
emphasizes the importance of culture 
and networks, and is implemented 
through the elements of Squads, Tribes, 
Chapters, and Guilds. The foundation of 
the model is the squad, which acts as an 
autonomous self-managing agile team. 
The Spotify model was never intended 
to be published as a generic scaling 
approach. It merely was a description 
of how product development was 
intended to be organized at Spotify at a 
certain point of time. The model received 
much traction due to its distribution 
in a whitepaper by Henrik Kniberg and 
Anders Ivarsson, but even more due to 
two animated videos that Henrik made 
himself and shared on YouTube. As the 
Spotify model provides structure, but 
still attempts to minimize bureaucracy, 
it is much smaller and less complex than 
SAFe. Many organizations therefore use 
it as a first step to scaling agile, instead of 
SAFe.

18.4 OTHER SCALING APPROACHES
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Enterprise Scrum
Enterprise Scrum is an adaptation 
and extension of Scrum that promises 
to make Scrum work in any kind of 
environment. The primary goal is to 
produce the most value in the shortest 
timeframe.  Enterprise Scrum is a 
framework for business agility which 
was developed by Mike Beedle (one 
of the authors of the Agile Manifesto). 
Enterprise Scrum revolves around 
continuous delivery and a range of 
metrics for measuring success. Enterprise 
Scrum offers a way to make an entire 
company agile, with the constraint that 
everything must remain agile at all 
levels. Enterprise Scrum also makes all 
levels of management agile, from C-level 
executive levels to all levels of middle 
management.

AGILE AT SCALE
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Scaling never stops
The success of scaling agile does not lie 
in the approach or in the framework. 
Success lies in executing agile at large, 
without jeopardizing speed and/or 
flexibility. Scaling frameworks may 
help by providing structures that have 
shown their success elsewhere, but 
by no means are they a guarantee for 
success. Each organization will need to 
discover how to scale agile successfully 
in their organization. This is a continuous 
discovery process that probably will never 
stop, as success will bring more work and 
with it the need to scale even further.

The success of scaling agile does 

not lie in the approach or in the 

framework. Success lies in executing 

agile at large, without jeopardizing 

speed and/or flexibility. 
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19L ARGE SCALE AGILE 
CHALLENGES
DUE TO AGILE BEING PICKED UP AT AN INCRE ASINGLY L ARGER SCALE , 

THE FIRST CASES ARISE IN WHICH AGILE PROJECTS FAIL ENORMOUSLY. 

THIS IS OF TEN BECAUSE WITH THE INTRODUCTION OF AGILE ,  ALL 

MANAGEMENT MECHANISMS SEEM TO GE T ABANDONED. IN THIS 

CHAPTER,  THE UNDERLYING CAUSES FOR FAILING AGILE ARE E XPLORED, 

WITH THE ADDITION OF HOW YOU CAN STILL BUILD IN THE NECESSARY 

MANAGEMENT MECHANISMS AF TERWARDS IN AGILE AT SCALE .
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Large scale agile is very difficult
More stories emerge about (large) projects 
that are completely derailed by an agile 
way of working. When audited by experts 
afterwards, a striking pattern emerges. 
Firstly, when asked what the biggest 
challenges and problems are, those 
involved mainly point to ‘soft’ aspects: 
absence of trust, lack of cooperation, 
no sense of involvement, or insufficient 
autonomy. However, when looking at risk 
management, asking people to indicate 
whether a certain aspect is a high/medium/
low/no risk for success, it appears that all 
known management frameworks (scope 
monitoring, planning, budget control, 
progress monitoring, QA, risk management) 
have barely been adjusted. So, it is not 
the soft interpersonal side that appears 
to be the biggest risk, but mainly the lack 
of concrete control measures. The most 
bizarre thing is that this is a complete 
blind spot for those directly involved. This 
is often because with the introduction of 
agile, all management mechanisms have 
been completely abandoned. Often with 
arguments such as: old-fashioned, classic, 

traditional, etc. With large-scale agile, 
however, there is a need for control and 
planning. Especially when it comes to 
strategic initiatives with a clear scope and 
hard deadlines.

SAFe does not add control and 
planning 
In such large-scale settings, extra 
coordination and alignment is often set up 
with a scaling framework. SAFe (the Scaled 
Agile Framework) is the de facto approach 
to this. The most prominent element of 
SAFe to introduce cadence is PI planning. 
This is a recurring planning meeting 
(usually once per quarter), in which 
all teams jointly plan ahead and align 
dependencies for the coming period (see 
chapter 18 Agile at scale). With the help of 
SAFe, we then work from PI planning to 
PI planning. Even though these meetings 
are perceived as valuable, hitting a plan in 
a quarter is still very difficult in practice. 
In most large projects, decision-making 
is based on a certain functionality that 
must be in production on a predetermined 
date, within budget. A PI schedule actually 

In such large-scale settings, extra 

coordination and alignment is often set 

up with a scaling framework. SAFe is 

the de-facto approach to this. 
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only provides a snapshot of the whole. 
To increase plannability, SAFe is not the 
solution for large projects; even though the 
quarterly planning cadence may make it 
look like it is.

Planned delivery is often necessary
Agile is based on short iterations in which 
we work towards a result through small 
steps and interim deliveries. It is well 
known that small projects mainly have 
smaller risks. Splitting up a large project 
into several smaller ones is therefore a great 
choice. However, not all major changes can 
be split up. Sometimes a big change just 
requires, yes: a big project! For example, 
in the event of a major change in the law 
or when introducing a new tax or pension 
system. Moreover, such changes are often 
characterized by the fact that there is a 
hard deadline. And since agile is based on 
flexibility and variability, it is more difficult 
to work agile in such settings. Especially if 
that organization is still discovering agile, 
the necessary experience is lacking, and 
control frameworks are unclear. In other 
words, all the preconditions for failing on a 
large scale are present.

Not intervening is not a solution 
either
At the same time, it appears that there are 
often business owners in the organization 
who experience this blind spot for project 
management very clearly, but that they 
often do not know whether and how to 
intervene. This is partly because their role 
in most agile frameworks is not clear. And 

this is because the experts (read: agile 
coaches) often preach the mantra not to 
intervene, to facilitate and to let teams 
discover and learn for themselves. However, 
if this leads to large-scale failure, then 
the preached long-term benefits of self-
organization are never achieved at all. The 
reason for this problem is not that agile 
does not work, but mainly that agile is 
difficult. Agile works fine, provided that all 
preconditions are met. However, in practice 
it often turns out it is very difficult to meet 
precisely those preconditions (see section 
19.1 The seven root causes of failing agile). 
Especially in organizations that are still 
starting with agile and try to apply it in 
large and strategically important initiatives.

Add project control to agile
Fortunately, it is possible to ‘patch’ the 
intrinsic absence of project control in 
large agile projects, even later. In 19.2: Ten 
interventions to add management to agile, a 
list of measures is given. The blind spot in 
large agile projects is then made visible and 
control measures are applied. 

This does not guarantee that large projects 
will never fail, but it will certainly no longer 
be a surprise which only becomes visible 
late during the projects, when there is 
little budget left. Small projects are still 
preferred. Splitting up big into small is 
still a good idea. However, if the size is 
large and cannot be split up, then control 
structures will have to be added. And you 
can. Even with agile on a large scale. 



