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Introduction
You know your current approach to managing projects isn’t working. Your
releases are too slow. The products have too many defects. People are multi-
tasking all over the place. It’s a mess. Is an agile software product-development
solution the answer?

Maybe.

Agile solutions come in many flavors. You can even combine some of those
flavors to create your own agile context for your project inside your organiza-
tion. Don’t fall prey to the notion that you can “just” adopt one agile product-
development approach or framework wholesale, regardless of your context.
That approach ignores your organizational, project, and team contexts.

I have yet to see a project team that could not adopt an agile approach. And
I have seen many successful teams that have created their own agile
approaches. These teams rejected the idea of “agile” by framework or book.
They found the agile principles and practices that work for them.

You might be a project manager, a technical lead, a manager, and yes, even
a Scrum master. Whatever your role, you are an organizational leader, trying
to discover how you might use agile principles in your project. Your job, as
an organizational leader, is to understand the agile and lean principles. You
can then use those principles to improve your projects. Even if you don’t fully
embrace all that an agile approach delivers, you can still improve your projects
with frequent delivery, feedback, and collaboration.

When you improve the projects, you can see more value from the products
your organization delivers.

This book focuses on the team—the product-development team—and ways
the team can learn to deliver value, over and over again. The book is divided
into three parts:

• Part I addresses the creation of the agile team and how teams can learn
to work together. If you are team lead of some sort (project manager,
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Scrum master, coach, technical lead, first-level manager) do start here.
If you are a mid- or senior-level manager and are wondering why agile
teams are different, this part will help you learn why.

• Part II addresses the options your team has for designing its agile approach
and delivering value throughout the entire project. This is where you can
design your agile project. This part includes how to charter a project, plan
the work, visualize the work, build in quality, use velocity to guide estima-
tion, know what “done” means, add value to your project meetings, and
report progress outside the team.

• Part III addresses agile approaches outside the project team. Work groups
often design a different agile approach than project teams. In addition,
managers are key to helping an agile team succeed. And if you or your team
aren’t sure where to start, I have some suggestions in the last chapter.

If you are a manager, you might want to start with Chapter 1 to better under-
stand the agile and lean principles, continue to Part I, and finish with Part III.

If you are part of a geographically distributed team, read this book and
determine what you can use and where your problems arise. Pay special
attention to Chapter 8, Visualize Your Work with a Board, on page ?, to
develop a cadence for retrospectives and learn as you experiment.

Scaling is the big idea now in agile approaches. My suggestion is to have each
team learn how it can create a successful agile approach first, and then con-
sider what needs to scale. I do not recommend every team use a “standard”
agile approach. Each team is unique and can select from alternatives, as long
as the team delivers value often.

If you want agile approaches to creating a program, where several teams col-
laborate to achieve one business objective, read Agile and Lean Program
Management [Rot16]. If you want to understand how to manage the project
portfolio in an agile way, read Manage Your Project Portfolio [Rot16a].

If you need more ideas, please read my six-part series about what scaling
agile means. (The summary post is “Defining ‘Scaling’ Agile, Part 6: Creating
the Agile Organization.”1) Remember that scaling is not creating or using a
prescriptive framework, but instead is the ability to deliver value across the
organization, every day.

To solve the problem of the individual team being able to use agile approaches
to reliably and consistently deliver features, read this book. Let’s start the fun.

1. https://www.jrothman.com/mpd/agile/2017/06/defining-scaling-agile-part-6-creating-the-agile-organization
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CHAPTER 3

Build Teamwork with
Interpersonal Practices

One VP of R&D asked me this question: Why didn’t his resources act like
teams? He could see that they didn’t trust each other much. He knew he
wasn’t getting the value he thought he paid for. He was confused.

Part of the problem was his thinking. He thought about people as “resources.”
Yes, what you call people matters. He didn’t mind moving people off and onto
projects at will. He also ranked people against each other. That made them
want to collaborate less, not more.

The people on the team reflected his values. They treated each other as
resources. They hated to ask for help. They knew they would be ranked against
each other, so they competed, not collaborated.

