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Introduction: Defying Gravity
For ages, humans have watched birds soaring and have wanted to fly. We
stayed earthbound until we learned about the effects of gravity and how to
overcome them. Now we can defy gravity with a rocket launch, or liftoff.
Rockets generate energy at the start of flight, giving humans the force to
overcome gravitational pull and boost themselves skyward.
At the beginning of a team-based effort, often there’s a void, an inertia. Teams
need an initial boost—a liftoff—to generate a force that overrides the inertia
resulting from a lack of common purpose, unclear communication channels,
undefined working relationships, and other areas of ambiguity.
To add to the confusion, every project has many parts: a visionary with a Big
Idea; people who are directly and indirectly involved in the work; a particular
physical space and psychological climate; process tools and techniques; and
more. The first time all of these parts come together sets the tone for the work
and lays the foundation for everything to come later.

What Is a Liftoff?
Maybe it is rocket science! A liftoff creates the positive force that moves a
team toward successful delivery, time after time. It’s the time when everyone
associated with the product vision comes together. They collaborate to define
the initial intentions, approach, and plans. They begin team building. The
sponsor supports the time to build and aligns understanding among all parties
involved.
While we use the term liftoff, your organization might prefer other names for
this event. You may have heard it called a kickoff, boot camp, project launch,
and so on. We like the motion and momentum implied by liftoff.
An effective liftoff achieves alignment—a shared understanding about the
work and why it exists. It brings key stakeholders and core team members
together. It clarifies roles by developing working relationships among stakeholders, product development, core team members, and business sponsors.

• Click HERE to purchase this book now. discuss

Introduction: Defying Gravity

• vi

It outlines the context for the work and why it matters to the organization as
a whole. An effective liftoff positions your team on the trajectory to success.

Why We Wrote This Book
As agile coaches and consultants, we’ve led hundreds of retrospectives, and
we’ve noticed a pattern. When teams don’t have clarity and alignment at the
start of working together on a new deliverable, challenges appear later. Miscommunication, unexamined assumptions, and misperceptions cause teams
to make poor decisions. Team members take actions that unintentionally
work at cross-purposes and undermine progress. Such dynamics prevent
people from seeing the whole system and can cause rifts, resentment, and
distrust among stakeholders. Taken together, these dynamics breed failure.
While how you start isn’t the whole answer for a successful end, we’ve never
experienced a work effort that started in disarray that was able to end well—at
least not without a reset to clarify the core intention. Have you? To achieve
their mission, those teams still had to start, even if they skipped this step at
the beginning.
We wrote this book to build a wider awareness of the many ways to launch
agile teams toward success. We want to show you how to launch a team with
attention and intention, and that when sponsors and managers take the time
to focus on a liftoff, they see an accelerated leap into the work. In short, we
want to help you give your agile work effort a great beginning.

What’s Inside?
You’ll explore ways to organize and conduct liftoff meetings. You’ll learn to
appreciate the vital step of agile chartering for teams. You’ll find real-life In
Practice stories of how others have helped teams start (or restart). You’ll discover a variety of team activities to fuel your liftoff. You’ll see how to lead
liftoffs step by step. You can imagine the payoff you can gain from intentional
team liftoff activities. You can adopt a framework for effective, just-enough
agile team chartering.
We organized the book so that you can choose an approach to reading it that
fits best for you. If you read it cover to cover, you’ll find a thorough exploration
of why liftoffs matter and read stories that show how liftoff activities have
fared in practice. You’ll learn how to lead a liftoff, and you’ll discover how
agile chartering fits into starting teams well.
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The book also has its own page on The Pragmatic Programmers website,1
where you can find an interactive discussion forum as well as a place to
submit errata.

Who’ll Benefit from Reading This Book?
This book is written for anyone who has a stake in product development,
delivery, and deployment. Based on the reception of the first incarnation of
this book, Liftoff: Launching Agile Teams and Projects (published by Onyx
Neon in 2011), if you are an agile coach, Scrum master for multiple teams,
agile project manager, or other person who facilitates teamwork and meetings,
this book is clearly for you.
However, happy readers also include executives, executive sponsors, CIOs,
CTOs, product development managers, product and traditional project managers, product owners, engineering leads, development team members,
business analysts, QA managers, QA leads, test leads, and more.
Whatever your role, we’ve written this book for you—if you want to lead or
belong to a successful team.
Let’s get started!
Diana Larsen and Ainsley Nies
April, 2016