178

1 Not every project is suitable for 
an agile approach – In practice, 
insufficient consideration is given 
to what the real goal of a project is. 
The approach should fit that goal. 
With strong unpredictability and 
changeability, agile is a great choice. 
With clear scope, hard deadlines, and 
predictable functionality, the flexibility 
offered by agile may make it more 
complicated rather than simpler. The 
more freedom to adjust, the greater 
the chance that people will look at the 
quick wins in the short term, with the 
risk of losing sight of the overarching 
plan.

2 Objectives and requirements are 
missing – If goals and requirements 
cannot be formulated, it seems as if 
agile is a good approach. Iteratively, 
those are ‘discovered’. But that is 
extremely risky, because everything 
one can think of is then put on the 
product backlog. That way, agile 
initiatives can grow exponentially with 
huge budget overruns. The lack of 
a clear goal and clear requirements 
has always been a problem in our 
profession. Agile does not solve this 
source problem but suffers from it just 
as much.

3 Discipline and craftsmanship far 
too low – In a short-cyclical way of 
working, craftsmanship and discipline 
are crucial. Organizations that do not 
already have discipline, craftsmanship, 
and entrepreneurship to successfully 

complete projects in a (linear) 
planned manner will certainly run into 
problems if they do it in an agile way. 
Therefore, their problem is not the 
approach, but themselves! However, 
their tactic is to always change their 
working methods. If they fail, they can 
then point to the approach. Because 
agile relies much more heavily on 
craftsmanship and discipline, things 
go wrong earlier and more extremely, 
and are visible earlier. This results in 
Agile simply being blamed faster.

4 Imbalance between freedom and 
maturity of teams – Agile relies 
heavily on the maturity and ownership 
of teams (see section 10.2: Seven 
steps to create your own ownership 
model). Maturity is rarely present 
from day one. This results in many 
tasks being postponed, the amount of 
technical debt increasing rapidly, and 
management work being ignored. 
Agile is then regularly used as a 
license for deviating from standards 
and for not having to meet deadlines, 
schedules, and promises. Expecting 
self-organization and maturity to be 
automatically present in advance is 
quite naïve, but they are necessary to 
successfully apply agile.

5 Management incompetence – For 
many managers and board members, 
agile is new. Although the theory can 
be easily understood, thinking and 
acting agile is much more difficult. 
Agile compares well with chess: simple 

19.1.   THE SEVEN ROOT CAUSES OF FAILING AGILE 
 AT SCALE
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rules but a very complex game. In 
addition, many decisions are now 
made by teams, which changes the 
role of management. This leads to a 
(temporary) identity crisis in which 
management does not know what 
their role is, and which decisions 
are theirs and which are no longer 
theirs. As a result, management does 
not steer, or they steer based on the 
wrong things. Management control 
measures can best be taken up by 
agile teams. However, accountability 
remains with management at all 
times. When managers point to agile 
as the cause for a large project failing, 
it is a clear symptom of their own 
incompetence.

6 Delivering every sprint does not 
work immediately – With large 
projects, it is often impossible to go 
to production from the start. Only 
after several sprints (and sometimes 
only after a few quarters) is a part 
sufficiently ready to actually be 
used. The biggest advantages of 
agile are then absent: fast feedback 
and continuous production quality. 

Moreover, if many ‘FTE years’ of work 
have already been done, it is much 
more difficult to adjust. Especially 
when it turns out that what has finally 
been delivered does not yet have the 
expected value and throwing it away is 
no longer an option.

7 Agile is implemented without  
a goal – From a historical perspective, 
agile was initially a success in 
organizations where it fit their 
strategy. It is not agile that brought 
success, but the chosen strategy 
that came to fruition with the help of 
agile. However, the result is that more 
and more organizations immediately 
start implementing agile, under the 
false assumption that agile was the 
reason for success. This makes agile 
working a goal. Although many will 
agree that this should never be the 
case, it is becoming increasingly 
common. The sad effect is that smart 
professionals then stop thinking. 
Following the process, checking the 
boxes, and jumping through hoops 
then becomes the goal.

LARGE SCALE AGILE CHALLENGES
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When managers point to agile as the 

cause for a large project failing, 

it is a clear symptom of their own 

incompetence.
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1 Make the definition of success of 
a project explicit – Make explicit 
in advance what makes a project 
successful. What measurable 
indicators show that it is a success? 
Also determine the root cause of why 
projects were difficult or failed. Based 
on this knowledge, you can find the 
best matching project strategy. Agile 
can be a great choice. But sometimes, 
creating and executing a linear plan is 
just the better option.

2 Require iterative delivery with a 
real-life DoD – As soon as an agile way 
of working has been chosen, it will 
have to be implemented according to 
those principles. Iterative delivery and 
integrating every sprint are at the core. 
The Definition-of-Done (DoD) is crucial 
for this, but in practice it does not get 
the attention it deserves. Especially 
when working together between 
many teams in a scaled approach, the 
DoD quickly takes a back seat. The 
temptation is then great to postpone 
delivery and integration until the 
end of the quarter. But as a result, 
the fundamental basis under agile – 
step-by-step delivery – is completely 
jettisoned. So set up management 
measures that enforce iterative 
delivery. The DoD is an indispensable 
tool for this.

3 Fully work out the product backlog 
– Although agile is able to constantly 
adjust the scope of the product 
backlog, which is not the primary 
goal. Especially for large projects with 
fixed scope and deadlines, changes 
are not very welcome. If it is really 
necessary: fine, but then do so within 
the set frameworks and with a visible 
impact on time, money, and quality. 
One way to do that is to work out the 
entire product backlog in advance 
to a level of detail where reasonably 
reliable estimates can be made. Then 
time-based planning can be done, and 
deadlines can be taken into account in 
a feasible manner.

4 Control the product backlog via 
formal change control – With a 
fully developed product backlog, a 
structured way of change control can 
also be set up. If work is discovered 
during the project that needs to be 
added, then the impact on timing and 
budget can be immediately checked. 
It is better to first determine which 
parts of the product backlog must be 
removed before something can be 
added. To prevent classic problems 
around run-out, budget overruns, 
and quality problems, formal change 
control is needed, even for large agile 
projects.

19.2 .  TEN INTERVENTIONS TO ADD CONTROL 
 TO L ARGE SCALE AGILE
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5 Set up scope control on output and 
outcome – For (large) projects with a 
fixed scope and a fixed delivery date, 
working with agile is extra challenging. 
That is why it is important that what 
is delivered (output) and what that 
yields (outcome) is kept under control 
in a structured way. This avoids a 
wandering scope under the influence 
of simple adaptability.

6 Introduce progress monitoring 
with result measurements – Each 
investment is made based on an 
expected return. If this is small and 
clear, progress monitoring and 
result measurement is often filled in 
informally and via the agile (review) 
meetings. However, as soon as the 
result gets bigger, that is more 
difficult. Especially when it comes to 
results that are integrated from across 
multiple teams. In that case, it is 
important that progress monitoring is 
explicitly set up, in which both output 
and outcome are measured.

7 Implement risk management – With 
large projects, an organization runs 
great risks. Formal risk management 
is then necessary. Implement that 
around the agile way of working 
and involve the agile teams. On one 
hand, based on short-cycle delivery, 
continuous quality testing, and 
validation with users, but on the 
other, simply on all standard project 
risks. In fact, the classic books on risk 
management can be relied on with 
agile.