Not surprisingly, they weren’t a team.

Humans comprise the product-development team. Not resources, although
the people are resourceful. I have found that when people stop talking about
resources and start talking about humans, people in the organization start
to change their mindset and, therefore, the culture.

Because agile is a human-centric, collaborative approach to product develop-
ment, your team needs to build its ability to work as a team using interper-
sonal skills. In addition, managers need to change their language and the
team culture. See Chapter 16, How Managers Help Agile Teams, on page ?,
for an introduction to thinking about humans instead of “resources.”

Many technical people didn’t decide to work in technology because they had
terrific interpersonal skills. They started their jobs because they liked solving
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problems. In organizations, many people realize they need to learn to build
their interpersonal skills so they can collaborate on building the product. They
build a little, get some feedback to inform the next part of the work, build a
little more, and get some feedback. Successful agile teams use their agile
mindset—that build, feedback, learn loop—for their interpersonal skills, too.

People work as team members and take risks when they are capable of pro-
viding feedback and coaching to each other. And leaders need to create safe
environments for people to work as a team.

Interpersonal Skills Are Not “Soft”

Many people refer to interpersonal skills as “soft” skills. I don’t recommend that.
“Soft” has the connotation of “easy,” or “not deep.” On the contrary, interpersonal
skills require deep skill: understanding, practice, and learning. Many of us discover
that it’s much easier to learn technical skills than to learn and practice interpersonal
skills. Consider calling these skills “interpersonal,” not soft.

Agile team members require at least two interpersonal skills: the ability to
receive and provide feedback and coaching. When team members can provide
each other feedback and coach each other, the team members can create a
safe environment for the collaboration necessary for experimentation. Those
abilities help the team members learn from their work, as individuals and as
a team, and help the team learn to deliver small increments of value often.

First, let’s think about what is similar about many agile team members.

How Agile Team Members Are Similar
Your agile team is unique. That said, successful agile team members tend to
exhibit these interpersonal qualities:

• Team members collaborate with each other.
• Team members can ask each other for help.
• Team members are adaptable, willing to work on whatever is next and

possibly outside of their expertise.

In addition, many agile team members exhibit these preferences:

• Do something good enough for now (as opposed to waiting for perfection).

• Create experiments to try something and receive feedback on the product
or the team’s process.

Chapter 3. Build Teamwork with Interpersonal Practices • 8
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• Be willing to work outside their preferences as a generalizing specialist
to help the entire team deliver.

When team members and teams exhibit these qualities and preferences, they
are able to persevere. They have the courage to try something and to continue
their work even when the work is quite difficult. They are able to set long-
term goals and persevere to achieve them, one small step at a time.

Team Members Practice Continual Feedback
Too many people receive feedback once a year from their manager in the form
of a performance evaluation. Too often, the data—if there is any—is too vague
or late to be useful. And rarely do people on teams have a chance to practice
feedback with each other or with their managers. Feedback seems to flow
downhill, just as mud does.

Infrequent muddy feedback from people outside the team is useless. Frequent,
data-based feedback from peers is helpful.

Learning How to Use Feedback Helped Us Release Faster
by: Gwen, Agile Project Manager

We had a team who was accustomed to waterfall, a sequenced approach to projects with one
delivery at the end of the project. I knew we had to get good at releasing small deliveries to get
feedback on our work, both on the product and how we worked together.

I explained to the team that I wanted us to know we could deliver useful chunks at least as often
as every week. Were they willing to do that? Yes, they each said. I explained we would probably
make mistakes along the way. Were they willing to provide feedback to each other? Not blaming,
just the facts.

I explained how to provide feedback, especially how to agree on the data. One of the team
members asked what happened if they didn’t agree on the data.

I explained about “going meta”—starting at a higher level of abstraction—if they couldn’t agree
on the data. That seemed to help.

They practiced with each other in the meeting, to make sure they knew how to provide and
receive feedback. They went back to working on the product.