1.

www.pragprog.com/book/liftoff
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CHAPTER 3

Design a Great Liftoff for Your Team
As each development effort is unique, every liftoff is unique. As a planninggroup member, design your liftoff for the combination of attributes at hand.
Consider the nature of the product, the nature of the work, and the people.
Take into account the knowns and unknowns. Think about the work environment and the circumstances driving delivery.
Here’s where it gets tricky and you’ll get agile when you’re working on a liftoff
design. There’s no cookie-cutter approach, standard recipe, or best-practice
template. Your team characteristics will drive many of the design decisions.
In this chapter, you’ll find effective (not best) practices. We’ve included practices based on our experiences of what’s worked for many teams, including
the five most important design principles that any planning committee should
follow to design a great liftoff:
• Every liftoff needs a sponsor or executive introduction.
• Only include activities in liftoffs that have real work purpose.
• The best liftoffs create a sense of ownership of the outcomes.
• Every work group and project team needs agile chartering.
• Take time to include participants in design decisions.

Initial Design Considerations
In Chapter 1, Plan for a Successful Liftoff, on page ?, you spent time planning
your liftoff. You considered what you want to achieve. When you design a
liftoff, your planning outcomes guide format choices. Planning influences how
you develop the flow. You design how to start and end, and make other format
choices that fit in between.
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Deciding on a Format
Keeping the The Five Rules of Learning, on page ? in mind, select a format
for your liftoff. An effective format depends on the combination of attributes
you’ll need to manage. The number of teams and size of the stakeholder group
have a primary influence. Commonly used liftoff formats include:
• A single meeting lasting from a half day to two days
• A series of events spread over a week or more, usually including training
or coaching sessions, as well as initial project information and chartering
• A meeting focused solely on building a draft charter, which can occur in
a single day-long session or be broken into several parts over a few days
Design Principle

The best liftoffs create a sense of ownership of the outcomes.
Create a liftoff design in which all participants engage as owners
in the process. Their sense of ownership helps sustain commitment
to outcomes. It influences the work until final delivery.

Developing the Agenda
Your agenda should include a good mix of informational topics, activities,
and social events. Create a smooth sequence of events. Each agenda item
should build on the information and understandings that emerge from the
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previous one. Understanding the relationship among liftoff agenda items helps
ensure that the agenda sequence works. It establishes tone, creates good
information flow, and prepares everyone to begin work.
Select design elements to establish a rich atmosphere for effective communication. Base your selections on your planning group’s intention for the liftoff.
Review your answers to the planning questions in Planning the Liftoff, on page
? before beginning a detailed design of your liftoff activities. Your answers
to those questions will provide direction for your design. They’ll give you ideas
for how to handle aspects of your agenda.
Table 2 maps the planning questions to each aspect of your liftoff agenda.
You’ll include content topics and activities to start and end the liftoff. Add
activities for team chartering, training, and work planning. Also include team
building and social events, as needed.
These Planning Questions Affect...

These Liftoff Design Decisions

Is this a single-team product or service, single team Starting
project, or a multiteam program or initiative?
Ending
Logistics
What will create the best starting point for everyone Setting intention
involved?
Design flow
Content topics
To start well, what will the team (or teams) need?

Content topics
Participants
Logistics

Whose support is essential to the success of our
effort? Which key stakeholders should we invite?

Participants

How much of the liftoff will the executives and
sponsors attend?

Starting

How will I bring all the team members together for
the liftoff? If I can’t, how will I come as close as
possible to meeting face-to-face?

Participants

Ending

Logistics
Technical support

Will the team need new skills?

Training

Will the team need new knowledge?

Content Topics
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These Liftoff Design Decisions

Where do we anticipate challenges in communication and information flow? How can we begin to
address those during the liftoff?

Activities

Have we identified all the right team members for
cross-functional work?

Participants

What are the known issues or constraints? What
are the known unknowns?

Activities

What tone do we want to set?

Facilities

Activities

Social time
Behaviors to model
Is it likely that new information or ideas will
emerge during the liftoff? If so, how open should
we be to adapting our plan for the liftoff?

Activities

Table 2—Design Decisions
Design Principle

Only include activities in the liftoff that have a real work purpose.
Liftoff participants engage best when they focus on relevant
activities. Choose agenda items related to achieving the liftoff
intentions and outcomes.