8 Set up architecture frameworks 
and auditing – Many agile projects 
are based on emerging architecture: 
the principle that by iteratively 
delivering and testing, the required 
architecture automatically becomes 
clear. That is a nice idea, but in 
practice it is almost impossible for 
large projects. Working without 
a predetermined architectural 
framework in a large project is 
impossible. A big risk is that teams 
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Working without a predetermined 

architectural framework in a large 

project is impossible. A big risk is 

that teams start sprinting as soon 

as possible and duct-tape a piece 

to the system. 
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An agile mindset is about courage 

and confidence. Courage to dare to 

take a new step every time. And the 

confidence that during that step you 

will always discover the next one.
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start sprinting as soon as possible  
and duct-tape a piece to the system. 
Simply trusting that time will solve 
the architectural problem is too 
naïve; especially when there is also a 
hard deadline.

9 Build management expertise on 
agile – Establishing an agile context 
with ditto culture is done by the 
leadership and management teams 
of an organization. If they have 
limited knowledge and experience 
with agile, they will make many 
beginner’s mistakes. The symptoms 
of this are the intervention in 
detailed decisions that should lie 
with the teams and/or the lack of 
action by management in setting 
up frameworks for those teams. It is 
impossible to successfully complete 
a large agile project if management 
does not master agile. The short 
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route to such experience and 
practical expertise among executives 
is to consciously recruit them 
based on their track record at other 
organizations.

10 Develop personal craftsmanship 
and self-discipline – Because agile 
relies heavily on craftsmanship in 
the teams, their maturity, ownership, 
and discipline, this is a point of 
attention that requires continuous 
energy and improvement. In 
practice, there is rarely any focused 
attention for this. Rather, it is 
considered self-evident and already 
present. However, the activity and 
development of craftsmanship and 
ownership are needed. This never 
ends. You have to keep ‘sharpening 
an axe’; especially if it is used 
intensively.

The activity and development of 

craftsmanship and ownership are needed. 

This never ends. You have to keep 

‘sharpening an axe’; especially if it 

is used intensively.



184



185

20

AGILE SOURCING AND 
CONTRACTS
AGILE IS A PROMISING SOLUTION FOR ORGANIZING WORK DIFFERENTLY. 

BUT MANY ORGANIZ ATIONS OUTSOURCE A L ARGE PART OF THEIR WORK . 

WHAT CAN AGILE DO FOR THESE ORGANIZ ATIONS? WHAT DOES AGILE 

ME AN FOR A CLIENT ? AGILE SOURCING,  HOW DO YOU DO THAT AND WHAT 

DOES THIS CHANGE IN CONTRACTS?
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In essence, agile sourcing comes down to 
a completely different way of dealing with 
suppliers. This is possible because agile 
makes a completely different type of control 
possible. Increasing returns in agile is 
shifted from ‘steering on cost’ to ‘steering 
on value’.

Fundamentally different
As soon as an agile collaboration 
relationship between a supplier and 
customer is established, traditional 
collaboration structures are called into 
question. Agile is a fundamentally different 
way of working, which, due to its iterative 
nature, requires different contractual 
structures than with traditional ways 
of working. Practice shows that the 
most important adjustments are around 
deliveries, guarantees, and adjustments.

Focus on revenu 
Traditionally, increasing the return on 
investment (ROI) mainly means reducing 
costs. Not really fair in an outsourcing 
relationship: profit for one equals loss for 
the other. Control and focus on costs mask 
what really matter: maximizing revenues. 
With an agile way of working, adjustments 
are constantly made. 

Increasing the ROI is done by focusing 
on revenue and not on cost. Profit for 
one is therefore profit for the other. It is 
important to ensure a fair cost side for both 
the supplier and the client by making it 
as transparent as possible. This creates a 
collaboration with the aim of increasing the 
return for both.

Focus on results 
Managing risks is fundamentally different 
in agile due to the constant focus on a 
transparent working result. Risks are 
recognized earlier, spread across sprints, 
and not postponed to the end. Agile 
sourcing is fundamentally different. Due to 
agile’s focus on direct added value, always 
having a working product, and continuously 
getting better over time, life as a client 
becomes easier. The parties involved jointly 
focus on the end result and the return. And 
at the end of the day, that’s what we all do 
it for: high-quality, working results with the 
highest value.

Changes to the contract
Agile working is about iterative delivery. 
Delivering iteratively gives results earlier, 
but also ensures that lessons are learned 
from them. You learn what should or can be 
done. It also helps you learn how you can 
collaborate better. Usually, such insights 
require changes to the original plan and/or 
contract. Each adjustment would require a 
new signature, which typically takes time. 
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Thus, it is necessary to find contractual 
structures that can deal with progressive 
insight and learning experiences, but at 
the same time prevent everything from 
being questioned all the time. The most 
important work lists (product backlog and 
sprint backlog) offer tools for this and 
should therefore be explicitly included in 
the contract (or in the documented way of 
working). In addition, it is crucial that the 
way of working is improved continuously 
without having to break the contract.

Guarantees
Even with agile collaboration, the question 
remains which guarantees a supplier can 
give. On one hand, a customer wants 
certainty and not to be at the mercy of 
the whims of a supplier, on the other 
hand, software development is often 
unpredictable, so a lot is unclear in advance 
and new insights only surface during 

development. Agile ways of working offer 
ways to help strike a good balance, because 
the interim delivery ensures that risk 
decreases over time. Agile offers increasing 
predictability over time. Iterative delivery 
creates faster results. The different backlogs 
have a different uncertainty profile, which 
can be leveraged in the contract and during 
collaboration. This offers opportunities to 
share risk over time between customer and 
supplier.

In summary, agile collaboration requires 
agile contractual structures. With the 
implementation of agile working in 
outsourcing relationships (domestic, 
nearshore, and offshore), more and more 
organizations are gaining experience in 
setting up agile contracts. It is crucial 
that the basic principles behind agile are 
incorporated in them and are not given up 
during contract negotiations.

It is crucial that the basic principles 

behind agile are incorporated in them 

and are not given up during contract 

negotiations.
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1 How do you select an agile supplier? 
When selecting an agile supplier, see if 
they are really looking for collaboration 
and interaction with a client. A good 
supplier focuses on working results 
and presents an approach with the 
aim of continuously improving. They 
have a working method with many 
possibilities to deviate if necessary. 
Beware of suppliers who use agile to 
place the risk with the client and do 
not talk about returns. A good agile 
supplier always focuses on results 
(working and tested results) with the 
highest possible value.

2 How do you negotiate with an agile 
supplier? Negotiating with an agile 
supplier aims to increase the return 
on the collaboration. Optimizing ROI 
in an agile collaboration is mainly 
about increasing revenue. These 
proceeds are in the hands of the 
client themselves; after all, they are in 
control of the backlog. A useful tool 
in negotiating with an agile supplier 
is therefore asking for transparent 
pricing. This makes it completely clear 
what the labor costs are, what the 
supplier charges for overhead costs, 
and sometimes even what the profit 
percentage is. Ensure a fair price for 
both the supplier and the client. Then 
there is no need to talk about cost for 
too long and you can focus on what is 
really important: revenue.