It took them about a week of practicing every day, multiple times a day, to get comfortable with
feedback. Once they did, though, wow. They were able to release value as often as we wanted.
They took the idea of feedback and applied it to everything. Best thing I ever did.

Peer-based feedback helps team members collaborate, learn, and adapt to
what the team needs to finish work now.
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As defined in What Did You Say? The Art of Giving and Receiving Feedback
[Wei15], feedback is

“Information about past behavior, delivered in the present, which may influence
future behavior.”

Consider using the peer-to-peer model of feedback, as explained in Behind
Closed Doors: Secrets of Great Management [RD05]:

• Create an opening to deliver feedback.
• Describe the behavior or result in a way that the person can hear.
• State the impact using “I” language.
• Make a request for continued or changed behavior.

It doesn’t matter if you want to ask someone to continue to do something
great (reinforcing feedback) or to ask someone to change (change-focused
feedback). This approach works.

Here’s how feedback works in practice. Imagine you have a product that
requires internationalization and localization to support multiple languages.
A new tester, Dave, joins the team and discovers a problem in the English
version. He checks the French and Spanish languages—and yes, the problem
is there, too. He opens three defect reports, one for each language. Judy, the
developer, has this conversation with him:

Judy: Hey, Dave, got a sec? I want to talk to you about these defects.

Dave: Oh, okay.

Judy: Okay, let’s take this conference room. I’m not sure if you know about
how we have reported internationalization problems in the past, but we report
one problem against all the languages. You reported three problems that are
the same. Did you realize that?

Dave: Uh, no. Is that a problem?

Judy: Well, it’s not earth-shattering, but it’s not how we work here. Can you
make all these defects link to each other, and then only report one in the
future?

Dave: Well, I can. But what about when I find three real problems?

Judy: Oh, report them! Don’t worry. You know, if you’re not sure, just ask
me. I’ll tell you if I think it’s three problems. Actually, you can ask anyone on
the team. You don’t have to ask me, in particular.

Chapter 3. Build Teamwork with Interpersonal Practices • 10
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Dave: That’s okay? I thought I was responsible for quality.

Judy: Aha! Nope, we’re all responsible for making sure the entire product
works. Your job is to expose problems for us. You did. You just reported three
instead of one. That’s the only issue here. Okay?

Dave: Oh, okay. Thanks.

Dave had made a mistake. Judy explained with feedback and offered coaching
on the tester’s role. That’s all.

Feedback is even more important when you have personal issues. Dirk had
terrible body odor. Selma was supposed to pair with him and just couldn’t
take it. Here’s how Selma handled the conversation.

Dirk: You ready to pair again, Selma?

Selma: Maybe. We have something more important to discuss. Please sit and
let’s talk.

Dirk: Now you’re making me nervous.

Selma: Well, I’m kind of nervous bringing this up. Dirk, I have to tell you this.
You have terrible body odor. I didn’t want to tell you, but I’m having trouble
working with you, sitting next to you.

Dirk: Oh, that’s terrible. How long have you noticed this?

Selma: Since last month.

Dirk: You’re only telling me now? Well, at least you’re telling me now. Well, I
did several things last month. I changed what I ate, I changed my deodorant,
and I changed my laundry detergent. I don’t think my clothes are that clean,
and I can change back. Should I go home and fix this now or do you think
we can pair?

Selma: I think you should take a couple of hours to get your old deodorant
and take a shower and wash your clothes.

Dirk: Okay, I’ll tell the boss.

You might think this is an extreme example. However, I have had to tell people
their breath stank or that their body odor interfered with our ability to work
together.

People on agile teams need the ability to provide and receive feedback about
the work and the work environment. That includes us as humans. (For more
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information on the importance of feedback, also see “Building a Team Through
Feedback.”1)

Meta Feedback Is About the Feedback

When people don’t agree on anything, it’s time to go “meta” and address the problems
in the relationship, not the feedback. If you can’t find a time to meet to provide feed-
back, that’s a problem in the relationship. If no one agrees on the data, it might be
time to verify the data with this question:

What do you see or hear that leads you to that conclusion?