Designing the Start
Begin your liftoff with an introduction. Welcome participants and reiterate
the reason everyone is present. Review the meeting agenda. Describe meeting
norms for the event. Show support with statements from executives and
sponsors.
Establish the tone with activities that reinforce your intention right from the
start, and maintain a consistent tone throughout the event. For a missioncritical effort, you might want to start with a serious, no-nonsense approach.
Alternatively, a product or service that relies on innovation or disruptive
technologies needs people to think in new ways. For these liftoffs, use a
playful, creative tone.
You affect tone in several ways. The way you frame the invitation, the way
you introduce the various topics and activities, and the activities you choose
all affect the tone. The following sections describe various activities that set
the tone from the start.
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Introductions
The people attending your liftoff need to get to know one another to work
together. If everyone is well acquainted, you won’t need introductions. When
people don’t know one another, small groups or pairs can exchange names
and job titles. Find an introduction activity that fits the tone you want to set.
Relevant icebreakers that relate to the matter at hand can work well here.
You don’t need to do a deep dive, because people will get to know one another
more through the other liftoff activities.

Sponsor Statement of Support
Ask your executive and business sponsors to say a few words. They can
describe their support for the liftoff and why it’s time to do this work. They
can also emphasize why it’s important to the business and its internal functioning or customers. Their presence underscores the importance of the work.
Executives’ expressions of appreciation for those who will do the work can
have a powerful impact.
Design Principle

Every liftoff needs a sponsor or executive introduction. Every team
needs to hear directly and unambiguously from the top. Team
members need to know they have organizational support and
commitment for their effort. If your sponsor can’t make time to
show up, maybe the product launch isn’t a top priority, after all.
Their presence or absence sends a message.

One Word Check-In
Ask each person to say a word or short phrase that summarizes that participant’s state of mind or attitude at the beginning of the liftoff. For example,
you might hear them say things like “concerned,” “excited,” “still tired from
the last project,” “waiting to hear more,” or “enthusiastic!” This works best
with groups of fewer than twenty people.

Speaker Q&A
Bring in a domain expert or a customer expert to give a short briefing. That
briefing tells the team how this work fits within the business direction or
customer use. Plan to follow it with a few minutes of clarifying questions and
answers.
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Graphic Check-In
Use a graphic check-in to gauge team members’ assumptions at the start.
Here’s a sample activity: cover each table with white or light-colored paper
(nonsticky flip chart pages will work). Provide a set of colored markers or
crayons, stickers, and other drawing supplies for each table group. As people
enter, ask them to create a graphic image of what they currently know (or
think they know) about the product and how they’ll approach the work.
Generally, people have a difficult time recognizing their assumptions. Asking
about what they know—instead of assumptions—makes it easier to have a
discussions about the lists in their heads, even if their understanding is based
on rumors or hearsay. Allow a short time for table groups to work together.
After other introductory activities, ask each group to show its drawings and
explain them. You can also organize a 3D check-in, using modeling clay, pipe
cleaners, building toys, or other supplies to create three-dimensional models.

Retrospective
One way to start the liftoff is by looking back. Retrospectives can provide an
effective way to start a new effort. Often, we enrich the liftoff agenda with an
initial retrospective. We gather the wisdom from past efforts with the focus
of making this team the best so far.
Retrospective activities work for newly formed teams, too. Members draw from
a considerable body of collaborative experience. These team members can
compare experiences and choose the new team culture they’d like to cultivate.
When most team members don’t know one another (or haven’t worked
together), they can still share past experiences. They can still learn from one
another’s history. It can help strangers become better acquainted and begin
team forming. If all the team members are new to the organization or the area
of practice, they may have fewer relevant work experiences to share.

What Is a Retrospective?
An agile retrospective is a group process in which participants review their past
through the lens of their present understanding to influence their future behavior.
Agile teams rely on retrospectives as a primary continuous learning and improvement
technique. Retrospective leaders guide a team through a series of group processes
or activities. They gather data about the past, generate insights to make meaning of
the data, and then make decisions about the team’s actions going forward. For more
on leading retrospectives with agile teams, see Agile Retrospectives: Making Good
Teams Great [DS06] by Esther Derby and Diana Larsen.
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Futurespective
Another way to start a liftoff is to look forward—far forward. In futurespective
activities, participants imagine a desired future in detail. Then they work
backward to identify behaviors and actions in the near term that would get
them there. A futurespective activity is described in The Retrospective
Handbook: A Guide for Agile Teams [KL13].