20.1.  EIGHT QUESTIONS ABOUT AGILE SOURCING

3 How can you judge an agile 
supplier? An agile supplier can 
be judged on delivering a working 
and tested product at the end of 
each sprint. The value of that result 
is determined by the client, based 
on the backlog. An agile supplier 
knows that the guarantee of working 
results is only possible through good 
collaboration in which everything is 
transparent, and everyone is focused 
on the result.

4 What can you do yourself to properly 
manage an agile supplier? The 
most important thing a client can do 
is to appoint a product owner with 
a mandate to make choices and a 
good view of the business value of the 
results to be delivered. That is not easy, 
because product owners always have 
too little time. Beware: without good 
input, no supplier can deliver good 
output. Junk in, junk out. After all, the 
client (product owner) is at the helm 
themselves. In addition, it is important 
to set up a good backlog process to 
which stakeholders are connected. 
Also, it is essential that the supplier 
receives feedback. So, make sure 
that every delivery from each sprint 
is viewed by end users, and watch for 
progressive insights. This provides 
extra added value.

5 How about quality and 
documentation? Within agile, 
checking quality is possible. After 
all, every sprint provides valuable 
results. The test on quality takes place 
continuously and not only at the 
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end. In addition, it helps to create a 
Definition of Done together with the 
supplier, so that it is absolutely clear 
to both parties what needs to be done 
to really finish and deliver the results. 
Documentation could be part of that 
Definition of Done. Acceptance of the 
results is not something that happens 
at the end. Agile strives for work that 
is always finished. Make sure that the 
acceptance of results is an integral 
part of any sprint.

6 How do you escalate in an agile 
collaboration? Escalation may be 
necessary with agile collaboration. A 
steering committee would be useful 
for this. This meets at least monthly 
and looks at the extent to which the 
collaboration delivers the value that 
is expected. The steering committee 
may also take measures to strengthen 
or terminate cooperation if necessary. 
This group consists of a representative 
of the client and of the supplier with 
management responsibilities, the 
product owner, an agile coach, and 
a representative of the team. It is 
useful if the product owner is the 
chair of the steering committee. They 
are responsible for the return and 
therefore have the greatest interest in 
a good steering group.

7 How do you prevent things from 
escalating? Many agile partnerships 
are new, both for clients and suppliers. 
You run the risk that every adjustment 
must be discussed by the steering 
committee, and that comes at the 
expense of your agility. A good solution 

is to appoint an external agile coach 
from a third party. This coach focuses 
on making the process run smoothly 
and has the primary responsibility that 
the collaboration becomes better and 
more effective. In a customer supplier 
relationship, partisan interests always 
play a role. The agile coach must be 
impartial and highly experienced, 
have a strong personality and have 
management skills.

8 What do you include in an agile 
contract? The contractual side around 
agile has not yet fully developed, 
although some good practices are 
gradually becoming clear (see section 
20.2). A few pointers:
 A contract may be terminated 
prematurely. Why would you 
continue if enough value has been 
delivered? Stopping conditions that 
cause pain to neither the client nor 
the supplier are therefore necessary.

 It is essential that a supplier provides 
a full-time team (i.e., not with team 
members who work for multiple 
clients/projects). Focus on one client 
via one backlog working on one 
product.

 Every sprint should deliver working 
and tested results in accordance 
with a Definition of Done. It is 
advisable to only trigger penalty 
clauses when more than 20 percent 
of the sprints do not succeed.

 With each sprint, a revision on the 
backlog must take place, so that 
it always contains an up-to-date 
estimate of the remaining work.
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1 Separation of contract and way of 
working. Differentiate between the 
contract and ways of working. The 
contract does explicitly reference the 
way of working and it contains the 
steps needed to change the way of 
working. As a result, changes to how 
the parties collaborate do not require 
a change of contract.

2 Done results are delivered in short 
cycles. The essence of agile is short-
cycled delivery. So, don’t deliver 
everything at once at the end, but in 
small steps, where the result is always 
done. This principle should be a core 
concept of the contract, whereby 
clear agreements are made about the 
consequences if nothing is delivered, 
or something’s not done. Clearly 
describe how testing against the 
DoD (Definition of Done) takes place, 
especially in cases where it is hard to 
do this through automated testing. 

20.2 .  SIX PRINCIPLES FOR AGILE STRUCTURES 
 IN CONTRACTS 

Mention the DoD in the contract but 
do not include the DoD document 
in the contract. The DoD should be 
part of the way of working. As a result, 
the DoD can be improved without 
requiring a change to the contract.

3 Either party can end the contract 
without hassle. The essence of agile 
is delivering results step-by-step. A 
result that delivers the desired value 
earlier than planned may be a reason 
to end a contract early. However, 
ending a collaboration is often seen as 
failure and is associated with shame 
and/or pain. Agile working benefits 
from ‘shame-free’ stopping when 
the intended value has been realized. 
Therefore, ensure simple termination 
conditions that are equivalent for both 
client and supplier. 

 The essence of agile is short-cycled 
delivery, where the result is always 
done.

Differentiate between the contract and 

ways of working. The contract does 

explicitly reference the way of working 

and it contains the steps needed to 

change the way of working. 
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4 Make agreements about guarantees 
and uncertainty. What can you 
promise each other and who suffers 
the consequences when things don’t 
work out? Many collaborations (also 
in agile working) are based on ‘best 
effort’. This basically means that the 
supplier promises to do its utmost, 
but that rock-solid guarantees cannot 
be given. In the case of long-cycled 
projects, this was the only option. 
In agile working, this can be done 
differently. The closer in time, the 
greater the chance of success. The 
further in time, the more uncertainty. 
For example, different guarantees 
may apply for the short term (which 
is in this iteration) than for the longer 
term (subsequent iterations). The 
sprint backlog (this iteration) and 
the product backlog (subsequent 
iterations) are crucial in this. The 
distinction between the two should be 
explicitly mentioned. The operational 
implementation can then be worked 
out in the WoW.

5 Team stability is designed as a 
win-win or lose-lose. An important 
precondition for agile are stable, 
multidisciplinary teams. This increases 
predictability and guarantees 
knowledge in the team. In the case 
of team changes by the supplier, 
the customer experiences the most 
disadvantage, mainly due to a 
decrease in productivity. Team stability 
should therefore be a win-win for both 
parties. For example, the supplier 

AGILE SOURCING AND CONTRACTS

20

may implement rate increases if there 
are no team changes, or temporary 
rate reductions in the event of team 
changes. The most important thing is 
that turnover in team members has 
a win-win and lose-lose construction, 
for customer and supplier. Joint talent 
management prevents turnover and 
ensures team stability. That is why 
agreements on talent management 
must be part of the collaboration, and 
therefore also be part of the contract 
in some way.

