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Introduction
If you’ve read my first book (not that it’s a prerequisite to this one) you’ll be familiar with
the line “a humane, start with what you do now approach to change”. Whole chapters were
devoted to techniques for understanding what you do now from a range of different
perspectives. Clearly, I was very attached to this principle. I still am!
Contrast that with another well-known principle, habit #2 of Stephen Covey’s 7 Habits:
Begin with the end in mind. The funny thing? That’s a great principle to hold too.
The apparent paradox between start with what you do now and begin with the end in mind
is actually quite easy to resolve if we can accept that the latter isn’t about solution design
but is instead about outcomes. This can be a liberating thought:
•
•
•
•

It’s ok to have solutions that you wouldn’t read in any textbook
It’s ok not to have all the answers right away
It’s ok to let your solutions evolve in response to or in anticipation of changing
conditions and needs
It’s ok to be sceptical of people who – with no respect for your particular context –
show little interest in understanding but are still quick with their prescriptions

Allowing this interpretation, the two principles complement each other well:
1. Start with what you do now is about the realities experienced each working day,
what makes them good, bad, or indifferent, and how they do or don’t meet people’s
needs, inside or outside the organisation
2. Begin with the end in mind is about the future-oriented purpose and ambition from
which flows the determination to face up to challenges that might otherwise be
shied away from
This book is about connecting the two perspectives, bringing to life a shared ambition to
meet needs both internal and external better than your organisation is currently achieving.
It’s about digging deep together to discover what those ambitions are, identifying obstacles
to those ambitions, finding agreement on jointly-owned outcomes, and following through
systematically. It is simultaneously anchored in reality, forward-looking, and outwardlooking. It’s respectful of both context and expertise, the latter to be brought to bear on the
former when the ground is at its most fertile and the opportunity is greatest.
We like to describe Agendashift as inclusive, values-based, and methodology-neutral – three
ways in which it is indeed quite distinctive. To begin to understand what this means, here
are few things that it is not:
•
•
•

It is not what I would call a 20th century change management approach, which is to
say one that concerns itself with overcoming resistance
It is not tied to a single delivery methodology, concerned with adherence to a
prescribed set of practices
It is not over-reliant on mechanistic, process-based views of how organisations work

Instead of bracing ourselves for resistance to alien ideas for which people are inadequately
prepared, Agendashift helps both practitioners and sponsors to proceed with genuine
openness, giving people plenty of opportunity for meaningful participation. Instead of
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prescription, Agendashift is generative, stimulating people to generate a range of
appropriate options in context, whether novel or by-the-book.
Process is important (we’re under no illusions there), but we’re as likely to focus on the
quality and timing of conversations as we are on formal process design.
“Inclusive, values-based, and methodology-neutral” are good differentiators, but perhaps
even more important is “outcome-oriented”. Of course, few frameworks in this space would
claim otherwise, but outcomes really are central to Agendashift. I’m not referring to
generalised claims about its results (justifications, rationalisations, or hand waving, if you
have a tendency towards scepticism about these things). Instead, outcomes are
Agendashift’s main currency. Every exercise you will encounter in this book in some way
elicits or works with an outcome of some kind – a strategic goal, the impact of some
planned action, or some intermediate kind of outcome that connects the two together.

Audience
I hail from the Lean-Agile community, a diverse community that celebrates Lean and Agile
both separately and together. Many of our members have deep expertise in specific delivery
methodologies, but rather than seeing these as rivals, the community as a whole remains
steadfastly non-factional (a characteristic of most of its members also, perhaps almost by
definition). For all our points of superficial difference or preference, we manage (by and
large) to see through to the underlying principles that underpin so much of what we do.
Agendashift’s points of distinction resonate with many members of the Lean-Agile
community, but the truth is that too many Lean, Agile, or Lean-Agile initiatives aren’t so
careful in their approach to change. In the clumsiest examples, we are left wondering what
happened to Lean and Agile values. Where is the Respect for people? What happened to
People and interactions over processes and tools? Conversely, the results are hardly any less
disheartening when transformation efforts are timid or directionless: teams going through
the motions, lacking any sense of energy and purpose, never likely to discover anything
better. Either way, some outcome-orientation is sorely needed.
Whatever your background, read this book if any of the following apply:
•
•
•