The Heart of Your Liftoff
You’ve laid the foundation for a successful liftoff by beginning well. The next
phase of work begins: choosing the right group processes for your liftoff to
promote teamwork.

Agile Chartering
We could’ve written an entire book about agile chartering; it’s that important.
In brief, agile chartering is a lightweight documentation approach to creating
initial understandings and agreements about the product and the work. It
includes how the team intends to reach desired outcomes. Include agile
chartering as one of the topics in your design flow. You’ll find more detail
about this in Chapter 4, Smooth the Path to Performance, on page ?.
Design Principle

Every work group and team needs agile chartering. It accelerates
common understandings. Sooner or later, team members and the
business wrestle with defining the work in the same way. Including
chartering in the liftoff gains understanding early and precludes
time wasted later on.

Skills Training
Liftoff designers typically include training in a boot camp–style liftoff that
stretches over days or weeks. The liftoff offers an ideal time for skills training;
the decision about whether to include it depends on what the team needs.
Consider what skills it’ll need in a knowledge-work setting. If the members
need technical skills, do they have them? Do they know how to learn and
collaborate as a team? Training together builds shared focus and practices.
Different groups might need different types of training. As part of designing
the liftoff, request suggestions for training topics. Ask managers, Scrum
masters, agile coaches, and team members. Ask people who’ve worked on
similar or related efforts. Remember to focus on flow (see Focus on Flow, on
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page ?) and plan for easily consumable, bite-sized pieces. Don’t go overboard
with training in a liftoff. Include just enough to get the team started, and plan
for more later on, as needed.
If your team or business people are unfamiliar with agile methods, you can
include an Agile 101 training session. Then introduce everyone to the practices
and common language of agile. You’ll find these trainings more relevant during
an agile adoption, for example.
You might want to focus training on single practices that you want to include
or improve. Practice skills might include user stories—writing, sizing, and
estimating (or not)—or test-driven development. You might also have training
sessions on new development languages, new technologies, or tools. Other
common training topics include leading effective retrospectives or decisionmaking for teams. Your team’s history and the work will guide your choices.
If you plan to include training as part of the liftoff, include the trainers in
planning. Arrangements for training will have an impact on facilities
requirements, duration, and scheduling activities.
Design Principle

Take the time to include participants in design decisions. You’ll
get a better liftoff outcome if you ask for and include their opinions.
Seek ideas about training topics, planning needs, and other uses
of their time.

Real-Time Planning
Sometimes planners choose to include real-time planning as an element of
their liftoffs. Real-time planning might include team assignments, backlog
development, release planning, or first-iteration planning. Other times they
might handle these in a step just before or right after the liftoff.
A liftoff offers an attractive occasion to address all kinds of planning issues.
All the stakeholders are together, and it’s tempting to take advantage of that.
Including planning as an element of the liftoff makes the whole event longer.
Yet, holding planning sessions together can inspire creativity. Product managers and teams can work together to identify minimum marketable features
(MMFs) for the backlog, or the timing of production releases. You’ll determine
whether the trade-offs are worthwhile.
Three books can help provide more product-clarification activities:
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• Ellen Gottesdiener and Mary Gorman’s Discover to Deliver: Agile Product
Planning and Analysis [GG14] offers seven product dimensions and other
useful techniques for understanding product planning.
• Jeff Patton wrote User Story Mapping: Discover the Whole Story, Build the
Right Product [PE14], which outlines a group activity for creating changeable story maps to improve product conversations and visions.
• Gojko Adzic offers Impact Mapping: Making a Big Impact with Software
Products and Projects [Adz12], which outlines a technique for collaborative,
strategic exploration and planning.
Your liftoff might involve more than one team. Set aside time for each team
to meet separately for its planning. Schedule time for teams to exchange
planning details and discuss their pieces of the bigger picture. Everyone can
look at the parts and the whole to see how they all fit together, or if they need
adjusting.