6 Transparent result monitoring 
without consequences. To get a 
sense of the value and productivity 
that are delivered, it is advisable 
to define, jointly monitor, and 
discuss a set of KPIs. These serve to 
continuously improve performance. 
In order to be able to have an open 
conversation about improvement, it is 
essential that these KPIs are included 
in the contract without consequences 
(no formal fines or bonuses). This 
way, improvements in collaboration 
for both parties can be achieved 
objectively and openly.
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CALVI (a Dutch software supplier of 
Invoice Communication and Present-
ment Solutions) changed two supplier 
contracts (an offshore party and a near-
shore party) into agile contracts. The 
six principles were implemented in the 
following ways:

1 An overall contract with a service 
agreement per team. The contract 
consisted of two documents. First, a 
master agreement which contained 
all generic clauses regarding payment 
terms, intellectual property, etc. This 
agreement described the frameworks 
for additional service agreements 
that were created specifically for 
each team. The service agreement 
contained agreements about 
competencies, team composition, 
rates, assignment, etc. In the service 
agreement, a specific WoW was 
referred to. This CALVI-WoW is a 
document in which the daily way 
of working is specified, like who 
does what at what time and what 
is expected of each team member. 
This WoW had a version number, and 
the service agreement specified the 
change management of the WoW. A 
change to the WoW did not require 
a contract change but did require 
mutual confirmation via e-mail. 
Both the master agreement and 
service agreement only had a start 

20.3.  THE SIX PRINCIPLES APPLIED

date and were open-ended. This was 
done on purpose to underline that 
collaboration is based on trust and is 
of mutual interest.

2 Created a WoW with DoD per team. 
The WoW described the biweekly 
delivery process. The Definitions of 
Done of all teams and a generic DoD 
were also included. That included 
the one from the ‘in-house’ teams 
of CALVI itself. This made it clear and 
transparent what all teams could 
expect from one another. The way in 
which testing and automatic testing 
were done was also described in the 
WoW. All teams had access to each 
other’s tests and test results.

3 Termination notice period of two 
months. While the contract was 
an indefinite one, it did require 
a termination clause to end the 
collaboration if needed. To this end, 
each service agreement contained the 
possibility to terminate it, with a notice 
period of two months. In the event of 
a rigorous change in the assignment 
of a team, a new service agreement 
could be created for that team. The old 
one would then expire as agreed and 
the new one would become active. 
The two-month notice period was 
chosen because it was relatively easy 
for both parties to absorb. Finally, the 
master agreement stated that it ends 
when no service agreement is active 
anymore. Both parties can therefore 
always end the collaboration with two 
months’ notice without any hassle.
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4 10% and 50% variation on 
predictability. A recurring pain 
point from the past for CALVI 
was the degree of uncertainty for 
commitments from a supplier. The 
consequences of late delivery were 
always at the expense of CALVI. To 
this end, the WoW stated that work 
on the sprint backlog (this iteration) 
is delivered with a deviation of 10% 
in terms of effort, and that work on 
the product backlog (subsequent 
iterations) is delivered with a margin 
of 50%. All costs outside these margins 
are for the account of the supplier. 
Because of this, the consequences 
of issuing bad estimates are shared. 
A supplier does have the right not 
to give an estimate if that is not yet 
possible. A supplier also has the right 
to claim time for preliminary research 
so that estimates can be made. Failure 
to deliver has thus become more of an 
equivalent risk. Whether the supplier 
actually has to pay these extra costs 
would be up to both parties but is not 
automatically for CALVI’s account.

5 Team change impacts are supplier’s 
risk. CALVI wanted the consequences 
of turnover to be with its suppliers. 
In particular ‘internal turnover’; the 
situation in which an employee is 
moved to another customer but 
remains employed by the supplier. 
This turned out to be a challenge. 
Suppliers saw a big risk here, because 
they would rather have one of 
their employees switch to another 
customer than leave the company. 
As a result, the career development 
of all employees of the supplier who 
work for CALVI was discussed on a 
regular basis. This ensured that the 
collaboration remained sufficiently 
interesting for employees and too 
much attrition would prevented.

6 Monthly steering committee with 
output and outcome measurements. 
A set of KPIs had been defined that 
deal with performance, outcomes 
(functionality), and results (value). 
Every month, a steering committee 
meeting took place where these KPIs 
were discussed, whereby it had been 
agreed that this will be done face-to-
face at least once a quarter.
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A recurring pain point from the past 

for CALVI was the degree of uncertainty 

for commitments from a supplier.
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With an agile project, instead of the 
traditional tendering process, it is better to 
follow a rigorously different process. From 
the very first moment, work together to 
create valuable results and mutual trust.

A traditional approach is, for example, 
the Request for Proposal (RFP), a step-by-
step process in which you look at a large 
number of potentially suitable suppliers (a 
long list) and eventually (often via a short 
list) end up with the one supplier that 
seems to be able to best meet the demand. 
This is a document-intensive process with 
presentations, Q&A meetings and, last but 
not least, price and contract negotiations. 
All these steps take a lot of time, and 
therefore cost money. The total lead time 
with a large RFP typically ends up being 
more than six months (and in terms of 
effort a few man-years). Given the speed 
at which the market is currently changing, 
the question or problem statement the RFP 
started with is regularly outdated by the 
time the RFP has been fulfilled. Aren’t we 
able to spend all that time and effort a lot 
better?

What is striking is that during an RFP the 
most important choices are made on the 
basis of promises and assumptions, and 
not on the basis of facts. The collaboration 
only starts after the RFP, so only then does 
evidence arise. And that’s quite a shame. 
After all, we know that the real test lies in 
practice. Or as the English say: the proof is 
in the pudding.
To start a successful agile collaboration, 
the traditional concept of tendering seems 
unsuitable, because that postpones the 
start of the collaboration until after a choice 
of supplier. To find out which supplier is 
the best fit, can deal with change most 
effectively, and delivers the most reliable 
results, it is better to decide based on 
experience and facts. So, we might consider 
what would happen if we skipped the 
traditional RFP process to find a single 
supplier in a totally different, interactive, 
and result-driven way? This requires an 
agile approach to the tender itself.

20.4. HOW DO YOU DO AN AGILE TENDER?
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Start working with a (limited number of) 
supplier(s) as soon as possible. Emphasize 
working results in frequent deliveries. 
Just pay the suppliers for that and choose 
as soon as possible which supplier 
collaboration is best with. This way, 
collaboration starts during the selection 
process and a choice is made based on 
performance.

Collaboration and building mutual trust 
start from the very first moment. Therefore, 
try to apply agile principles as soon as 
possible. Put interaction first and work on 
valuable products from day one. In fact, 
agile working means that you divide a large 
project into a series of small projects. And 
that’s a pretty good idea. After all, research 
has shown that small projects have a much 
greater chance of success compared to 
large ones. In addition, every small project 

delivers a working and tested result and can 
always be stopped. An additional advantage 
is that all the hours that were traditionally 
used to choose a single supplier can now 
be used to achieve working and valuable 
results. A win-win situation! Only when 
a supplier selection no longer resembles 
a traditional RFP and all parties involved 
are working to achieve the best possible 
collaboration, is the procurement process 
for an agile project agile itself.