You’ve an interest – whether as a practitioner or potential sponsor – in Lean-Agile
change (perhaps under a banner of “Agile transformation” or similar)
You’d like to see what a 21st century change management approach can look like,
and how that might inform your work as coach, consultant, or some other kind of
change agent
You’d love to see a model for Lean-Agile change that properly reflects Lean-Agile
values and demonstrates Lean-Agile process and thinking in operation

Further to that last point, whilst it’s hard to separate Agendashift from Lean-Agile thinking,
there’s nothing particularly IT-specific or development-specific about it. It has been used
outside of IT, with participants as diverse as event planners, training material designers, Csuite executives, and new joiners. It has been used at organisations in industries as diverse
as financial services, electronics manufacturing, and the non-profit sector. If you’re not from
IT yourself, feel free to skip over anything that doesn’t apply in your field; you should need
to do so only rarely.
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How to read this book
The five chapters of Part I, The Agendashift transformation process, are modelled on the
five main sections of the Agendashift transformation mapping workshop (for client
organisations) and the Agendashift facilitator day (for practitioners):
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Discovery
Exploration
Mapping
Elaboration
Operation

Not that Agendashift is only for big workshops. You will find exercises that can be used
standalone with most teams regardless of where they are in their journey, and
demonstrations of tools and techniques you can use to enrich your coaching interactions. In
roughly the order of their introduction, you’ll see elements drawn from Clean Language,
Cynefin, Agile, Lean Startup, and Lean, and Kanban. You can even think of the process
described in Part I as a model for coaching engagements, an idea we’ll revisit in chapter 5.
For a quick introduction, read just chapters 1 and 5. For a slightly longer read, you can get a
participant’s feel for the process by reading all five chapters but skipping the Behind the
scenes sections of chapters 1-4. These are always at the end of each chapter – I’m a strong
believer in “experience before explanation”. Of course, if you’re someone who likes to
understand how it all fits together, you’ll want to read Part I from start to finish.
Allow me to mention three words that can easily be misinterpreted: transformation,
change, and improvement. Each of these can suggest different meanings to different people
and trigger some very different reactions.
It is important to say from the outset that Lean and Agile both come with the strong
expectation that systems should continue to evolve. For those who worry that
transformation means limiting ourselves to time-bound projects, let’s for the purposes of
Part I agree that transformation is but shorthand for our goal of continuous transformation,
which I would define as transformation that is:
•
•
•
•

Respectful of present and past, the current context and the journey
Appropriately ambitious for the future – not grandiose, but with goals more
ambitious than typically implied by continuous improvement, inspect and adapt, and
the like
Not just reactive, but proactive and anticipatory
Happening all the time because – by design and by habit – the organisation’s core
systems now demand and sustain it