Team Building
You gain team development just by holding a liftoff. You’ll want to strike a
balance between team-building activities and more task-focused liftoff topics.
Review the answers you gathered in response to the planning questions in
Planning the Liftoff, on page ?. Decide the right amount (and what kinds) of
team building to include.
Team-building activities can range from simple getting-acquainted exercises
to elaborate simulations to team self-selection. You can find many books,
websites, and other resources devoted to team-building activities. Everyone
has their favorites. Ask your colleagues about what’s worked well for them.
We’ve used many books for ideas, including the following:
• Sandy Mamoli and David Mole’s Creating Great Teams: How Self-Selection
Lets People Excel [MM15] offers tips on how to facilitate teams self-selecting
their work.
• Ron Jeffries discusses teamwork in The Nature of Software Development
[Jef15].
• Portia Tung’s The Dream Team Nightmare [Tun13] shows how teams
develop.
• Rachel Davies and Liz Sedley advise ways to coach teams for performance
and satisfaction in Agile Coaching [DS09].
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• Peter Scholtes’s classic The Team Handbook, Third Edition [SJS03] focuses
on ways teamwork improves quality.
• Charles Pellerin’s How NASA Builds Teams: Mission Critical Soft Skills for
Scientists, Engineers, and Project Teams [Pel09] describes how NASA has
built effective teams.
• For strength-based approaches to team building and great questions for
teams to ponder, see Diana Whitney’s Appreciative Team Building: Positive
Questions to Bring Out the Best of Your Team [Whi04].
Before choosing team-building activities, think carefully about the liftoff
participants. What’s unique about their cultures, their needs, and what they’ll
tolerate? You want the participants to stretch themselves, but not to the point
of panicking or feeling overwhelmed.
Teams tell us their agile chartering discussions acted as a powerful teambuilding experience. A Scrum master once reported, “We were just a group
of individuals with different skills when we came to the liftoff. After chartering,
we’re a team!”

Lean Coffee
It’s not a lean thing, nor do you have to drink coffee. Lean Coffee1 is another
activity that can serve as the whole meeting or as a part of a longer meeting.
To begin a Lean Coffee, participants think of topics relevant to the meeting
theme and write each on a sticky note. They briefly describe their topics to
the whole group. Then, everyone uses dots to show interest in a few topics.
Someone arranges the sticky notes according to the number of dots, and the
group begins discussing the highest-priority topic. The facilitator, or a volunteer, keeps time. Each topic gets five to ten minutes initially. When time is
up, the group uses thumb voting. Thumbs up means continue with the topic
for a few minutes longer. Thumbs down means move on to a new topic. Thumbs
sideways means I’ll do whatever the rest of the group wants.

Open Space Technology
Harrison Owen first described Open Space Technology (OST)2 in 1985. OST
is a way to organize meetings. With OST, groups of all sizes (from 2 to 2000+)
self-organize, create an agenda, and solve complex problems in a relatively

1.
2.

www.leancoffee.org
www.openspaceworld.org/wp2
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short time. Launching a new product and starting a new team are exactly the
sorts of complex puzzles it’s designed for.
Open Space meetings provide a format for your liftoff group to work together,
or swarm, on an issue. Individuals propose topics. Small subgroups get
together to discuss the topics and plan actions. Open Space mimics the selforganizing nature of agile teamwork. It gets the team started on the work and
strengthens collaboration.
An experienced Open Space facilitator helps set the tone for your meeting.
The facilitator can also coach a newer facilitator in the method. The Agile
Alliance3 sponsors the Agile Open Program as a resource. The program supports local and regional conferences that use an Open Space format. People
organize such conferences around the world and throughout the year. Attend
an Agile Open conference to experience it for yourself.

Social Events
Socializing provides a welcome counterpoint for your participants. It balances
the intense content work of liftoff. Offer a meal together. Arrange a non–workrelated group activity. Time away from the main focus gives individuals time
to process topics and content. They’ll return fresher to the work. Socializing
also offers another way to do team building. People get to know one another
better through social engagement.
Mary Lynn Manns and Linda Rising describe an influencing pattern in their
book, More Fearless Change: Strategies for Making Your Ideas Happen. [MR15]
They suggest, “Make an ordinary gathering a special event by including food.”

Ending Your Liftoff
End your liftoff in a memorable way. It’s important to choose activities that
keep participants connected to the work, even after they leave the meeting.
With a good ending, you seal the deal. Here are the most popular activities
for ending a liftoff.

Brief Reports
Summarize the outcomes and relevant outputs of the activities. In a larger
liftoff, groups of participants have had different experiences. You can include
brief reports from each group to inform one another of progress. For example,
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in a liftoff for more than one team, you might display all the teams’ draft
charters for the whole group to view.