To start a successful agile 

collaboration, the traditional 

concept of tendering seems 

unsuitable, because that postpones 

the start of the collaboration 

until after a choice of supplier. 
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AGILE AND FIXED PRICE
A COMMON SE TUP WHEN OUTSOURCING WORK IS FIXED-PRICE .  IN DOING 

SO,  THE SUPPLIER GUARANTEES A FINAL RESULT AT A FIXED RATE AND 

AT A FIXED DELIVERY DATE .  SUCH PARTNERSHIPS ARE USUALLY BASED 

ON DE TAILED DESCRIPTIONS OF THE INTENDED RESULT,  FOR WHICH A 

SUPPLIER MAKES AN OFFER ON FIXED TERMS. CAN YOU DO THAT IN AN 

AGILE WAY ?
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Can agile be fixed price?
A common statement is that fixed price 
agile would be impossible. That idea is 
based on the fact that agile offers the 
possibility to adjust the scope based 
on progressive insight. For fixed price 
contracts, a fixed price and delivery date are 
agreed on. Agile welcomes changes, which 
means that the end result is never fully set 
in advance. It therefore seems impossible to 
create a fixed price agile contract.

In fact, every sprint is fixed price
Agile is particularly suitable for fixed price 
projects. After all, agile working links 
price and duration. Each sprint has a fixed 
duration with a fixed effort and therefore 
fixed cost. Moreover, every sprint delivers 
a working result. A fixed price project with 
a fixed end date can be perfectly divided 
into a number of sprints. In such a scenario, 
the scope of the system has to be made 
agile, but that is an opportunity rather than 
a threat. In a rapidly changing world, it is 
great to be able to adjust the scope later if 
necessary.

The proposition that agile could not work 
with fixed price work is therefore only valid 
if all specifications are worked out in depth 
in advance. What people typically mean 
is that fixed price, fixed date, and fixed 
scope are not possible with agile. However, 
making a fixed price bid on a set of fixed 
and detailed requirements is also possible 
with agile working. This is completely 

independent of the way of working. As long 
as nothing changes, this scope is delivered. 
If necessary, the scope can be adjusted – 
while the fixed price remains.

Splitting into sprints
The challenge of fixed price/date/scope is 
tackled within agile working by splitting 
a process into iterations that always yield 
completed results. We visualize that in the 
images below. In the first image, everything 
is delivered at once at the end date. All 
value comes at the end. In the second 
image, this final delivery is preceded 
by several sub- deliveries, preferably 
those with the highest value first. You 
might wonder if the term ‘end result’ is 
appropriate. Every sprint yields end results, 
so you can stop at any time. Agile strives 
for a fundamental change from everything 
finished at once (at the end), to always 
finished (every sprint). It is essential that 
each delivery offers the highest added 
value. That makes the sub-deliveries 
valuable, and they can yield returns earlier 
as well as being able to collect feedback 
on them. The big advantage of this is 
that adjustments to (unexpected) value 
or responding to (unplanned) changes 
suddenly become possible. Even at fixed 
price.

Dealing with change
During their final phase, traditional 
projects typically run into issues. With 
Agile, adjustments take place before the 
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end, when there’s still time and room for 
changes. This has advantages for the 
customer. Because results are valuable from 
the very first delivery (and not just the end), 
the time it takes to get a return on your 
investment can be significantly reduced.

Even in agile working, you can have 
disruptions, additional requirements, or 
have work take longer than anticipated. 
That is visualized in the image on the right.

If at the end of the second iteration it 
becomes clear that the speed of delivery 
is slower than thought, adjustments can 
be made. Scenario 1 shows what would 
happen when no action is taken; the end 
date is pushed back by one iteration. 
Depending on the reason for the delay, 

the bill for this is for the customer or for 
the supplier, or the costs are shared. In 
scenario 2, measures are taken to increase 
the delivery speed, so that all deadlines 
are met again. Scenario 3 involves 
removing the part of the scope that has 
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the least added value, to still be ready at 
the scheduled end date. Scenario 4 shows 
the scenario in which extra functionality 
is still needed, which is delivered in an 
extra sprint. In all these scenarios, the 
tension between time, money, and scope 
is resolved depending on what is most 
desirable. All scenarios are relatively 
easy to realize. The way of working does 
not have to change, while traditional 
approaches to project management require 
things to be rescheduled at scale in the 
event of disruptions. In addition, the 
planning of agile working is based on more 
measurement points, which makes the 
predictability of the process, the end date, 
and the end results more accurate over 
time. Uncertainty decreases as there have 
been more sprints and more data becomes 
available.

Fixed price fits very well with agile
It is also a misconception that customers 
have a preference for fixed scope. Flexibility 
is highly desirable for them. But not at 
all costs. Based on experience, they have 
learned that changing scope leads to higher 
costs or a later delivery. This means that 

fixed scope has become a requirement for 
them. The problem, however, is not scope, 
but the one-off delivery at the end! As 
agile working constantly produces results 
from the start, a fixed scope is no longer 
necessary. Since agile working always 
produces the results that offer the most 
added value, each sprint can be the last. 
Stopping earlier than planned because the 
result is already sufficiently valuable is 
therefore possible.

In short: the flexibility of sprints which 
result in delivered value ensures that a 
fixed price/date/scope can be combined 
with agile. By always prioritizing by value 
and always delivering results, it can be 
guaranteed that maximum value is delivered 
within a fixed time period with a fixed cost. 
The client is better off with this than with 
a traditional approach because the supplier 
has more room and (adjustment) measures 
to successfully carry out a fixed price/date/
scope project. The size of the scope is easy 
to freeze but can also be changed based on 
progressive insights.

The client is better off with this than 

with a traditional approach because the 

supplier has more room and (adjustment) 

measures to successfully carry out a 

fixed price/date/scope project.
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1 Use value as a guide. Do not focus 
on a pre-conceived solution but 
focus on its value for the customer. 
As a result, results do not have to be 
defined in detail in advance. This can 
now happen during the process, if it 
is clear in advance what the value is 
that should be delivered (and how 
we make that value transparent). This 
saves a lot of time because all those 
pre-planned details are often not 
implemented later.

2 Make decisions from the perspective 
of the customer or end user. Always 
reason from the perspective of adding 
value for the end user or customer. 
This can be done, for example, by 
creating user stories, in which it 
becomes clear what a customer 
will do with the result and what this 
means for them. By organizing user 
stories by value, it is possible to start 
with the stories that add the most 
value. This way, each sprint is enabled 
to deliver the most value.

AGILE AND FIXED PRICE

21
21.1.   FOUR MEASURES FOR FIXED PRICE AGILE

3 Treat change requests as exchange 
requests. For each change requests, 
the client can swap it for something 
of a similar scope from the product 
backlog. In other words: if something 
is added to the backlog, something 
will go off. This way, the size of the 
scope remains frozen, while the scope 
itself becomes more valuable.

4 Contingency measures. It is advisable 
to include one or two extra sprints 
for fixed price/date/scope, to which 
no work is assigned in advance. This 
can be used to deal with unforeseen 
situations or to provide extra value. 

Agile strives for a fundamental 

change from everything finished at 

once (at the end), to always finished 

(every sprint).
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22

AGILE ESTIMATING 
WITH PL ANNING POKER
PL ANNING POKER IS A SMART TOOL TO ENSURE THAT A TE AM MAKES 

BE T TER ESTIMATES.  BE T TER IN THE SENSE OF MORE ACCURATE .  BE T TER 

IN THE SENSE OF MORE WIDELY SUPPORTED.  BE T TER IN THE SENSE OF 

MORE RE ALISTIC .  BUT ABOVE ALL BE T TER BECAUSE A LE ARNING CURVE 

IS INTEGRATED THAT ENSURES THAT LESSONS LE ARNED FROM THE 

PREVIOUS ESTIMATE ARE APPLIED MAKING THE NE X T ONE .