Another tricky word is change, and not just for the reactions it provokes. It can refer either
to a very broad concept, or to a specific quantum of transformation. In the latter sense, the
individual changes we refer to are often small and relatively easy to implement, but we
mustn’t exclude changes that are substantial or difficult.
Finally, an improvement is just a change – small or large – that made things better. We’re
humble enough to admit that we can know this for sure only in retrospect.
Part II, Stories of Lean-Agile transformation, isn’t written yet! When it’s done, you’ll see
real-world examples of what can be achieved. It will contain illustrations of the variety of
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ways in which Agendashift’s non-prescriptive assessment prompts have been realised with
excellence. If you’re familiar with the Agendashift assessment and have stories to share, get
in touch.
Email me at mike@agendashift.com also if you have any feedback. Meanwhile, if you’re
liking what you’re reading, an appreciative tweet to hashtag #agendashift would be
awesome. Thank you.
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Part I: Facilitating the transformation process
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Chapter 1. Discovery
The Celebration
Picture the scene: It’s some months from now, and you’re celebrating! Isn’t it wonderful to
see everyone together like this? And you deserve it: over this period, you, your teams, and
your entire organisation have achieved far more than anyone would have thought possible.
You dared to aim high, and still you smashed it!
What makes this celebration so special? Let’s explore that.
Q: Looking back from that celebration, what accomplishments seem the most meaningful?
Start with the accomplishments that would be recognisable from outside the organisation:
significant deliveries, new product developments, completed projects, service
improvements, financial and customer satisfaction targets met, and so on. What made
these important? What was the level of challenge involved?
After those public successes, identify accomplishments that were more internal, less visible
to the outside observer. What impact (direct and indirect) did they make?
Q: Who should be at that celebration?
Who deserves to be there? A simple enough question you might think, but don’t stop at ‘the
team’ or limit yourself to people we might call ‘contributors’. Who supported you? Who
influenced you? Who helped you simply by getting out of the way? What part did your
suppliers and customers play in your successes? Whose needs did you meet?
You might find it helpful to draw or refer to pictures of some kind – for example diagrams of
your process flow, charts of your organisational structure, network maps showing who
influences whom, perhaps even visualisations of market structure if you need to think that
big.
Now that you’ve identified everyone, what would they be saying? From their different
perspectives, what would be to them the most meaningful of your accomplishments over
these special months? How would they describe their involvement? In what ways has your
new-found success been beneficial to them? And the big question: Why – why does it
matter?

Everyone able to work consistently at their best
I recall some of my career-defining accomplishments with mixed feelings. There’s a positive
sense of pride there certainly – that’s only natural when I look back on a genuinely missioncritical project getting delivered early, for example. I remember the camaraderie, the bonds
forged with colleagues in the face of struggle. But there was a dark side too: long stretches
of severe pressure, relentless effort, interrupted nights, separation both physically and
mentally from loved ones. These all took a toll, and not just on those that signed up to the
work. Was it worth it?
From the unusual vantage point of the celebration (a possible future when), we’ve had the
opportunity to explore some of your what, who, and why. For your how, instead of
unsustainable levels of heroic effort (20-hour days, eating only pizza, sleeping under desks),
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let’s imagine something more radical. What if your collective accomplishments have been
achieved because consistently:
•
•
•

Everyone is able to work at their best – individually, within their teams, and between
teams, across the organisation
The right conversations involving the right people take place at the best possible
moment
Needs are anticipated and met at just the right time

Q: What’s that like?
What is that like? “Fantastic!” you might say (I get that answer a lot). Digging deeper:
•
•
•
•
•

What is it like for individuals to be able to work consistently at their best? What is it
like for teams? Between teams, across the wider organisation?
What is the effect of those “right people, right moment” conversations? What
causes them to happen?
What is it like to have needs anticipated and those frustrating delays removed?
What else are you observing now that you weren’t observing before? What is no
longer happening? What are you seeing more of? Less of?
What’s the external impact of these changes? What would your other stakeholders
(the people you previously identified that aren’t the ones doing the work) make of it
all? Did they help you by making changes too?

Q: What obstacles stand in the way?
Clearly, much has changed. In order to achieve everyone able to work consistently at their
best, what obstacles did you need to overcome? The exercise that follows this one will take
a list of obstacles as input, so write them down. If it helps, switch off your time machine (it’s
ok, you won’t be needing it again) and work in the present, the here and now. What
obstacles must you overcome?
When you’re done, review your list. Try to phrase your obstacles so that they’re not written
in terms of something’s absence. For example, instead of these:
•
•

People not talking until it’s too late
Slack (the messaging system) not rolled out widely enough

Try these:
•
•

People holding on to information until scheduled meetings take place, or waiting
until something goes wrong
Over-reliance on email, when more immediate forms of communication would be
more effective