Next Steps
Provide participants with information about what to expect next. You can
point to other resources that’ll help teams get started. Teams will create
artifacts. Remind everyone to take photos. Save flip charts, whiteboards,
physical models, or other supporting materials. Teams can use some of their
materials as information radiators in their team work spaces. Using a Lean
Coffee format, the group can discuss the implications of various next steps.

Appreciation
End your liftoff with gratitude for everyone’s attention and effort. The person
who welcomed the group returns to hear about the team’s outputs and also
to express gratitude for participation. Make time for team members to offer
appreciation to one another. They’ve done work together to get a good start.

Provide Feedback
Choose ending activities that gather initial feedback on participants’ experiences in the liftoff. Ask for an evaluation of the liftoff as a whole or request
feedback on each agenda topic. Give participants a way to offer ideas to
improve future liftoffs. For more on how to get feedback and make future
liftoffs more effective, see Chapter 8, Soar from Liftoff to Flight, on page ?.

Evaluate the Design
Remember to pause to evaluate the design for your liftoff. If you can, pull
together a small group to review it. Review your answers to the planning
questions from Planning the Liftoff, on page ? and the design principles
throughout this chapter. What did you hope to accomplish? How did you do?
Make adjustments as needed.
Rest assured, the liftoff won’t go exactly according to your design plan. Still,
it’s better to have a design and improvise than not to have one at all.

What’s Next?
In this chapter, you read about the many facets of liftoff design. We covered
design principles, design considerations, and group-process activities. We
included pointers to resources. You’re now ready to read about how a liftoff
held at a large manufacturing company contributed to project success. While
author Frowin Fajtak doesn’t specifically refer to the five design principles
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discussed in this chapter, they’re present in his liftoff design. Where did each
of the design principles show up? Make a game of finding them.
In the next chapter, you’ll find a more in-depth description of agile chartering.
It’s a main event in any liftoff.

•••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••••

In Practice: A Kickoff Workshop Gem
Frowin Fajtak, an experienced facilitator and the senior quality manager for
an IT business, shares his story about a successful liftoff. He describes how
establishing a common sense of purpose contributed to team commitment and
product success. By implementing this best practice, the liftoff prepared team
members for the work to come. He also highlights the involvement of executive
sponsors in making the liftoff a success.