203



204204

Estimating as a team, with cards
In most organizations, estimates are 
made by an individual. The most senior 
employee, the team leader, or the project 
leader estimates the work. This is one of 
the most common mistakes organizations 
can make, as the estimates are one-sided 
and limited by the knowledge of a single 
person. It is much better to have estimates 
made by the team that will actually do the 
work. If the members of this team make 
the estimates together, the work is looked 
at from multiple angles and from multiple 
disciplines. Planning Poker does just that. 
It is an approach to quickly arrive at good 
estimates with the whole team. Each team 
member estimates the amount of work that 
a particular task will mean for the whole 
team. So, it’s not about just estimating one’s 
own work. Planning Poker is done by the 
whole team, for the whole team. Practice 
shows that estimates are made faster, 
are more accurate, and lead to a higher 
predictability of projects.

Relative estimation is more 
effective
Planning Poker is an old technique 
rebranded (it is a simple version of 
Wideband Delphi). Characteristically, 

you do not estimate in exact hours, but 
in points. The reason for this is that it 
turns out that people are bad at accurately 
estimating hours; we are always too 
optimistic and do not take into account 
disruptions, dependencies, uncertainties, 
and so on. Estimating points gives an 
estimate relative to a past activity. So, you 
do not estimate whether it is twenty hours 
or thirty hours of work, but rather that 
something is four times as much work as 
that one task from a few weeks ago. These 
relative estimates are very effective; they 
prevent a lot of noise and stress.

Conversation is essential
To arrive at a better estimate, it is essential 
to look at it with different people (from 
multiple disciplines) at the same time and 
to estimate it on a relative scale. Estimates 
are better supported when a common 
consensus has been reached.

Planning Poker not only leads to a more 
accurate estimate, but also to knowledge 
transfer and commitment of the entire team! 
Moreover, it is quite fast, so especially 
if there is a lot of work on the product 
backlog, estimating with Planning Poker is 
very useful.

Planning Poker not only leads 

to a more accurate estimate, 

but also to knowledge transfer and 

commitment of the entire team!
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• For Planning Poker, each team member 
has their own set of cards with the 
numbers 0, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 20, 40 and 100. 
These numbers represent the relative 
size (i.e., the amount of work for the 
entire team) of a task to be estimated.

• The team chooses a small and fairly 
common tasks, and assigns a 2 to it. 
That is the baseline. As a result, a 1 can 
always be assigned out to something 
even smaller (half the work), but most 
of the work will be larger.

• Based on this benchmark, the team 
estimates the other work (also called 
user stories) compared to this ‘2’. Not 
in hours, but in a ratio relative to the 
baseline of 2 points.

• For each user story, each team member 
chooses a card from their own set that 
fits best and places on the table face 
down. So, everyone in the team picks a 
card for themselves (without showing 
it – that’s why it’s called poker) that best 
indicates the relative size.

• Once everyone has chosen a card, all 
cards will be flipped over. There are 
always differences between the team 
members. These differences are the 
most interesting.

• Those with the highest and lowest 
cards then start a short discussion to 
see what the reason for the difference 
is. During this discussion, details of 
the work are discussed, and the team 
members discover what they may have 
overlooked. 

• Once the visions and ideas have been 
briefly discussed, everyone picks up 
their cards again and the second round 
follows, in which everyone reassesses 
their initial estimate.

• If needed, there will be another 
discussion and an estimation round. 
Usually, two or three rounds are 
sufficient to arrive at a jointly supported 
estimate. During estimating, a lot is 
discussed, and everyone focuses on 
understanding what needs to be done.

• This way, the entire list of work is 
estimated.

• If the team knows how many points 
it can complete in one week, the total 
amount of points for all work can be 
used to estimate exactly when it will be 
finished, as long as no work is added or 
finished in between.

AGILE ESTIM
ATING W

ITH PLANNING POKER

22
22.1.  HOW DOES PL ANNING POKER WORK?
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1 Let the cards do the work. Start by 
selecting a card and estimate and 
have a discussion after, not the other 
way around. That saves time and 
minimizes people from influencing 
each other early on.

2 No averages. Do not use averages 
but focus on the outliers. That’s 
where the profit is; someone can 
have a very good idea or see a lot of 
obstacles. For example, a story can 
be very easy to build, but difficult to 
test. It would help enormously if you 
automated that test with the whole 
team.

3 Estimate with the whole team. 
All the work for the whole team is 
estimated with everyone involved. 
Not just your own part, not with 
just the most experienced people, 
and not the work for another team. 
Planning Poker is mainly knowledge 
transfer; it is quite normal to 
make a sketch on a whiteboard 
while playing poker, or to discuss 
alternatives.

4 A question mark is not stupid. Pick 
a question mark if you don’t know. 
Don’t give an estimate that you 
don’t support. A question mark is 
very important information for your 
teammates and the product owner. 
Maybe someone wants to help you. 
Perhaps there is a lack of knowledge 
in the team.

5 Stick to the numbers on the cards. 
The scale is intentionally exponential. 
If something is larger, there is likely 
more uncertainty. It’s better to get 
it about right than exactly wrong. 
There is no added value in debating 
whether something is a 19, 20 or 21.

6 Focus. Estimating with the whole 
team is valuable and precious. So 
don’t make a mess of it. Planning 
Poker is a very nice way of 
transferring knowledge, and it is 
too valuable to screw up. Make sure 
the items you play poker for are 
prioritized and start with the most 

22.2 . TEN TIPS FOR PL ANNING POKER
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important ones. Agree on a timebox 
for the entire session and stop as 
soon as the timebox is over. 

7 No assumptions. Make sure the 
product owner presents and 
asks questions. Assumptions are 
expensive and unnecessary.

8 Have multiple benchmarks. To 
start out, a benchmark of 2 is fine. 
If teams have used planning poker 
for a while, they usually create a 
benchmark for 8 and 40. This makes 
it easier to estimate larger items 
of work. At the same time, every 

estimated item is also a benchmark. 
Relative estimating is thus 
becoming simpler over time.

9 Don’t reserve numbers for the 
future. Each estimate is relative, you 
can play the same card multiple 
times, and you don’t have to reserve 
the highest number for something 
that might be coming. A ‘13’ is about 
four times the size of a ‘3’ and a ‘3’ is 
three times as much work as a ‘1’. If 
you come across something that is 
very large, you just make a card with 
‘1000’ on it.

10 Have fun. Prevent Planning Poker 
from becoming a boring activity. 
Look for creative ways to keep it fun.
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WANT TO READ MORE?

For further inspiration and even more 
answers to questions, we have included 
a list of additional literature. Don’t limit 
yourself to reading alone, though. Visit a 
meet-up or conference and take a look at 
other organizations. They will be happy to 
receive you and show you what the power 
of agile is for them.