Recasting your obstacles like this can have two important benefits. The first is that it
encourages you to be specific. Specific obstacles are much easier to overcome than overgeneralised ones. The second is that it helps you avoid a common trap, that of describing a
problem only in terms of the absence of some prematurely-favoured solution. Not only does
this lazy thinking deny people the opportunity to consider alternatives, it tends to hide the
full extent of underlying problems.
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15-Minute FOTO
In just 15 minutes, we’re going go to from obstacles to outcomes. It’s a simple team game
or coaching exercise, in which you take obstacles from your list one at a time and from them
generate as many desired outcomes as you can. Of course, I could just ask you to write
some down, but where would be the fun in that? As in any good game there are some
constraints: it’s played against the clock, and there are rules.
In the full version of the game there are three player roles. It is preferable to have them
fulfilled by different people, but if you’re playing solo you won’t have that luxury. The
responsibilities of each role are as follows:
1. Client: presents obstacles and speaks for the organisation
2. Coach: guides the conversation
3. Scribe: takes notes on the conversation, listening to the client for anything that
might be an outcome (however weak or vague), whilst supervising the coach
Client here of course means coaching client, not customer.
The game proceeds as a series of conversations, each initiated by the client presenting an
obstacle. Each conversation then alternates between client and coach. There’s a catch
however: under the scribe’s supervision, the coach is required to stick to a menu of just five
clean questions:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

What would you like to have happen?
(When X) Then what happens?
What happens before X?
What kind of X?
Is there anything else about X?

The coach uses only these questions, replacing the X’s with words the client has previously
spoken, repeated verbatim. The questions can be used in any order and it’s ok to keep
repeating a question. In the demonstration below the coach uses repetition to good effect.
I’ve underlined any words or phrases the scribe might recognise as outcomes and used
italics wherever coach has substituted the client’s own words for each ‘X’ in the question
template:
Client: Our standup meetings are rubbish!
Coach: What would you like to have happen?
Client: They take far too long
Coach: What would you LIKE to have happen?
Client: Well, shorter meetings would be good
Coach: Then what happens?
Client: We’ll all get back to work more quickly
Coach: Then what happens?
Client: We’ll be a lot more productive
Coach: What kind of productive?
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Client: The kind of productive where our time isn’t wasted by conversations of no
direct interest to us
Coach: What kind of conversations of no direct interest to us?
Client: Gossip sometimes, but also problem-solving conversations
Coach: Is there anything else about problem-solving conversations?
Client: I’d like to see them [problem-solving conversations] happening as soon as the
problem arises, but for starters we can at least keep them [problem-solving
conversations] out of our standups
Coach: What happens before we can at least keep them out of our standups?
Client: We’ll need some working agreements on how our standups are conducted,
with those conversations parked and rescheduled right away
Coach: Then what happens?
Client: We’ll have more disciplined meetings and we should be confident that issues
will be dealt with properly
Coach: Then what happens?
Client: Issues get resolved sooner, work gets delivered more quickly, happier
customers, …
I make that 13 outcomes from a single obstacle. Not bad!
What would you like to have happen?
This is the coach’s question of choice near the start of each conversation. Remember that
each conversation is initiated by the client with an obstacle, something they wish wasn’t
there or didn’t happen. “What would you like to have happen?” tends to have the effect of
‘flipping’ obstacles into outcomes, the client responding with something much more
positive. Not always though! As in my demonstration, the coach may need to repeat this
question if the client seems determined to offload multiple obstacles.
(When X) Then what happens?
This question explores sequence, consequence, and impact. Given an outcome, asking this
question is likely to result in another outcome. Ask it repeatedly, and you might get a whole
chain of outcomes.
“Then what happens?” on its own is typically all you need. You can precede it with the
optional “When X” part if you need to refer back to an earlier part of the conversation, like
this:
When we’ll all be a lot more productive, then what happens?
Don’t worry if it sounds slightly odd – it’s only a game, remember!
What happens before X?
Perhaps you don’t understand the leap of logic that leads to the outcome you’ve just heard.
No problem – just reel the conversation back:
What happens just before everyone’s a millionaire?
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What kind of X?
Ask this very powerful question when you hear something abstract and you think it could be
useful to identify something more specific:
What kind of productive?
What kind of collaborative?
Occasionally the answer you receive to this very powerful question will be highly
unexpected and very illuminating. If it feels like the conversation is moving into metaphor,
don’t worry – a fresh insight might be revealing itself. Go explore!
Is there anything else about X?
If “What kind of X?” is a clean way to ask “Can you be more specific?”, then “Is there
anything else about X?” is a clean alternative to “Can you elaborate?”. It’s also a handy way
to go back and explore something that was said at some earlier point in the conversation.
Let’s play
Get organised with a list of obstacles in front of the client, the menu of clean questions for
the coach (see Figure 1), and paper and pen for the scribe.