Welcome the Participants
“Welcome to our department headquarters! Welcome to our workshop!”
With these words, product sponsor Bernhard welcomed the fourteen members
of his new team, whom he chose during the three weeks prior to the event.
“The two days that we are going to spend together will give us the chance to
get to know one another in person, bring everybody to the same knowledge
level, clarify open issues, and make our team ready for work in a very short
time.”
“To make sure that we will be able to focus on the work ahead of us in the
best possible way, I have invited Frowin to facilitate this workshop for us. In
his capacity as senior quality manager, he is familiar with our processes and
our everyday business. As a long-term facilitator with international experience,
he always is the first choice for me when it comes to designing our workshops.”
Two weeks before, Bernhard had asked me to support him during the
preparation and conduct of this kickoff workshop. He himself was a renowned
customer consultant for the software platform. It was a prestige project for
the most important customer of Bernhard’s department. They were to perform
an extensive upgrade of the platform and meet a stringent deadline for the
migration.
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Pull the Team Together
Clemens, Bernhard’s manager, had moved heaven and earth to win this work
for our division. Now that he had succeeded, the biggest problem was to get
together a suitable team. Experts from four different departments who worked
throughout Europe participated in this kickoff workshop. While participants
from the same departments had at least a nodding acquaintance with one
another, participants from across borders met for the first time.
Given these conditions and the fact that the team would be constantly working
at the customer’s site in Germany during the next six months, I had easily
persuaded Clemens and Bernhard to set aside two days for this kickoff
workshop. Bernhard and I spent a few hours planning the agenda and coordinating the contents of presentations and speeches.
Then the day of the actual workshop arrived. While I felt quite comfortable
in my usual role as facilitator, for Bernhard it was a first. He had to present
himself as product sponsor to a team of fourteen equally accomplished experts.
So I made a point of letting him speak the words of welcome and only then
have him introduce me as facilitator. In this way it was clear right from the
start that it was Bernard who was the leader in terms of the subject matter,
while it was my task to create the setting for a successful workshop.
My introduction was concise and focused on the necessary facts: my name,
experience, and role as facilitator. Before we started out, I asked the participants to stick to a few basic rules, which in my experience are a must for the
success of these workshops.
“All mobile phones will be switched off. Messages can be listened to during
breaks. I recommend that you answer only calls that are really important and
absolutely urgent. Laptops may be used only during presentations. You can
check and answer your email during the hour before dinner that is set aside
for this purpose.”
I uncovered a flip chart where I had listed the goals of this kickoff workshop:
• Briefing team members about project history and current planning status
• Coordination of role assignment, work packages, and interfaces
• Information on processes, tools, and reporting structures
• Clarification of codes of conduct for customer contact
• Collecting of input for risk management purposes
• Getting to know one another and taking steps toward becoming a team
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I explained the meaning of these goals for the team. When no one asked a
question, I uncovered a flip chart showing a rough outline of the agenda. Only
the start and end times of the two days of the workshop were stated as exact
times—the rest of the time was roughly divided between presentations and
work sessions, as well as coffee breaks, lunch, and dinner. It’s important to
keep the timetable flexible. If the schedule was too rigid, important and necessary discussions might have been restricted. So following each speech, I
reserved quite a large amount of time for questions and clarification.
Now, the most important framework conditions had been specified. The flip
charts stating the goals and the agenda—as well as all the other workshop
results—remained fixed to the wall during the entire workshop, visible to
everybody.
The time had come to get everybody actively involved. All the important
speeches had to wait until the essential had been achieved: we wanted
everybody to get a feeling about who the other participants were and where
every single member of this group of experts saw themselves in this group.
I started by asking the participants to gather in the rear of the room. In front
we placed a table for the presenter, a projector, and three rows of seats with
desks and a good view of the screen. The rear part of the room was for the
interactive parts of the workshop: no tables, a few chairs near the wall, and
flip charts and pin boards for group work.
“Please seek out someone whom you don’t know, or don’t know well, and
introduce yourselves: name, role, education, and experience. Then answer
two questions: what has been my biggest success in my job so far? What do
you need to know about me so that we can work together successfully?”
Immediately after my starting signal, the participants approached each other
and searched for suitable partners. The rising volume of voices signaled that
everybody was interested in finding out more about yet unknown colleagues.
After several minutes I called the participants back and gave them a task
they had to solve together: “Please form a circle organized in such a way that
the person who has been working here the longest is positioned to the right
of me, while the one who has been working here for the shortest amount of
time is positioned to the left of me. All the others should be in ascending order
from left to right.”
The team solved this task within a short time. Then I gave them the same
task as in the beginning: introducing oneself to someone still unknown. This
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alternation between pairs getting to know each other and simple tasks for
the entire team took place three times. The other group tasks were:
• Position yourself in the room corresponding your home location. (This
was to make it clear who comes from which location.)
• Form groups of people who are interested in the same sport as you are.
(This task made it possible for participants to find a first personal way to
establish a relationship with other participants.)

Make the Business Case
Once everybody was seated again, the first presentation of slides began with
management’s mandate to the team. Clemens, the responsible manager, had
been present since the start of the workshop. While he was preparing for his
presentation, I distributed a handout with the slides of all presentations with
enough space for personal notes.
I asked the participants to ask any questions immediately. If prolonged discussions should develop from these questions, I would interrupt and note
down open issues on a flip chart. This helped ensure that presentations did
not end up in endless discussions. It also helped me monitor the time planned
for the individual presenter and, if necessary, to remind them to stick to it.
Clemens needed only four slides and fifteen minutes. His speech focused on:
• The history of the relationship between our company and the customer
• The meaning of the product for our strategy in this technology and customer segment
• Concrete follow-up orders and potential sales that could be won if our
product turned out to be successful
Clemens’ presentation had the intended effect: the faces of the participants
clearly showed that everyone was aware of the superior importance of the
task ahead. After answering a few questions, Clemens left, announcing that
he would come again at the end of the workshop. He ended with the words,
“And now I entrust you, Bernhard, with the responsibility for this project. I
wish you and everyone on the team much success!”
Everybody now was curious about the next presentation, in which Bernhard
outlined the organization, the plan, and how the pieces of the puzzle would
finally fit together to form the overall picture:
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• Who contributes what kind of know-how?
• Who takes over which tasks, and where are the most important interfaces
within the team?
• Who are our contact persons on the customer side?
• What are the constraints derived from the plan and the schedule?
Participants asked a lot of questions during this presentation, but we added
only three open issues.
For lunch, we had booked a large private table at the company. During lunch,
it became obvious how important breaks spent together are to give participants
the chance for discussions outside the fixed agenda and workshop structure.
The getting-to-know-each-other session in the beginning had already provided
team members with points of reference which were followed up. Some positive
tension and pleasant anticipation could be sensed, which Clemens and
Bernhard had triggered with their presentations.