Agile general
• The Age of Agile: How Smart Companies 

Are Transforming the Way Work Gets 
Done, Stephen Denning

• This is Agile: Beyond the Basics.  
Beyond the Hype. Beyond Scrum.,  
Sander Hoogendoorn

• Coaching Agile Teams: A Companion 
for Scrum Masters, Agile Coaches, and 
Project Managers in Transition, Lyssa 
Adkins

• Clean Agile: Back to Basics, Robert C. 
Martin

• Agile Transformation, Bas van Lieshout, 
Hendrik-Jan van der Waal, Astrid Karsten, 
and Rini van Solingen

Scrum
• The power of Scrum, Rini van Solingen, 

Eelco Rustenburg, Jeff Sutherland
• Scrum – A pocket guide, Gunther 

Verheyen
• Scrum: The Art of Doing Twice the Work 

in Half the Time, Jeff Sutherland
• Mastering Professional Scrum:  

A Practitioners Guide to Overcoming 
Challenges and Maximizing the Benefits 
of Agility, Stephanie Ockerman and 
Simon Reindl

Agile leadership
• How To Lead Self-Managing Teams?:  

A business novel on changing leadership 
from sheepherding to beekeeping,  
Rini van Solingen

• Agile Leadership Toolkit: Learning to 
Thrive with Self-Managing Teams,  
Peter Koning

• The Professional Agile Leader: Growing 
Mature Agile Teams and Organizations, 
Ron Eringa, Kurt Bittner, and Laurens 
Bonnema

• Turn the Ship Around!: A True Story  
of Turning Followers into Leaders,  
L. David Marquet

Agile other
• Formula X: How to Reach Extreme 

Acceleration in Your Organization, 
Jurriaan Kamer and Rini van Solingen

• Agile HR: Deliver Value in a Changing 
World of Work, Natal Dank and Riina 
Hellström

• The Six Disciplines of Agile Marketing: 
Proven Practices for More Effective 
Marketing and Better Business Results, 
Jim Ewel

• Agile: The Insights You Need from 
Harvard Business Review, HBR Insights

• Toolkit for Agile Coaches and Scrum 
Masters: 99 Creative Exercises 
and Training Formats, Charlotte 
Bendermacher, Cleo Kampschuur, 
Maarten Kossen, and Rini van Solingen

208



209

ACKNOW
LEDGEM

ENTS & W
E NEED YOUR HELP

Most of the chapters in this book have 
been published in Dutch as articles or 
chapters and in collaboration with various 
co-authors. A detailed description of who 
contributed to which chapter, what the 
source of each chapter is, and which parts 
are new, are not included in this English 
edition. Nevertheless, we would like to 
acknowledge all the co-authors and thank 
them very much for their help, contribution,  
and inspiration! They are: André Heijstek, 
Barry Overeem, Bas van Lieshout, Dave 
Woertman, Eelco Rustenburg, Els Verkaik, 
Erik van Daalen, Frederieke Ubels, Gerard 
Meijer, Gijs Scheepers, Henk Jan Huizer, 
Henny Portman, Jan Jaap Cannegieter, 
Jeroen Stoter, Joost Smits, Jurgen Appelo, 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

Margo van Houtum, Martijn Kalkwarf, 
Martin van Langen, Martin van Soest, 
Martin Vodegel, Michael Franken, Nick 
Tinnemeier, Nicole de Swart, Peter 
Brouwers, Peter Koning, Rob van Lanen, 
Sjoerd Hemminga, Sjoerd van den Berg and 
Thomas de Jong.

In addition, a big thanks to Hans Roenhorst 
for the design and layout of this book, 
and to Henk Ester and Tanja de Vrede 
(AG-Connect) for the collaboration on the 
creation of all articles.

This book has previously been published 
in Dutch and German by Boom and DPunkt 
Verlag.

WE NEED YOUR HELP

RINI VAN SOLINGEN
MA ARTEN KOSSEN
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Due to far-reaching digitization, our society is undergoing fundamental 

change and acceleration. Organizations and people need to work more 

fl exibly and achieve results sooner. Other ways of thinking and working 

are therefore necessary. Agile is well-known for this, and is becoming the 

most widely used way of working in practice. You can compare agile with 

fi tness: being so healthy and fi t as a team, department or organization 

that you can deal with all circumstances. Being able to react fast, quickly 

and nimbly to anything that comes your way. Really being ready for 

anything - that is what agile aims to achieve. And that level of agility 

appears to be a very important skill in a time of digitization, disruption 

and accelerating change. In this book, agile experts Rini van Solingen 

and Maarten Kossen, share their knowledge and experience on how to 

apply agile well, but also show the most common mistakes, pitfalls and 

misconceptions in practice.
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Rini van Solingen is a speaker and 
author. His expertise lies in the 
speed and agility of people and 
organizations. He is a part-time 
full professor at Delft University of 
Technology and also regularly lectures 
at Nyenrode Business University 
in master classes and MBAs. Rini 
is also CTO at Prowareness NL and 
a non-executive board member of 
momomedical.com.

Maarten Kossen is senior agile 
coach and managing director 
at Prowareness USA. He is also 
a licensed Professional Scrum 
Trainer (PST) with Scrum.org. 
As an agile coach, Maarten is 
focused on enterprise agile 
transformations. As a trainer, 
Maarten has taught many 
Scrum masters, product 
owners, teams, and leaders. 

9 7 9 8 3 5 4 7 4 6 7 9 8

Would you be interested in publishing this 
book in your own native language and/or help 
realizing that translation?
Please contact Rini (rinivansolingen@gmail.com) 
so that he can explore the possibilities with you.
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ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Maarten Kossen is Senior Agile Coach and Managing 
Director at Prowareness USA. He is also a licensed 
Professional Scrum Trainer (PST) with Scrum.org. 
As an Agile coach, Maarten is focused on enterprise 
Agile transformations. Among his work as a coach, 
he has helped large, multi-national enterprises 
take steps towards more agility. He is specialized 
in strategic agility, globally distributed teams, and 
on-premise to (public) cloud migration efforts. As a 
trainer, Maarten has taught many Scrum Masters, 
Product Owners, teams, and leaders. 
For any questions, you can reach Maarten at 
m.kossen@prowareness.com.

Maarten loves speaking at conferences, public or  
in-company, so feel free to reach out.

DID YOU FIND THIS BOOK USEFUL, AND DID IT INSPIRE YOU? IF SO, 
PLEASE LEAVE A REVIEW ON AMAZON.COM AND SHARE THE BOOK WITH 
PEOPLE IN YOUR NETWORK. IF YOU TAG THE AUTHORS IN YOUR SOCIAL 
MEDIA POST(S), THEY CAN ALSO RESPOND.
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Rini van Solingen (prof.dr.ir.) is a speaker and author. 
His expertise lies in the speed and agility of people 
and organizations. He is a part-time professor at Delft 
University of Technology and also regularly lectures 
at Nyenrode Business University in master classes 
and MBAs. Rini is also CTO at Prowareness NL and a 
non-executive board member of momomedical.com.
Rini is the author of a number of management 
books, including The Power of Scrum (together with 
Eelco Rustenburg), Scrum for Managers (together 
with Rob van Lanen), Formula X (together with 
Jurriaan Kamer) and the management novel How to 
lead self-managing teams.

For a question or discussion, feel free to contact Rini 
(rinivansolingen@gmail.com) or take a look on his 
website (www.rinivansolingen.com). He likes to hear 
from you and basically always responds.

You give Rini the greatest pleasure by inviting him 
to give a lecture at a company event, knowledge 
session or conference. That is where his greatest 
passion lies, and his personal strength lies.
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