What would you like to have happen?

What happens
before X?

What kind of X?
Is there anything
else about X?

(When X)
Then what
happens?

Figure 1: Clean questions cue card

Set a timer for 15 minutes, invite the client to start each conversation with a new obstacle,
and see how many outcomes you can generate.
www.agendashift.com
Don’t#cleanlanguage
wait for the perfectly-formed outcome.
Scribe, write them all down, however weak or
vague they may sound. Quickly move on to the next obstacle if you find that you are getting
bogged down. Rotate roles if it helps.
A proud member of the

Review, revise, and organise
Take some time together to review the list of outcomes you’ve generated. If you have fewer
than 15, try playing for a few minutes longer, try involving more people (it isn’t really a solo
game), or consider getting some help. Your friendly neighbourhood coach, consultant, or
facilitator should be able to pick this exercise up quickly if they’re not already familiar with
it.
With agreement, feel free to edit or discard any outcomes of dubious quality. Rephrase any
that read like actions or solutions. If they all seem too abstract to be actionable, use the
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What kind of X? or Is there anything else about X? questions on the most meaningful ones
to generate more for your list.
A simple way to organise your outcomes is under these three headings:
•
•
•

Goals (or Aspirations) – where you’d like to get to
Opportunities – outcomes you can realise soon
Intermediate outcomes – signs of significant progress on your way to your goals

Now you have something you can keep and refer back to later. Here (Figure 2, in a mixture
of English and Norwegian) is an example produced at a practitioner’s workshop in Oslo:

Figure 2 Outcomes, organised

You could take this further, collecting together your hopes, priorities, and rationale for your
transformation. And it’s only chapter 1! Don’t let me stop you, but my usual advice here
would to create such a plan only after you have:
1) worked a little harder first to engage others in the process, repeating the exercises
of this chapter with the right people in the room, and
2) worked a little more systematically towards finding out where the true opportunities
lie, obtaining sufficient detail for you to make informed judgements about scope,
objectives, and approach.
Point 1 I leave with you. Seriously consider getting help from someone impartial to the
specifics of your situation, experienced in the transformation process, and skilled in
facilitating these exercises. Point 2 is addressed in the next chapter, Exploration.
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Behind the scenes
Rediscovering Discovery
The Agile manifesto begins with these words:
“We are uncovering better ways of developing software by doing it and helping
others do it.”
I don’t know what guided the choice of the word “uncovering”, but “discovering” might
have done the job equally well. It’s a word that is quite familiar in Agile circles; it’s applied
quite often to the most ‘upstream’ activity of the delivery process.
Already we see two distinct kinds of Discovery:
1) Process/operational discovery: Finding (“uncovering”) opportunities large and small
to change how things work
2) Product/service discovery: Understanding the needs that specific products and
services will seek to fulfil, especially the needs that help to define what those
products and services are for
There’s a third kind of Discovery that’s less widely recognised but is just as important:
3) Organisational/strategic discovery: Rediscovering and reaffirming what the
organisation is about – its purpose, its values, the ‘strategic needs’ it seeks to
address, how it serves society, and so on – the ultimate reference points for the
organisation’s alignment mechanisms
The three discovery activities help to orient process, product, and organisation (the corners
of the triangle in Figure 3) towards future potential and – we hope – lasting success.