Get Down to Work
We started the afternoon with an interactive work session, where the participants split up in small groups based on their work specialty, such as analysis
or implementation. Each group had to describe its interfaces with other
groups: what do we need from you to be able to work efficiently? What do we
supply to you so that you can fulfill your task?
In the following discussions, it became clear that each subteam would only
be successful if supported by the other subteams. Therefore the conclusion
wasn’t too surprising: it is not the outstanding performance of individual experts
that counts, but the joint success of the entire team!
After an extended coffee break, we arrived at the last focus point of the first
day. When preparing the workshop, Bernhard and I had chosen the topic of
customer interface for this time in the workshop. Potential problems that
might arise working in a large team at the customer site were a critical topic.
We thought it was important to make the team members aware of the risk
involved. Because I have given presentations and seminars on this subject
repeatedly at our company, I slipped out of the role of facilitator at this point
and gave a short speech on the basic principles of claim management.
Bernhard followed by presenting the customer’s organization chart, which
he used to explain who would be the customer contact persons and who had
what decision-making authority. As some of the participants already had
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worked for this customer in the past, my next question was rather obvious:
“Who knows some of the people involved and what are your experiences with
them?” A lively sharing of experiences followed, and in the end everybody
seemed to know who could be expected to act cooperatively and who had to
be handled with care.
We spent the evening together in a nice traditional restaurant. On choosing
the restaurant, Bernhard and I had made sure that all participants would be
seated at one table, where we would have some privacy. This made it possible
for the participants to swap stories about their experiences as engineers and
consultants, to discuss the work at hand, or just to enjoy the local culinary
treats and the culture of the location that had won this exciting commission.

Focus on Quality
The morning of the second day started again with a presentation. Kurt, who
was responsible for the quality management, outlined important issues of
quality assurance: rules for controlling and reporting; tools and configuration
management; filing structure for documents; and templates and guidelines.
These topics gave rise to a lot of questions, but Kurt and Bernhard handled
most of them.
After a short coffee break, we dedicated ourselves to the topic of risk management. The bottom line was to make all team members aware of the risks
involved. First, we thought of potential risks that might arise in a member’s
activities. After identifying these risks, we jointly completed the list with
general risks that might endanger our success.
In the next step we set priorities. We marked particularly critical points with
early identifiers, and defined prevention and emergency measures. In his
function as the quality manager, Kurt used the result from this work session
as a first input for the risk list, which had to be dealt with as a fixed item on
the agenda in the jour fixe (a recurring reporting meeting, which was to take
place at regular intervals).
The responsible management team joined us for our lunch in the company
restaurant. Department manager Clemens and the responsible financial
manager soon were drawn into discussions.
The afternoon started with a short statement by the financial manager, who
once again drew our attention to the economic importance of this product.
Afterward, we dealt with the list of open items. Clemens was able to answer
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some of the questions. For the items that could not be clarified on the spot,
we identified a responsible party to follow up on the problem afterwards.

SAPHIR Is Born
Clemens wanted to end the workshop with a special highlight: finding a name
for the work effort. While there was an official name supplied by the customer,
it is quite common at our company to give internal names for our team work.
I thought it was a splendid idea to end this kickoff workshop with a baptism.
A lot of clever suggestions came up. After several rounds of voting, we
adopted the name SAPHIR (German for sapphire).
It was up to Bernhard to speak the closing words. He praised the high motivation of the team and stressed the fact that he had a good feeling taking over
the project leadership.
The project actually turned out very successful, and it absolutely lived up to
its name SAPHIR. Only the team members know the actual background of
the name, and this is how it is meant to be. However, the product and our
collaboration developed into an undisputed jewel in the relationship between
our company and the customer.
It was my pleasure to once again accompany the entire team as facilitator six
months later, this time for an extensive final delivery retrospective. When we
analyzed the success factors of our team work, many participants specially
mentioned the kickoff workshop. Even the handout with all the slides from
the kickoff workshop had been found very useful for quick reference.
For me, SAPHIR was yet another confirmation of what I had already experienced working with a lot of teams: a well-planned and professionally facilitated
kickoff workshop can efficiently and effectively prepare a team for its common
tasks and help elicit its total commitment.
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