Organisation

Capability
(adaptability)

Mission
(fitness)

Product

Delivery
(performance)
Figure 3 The Organisation/Product/Process triangle

Process
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You may recognise something of Greenleaf’s Servant Leadership in my description of
Organisational/strategic discovery. Students of Lean will certainly recognise aspects of it:
along with the organisation’s more contextual core values, its mission, and so on, concepts
such as True North and Respect for people definitely belong here. Arguably, as an enduring
organisational goal that remains always just beyond reach, Just-in-time belongs here just as
much as it does in the process corner.
Both Lean and Agile – and thereby Lean-Agile – are explicit about the need for
Process/operational discovery, with a wide range of approaches and techniques on offer.
There is a great deal of cross-fertilisation happening here, as much between the product
and process corners as between bodies of knowledge, with process ideas being applied to
product, and vice versa. This product/process ‘duality’ is most obvious in Lean Startup,
which took 20th century process improvement ideas and used them as the foundations for a
very 21st century-sounding framework for the product space (more on this in Chapter 4).
Dysfunction arises when any of these three Discovery activities are done poorly or
misalignments between them go unaddressed: the organisation lacks a sense of direction,
products and services don’t seem to fit, and sources of inefficiency and frustration are all
around.
On the other hand, when Discovery is done proactively, skilfully, and with honest and open
engagement of people inside and outside the immediate circle of the sponsor or team, it’s
the beginning of a true resolution to the apparent dichotomy between top-down and
bottom-up change. It’s only a start, but it’s a very good start.
Clean questions and Clean Language
What a lot of questions! With rare exceptions my questions shared these characteristics:
•
•

They weren’t binary, but open. In other words, I asked questions that didn’t invite a
yes/no answer.
They weren’t leading questions, but genuine – genuine in the sense that I didn’t
already have a particular answer in mind.

Clean questions take this up a notch or two. The five we used in the game are just a small
subset of the questions maintained by the Clean Language community, a community built
around the work of consulting psychologist the late David Grove. For the purposes of this
book I chose questions most suited to exploring outcomes; others questions can be used to
explore time and space, relationships between things, and metaphor.
The questions are ‘clean’ in the sense that they are stripped of assumptions, promoting a
state of genuine enquiry. When you practice Clean Language, you heighten your awareness
of when you’re judging or advising before you’ve properly listened. If you have any interest
at all in coaching, I wholeheartedly recommend exploring it further.
My own experience of Clean Language started with these three books, in this order:
•
•

The Five Minute Coach: Improve Performance Rapidly
Lynne Cooper & Mariette Castellino (2012)
Clean Language: Revealing Metaphors and Opening Minds
Wendy Sullivan & Judy Rees (2008)
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•

From Contempt to Curiosity: Creating the Conditions for Groups to Collaborate Using
Clean Language and Systemic Modelling
Caitlin Walker (2014)

Via www.agendashift.com/resources you can obtain a PDF for the cue card shown in Figure
1. I recommend that you get a generous supply of these printed on A5-sized card, enough
that you can let ‘coaches’ (or anyone else interested) keep them after playing the game.
Note that the cards include a sixth clean question not covered in this chapter:
•

Is there a relationship between X and Y?

We’ll introduce it properly in the next chapter.
Working consistently at your best
In the last of those books, Caitlin Walker builds from foundations of Clean Language a set of
related techniques she calls Systemic Modelling™. Among these are exercises exploring
what it is like to work at your best, and these are the inspiration for Agendashift’s Everyone
able to work consistently at their best exercise.
We added these elements:
•
•

The right conversations involving the right people take place at the best possible
moment
Needs are anticipated and met at just the right time

“Right conversations, right people, right moment” is one important sign that Agile is going
well. It could be said that Agile frameworks don’t guarantee this outcome but they do at
least establish patterns of frequent and regular conversation, the beginning (one hopes) of
true collaboration.
In a similar vein, “…met at just the right time” is a humanised form of Lean’s Just-in-time
(JIT) principle. The mention of needs is deliberate – it will be recurring theme. Agendashift
might be non-prescriptive, but that doesn’t mean that it can’t be opinionated!
When facilitating this exercise we keep in mind that its purpose is not to ask for buy-in or
identification with Agile, Lean, or Lean-Agile; neither is it to teach. Its job is to engage the
imagination, and it does that very well.