If necessary, ask about the other senses: smell, taste, and touch. We humans might
interpret results or make meaning of the data and not provide specific data. Once
each person has the data, they can continue.

There are any number of potential problems with feedback. Make sure you stick with
the data, don’t label people, and explain how this problem affects you personally.
Then you’ll be able to have the conversation about continuing, or change as necessary.

Whatever you do, separate change-focused feedback from reinforcing feedback.
Often, team members need both kinds of feedback and they don’t need the
Trap: The Feedback Sandwich, on page 22.

Team Members Coach Each Other
In a cohesive agile team, you see feedback everywhere. Team members
experiment together and separately, learning different areas of the product
and learning how to make the product work. You’ll hear things like this:

• “Did you know if you refactor like this, you can see that?” “Oh, no, I didn’t.
Show me more.”

• “Hey, does anyone know why this test returned those results?” “Oh, we
haven’t fixed that part yet. Let’s look at it together.”

• Fist-bump. “Thanks for showing me how to do that.”

Team members learn from one another and ask each other for feedback—not
necessarily in the formal form. If you don’t hear these kinds of conversations
(or see in virtual conversations) you may have the Trap: Not Enough Feedback,
on page 20.

That learning is where team members might coach each other. No one has
an obligation to coach another, but the team members might offer coaching.

1. http://www.jrothman.com/articles/2012/10/building-a-team-through-feedback-2
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Coaching is offering options with support. Not everyone wants coaching from
everyone else, so coaches must have permission before they start to coach.
Otherwise, the coach inflicts help on the other person. That doesn’t help
anyone. (See Trap: Inflicting Help, on page 21.)

Especially when coaching around new skills, I find it helpful to ask the other
person to generate options. I don’t want to be the know-it-all or default to
teaching when coaching is so much more than that. When the other person
can’t generate more options, I might prompt with one option and then see if
the other person can generate more. I use the Rule of Three as defined in
Behind Closed Doors: Secrets of Great Management [RD05] to help people
generate options before we evaluate possibilities.

In an agile project, the team members take responsibility for completing work
together. They coach each other to help move the work across the board.
When team members realize they don’t know something about how to work
or how to solve a problem, they may ask for more training or coaching. As a
leader, you might be able to help. You might not.

Recognize When the Team Needs an External Coach
Software development is a collaborative effort. It is—so far—the most challeng-
ing type of work. (See Andy Hunt’s Pragmatic Thinking and Learning [Hun08]
for more information.)

When I want to improve my skills, I attend workshops where I can obtain
guided practice. Sometimes I need more than a workshop can provide me, so
I engage a coach for more help over time.

Coaches can help in any number of ways. Consider these possibilities adapted
from Choosing a Consulting Role: Principles and Dynamics of Matching Role to
Situation [CKM90] and outlined in the diagram on page 14.

What kind of a coach does the team need? Consider asking the team what
kind of help it wants. Different coaches coach at different levels for different
areas. Very few coaches can coach at the three levels: inside the team, for the
team, and for the organization. Use the retrospective data to see where the
team needs assistance first.

Teams new to collaborative work might need coaches who can help the team
teach or facilitate or partner with some practices such as continuous integra-
tion, test-driven development (TDD), or even pairing. If the team is working
well as a team but has internal impediments, the team (and you, as a servant
leader) might need help seeing options for the team’s process. If the team
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Partner:
“We will do it together and 

learn from each other.”

Coach:
“You did well; what would 

you do differently next 
time?”

Counselor:
“You do it; I will be your 

sounding board.”

Facilitator: 
“You do it; I will attend to 

the process.”

Teacher:
“Here are some principles 

you can see to solve 
problems of this type.”

Modeler:
“I will do it; you watch so 
you can learn from me.”

Reflective Observer:
“You do it; I will watch and 

tell you what I see and 
hear.”

Technical Advisor:
“I will answer your 

questions as you go along.”

Hands-on Expert:
“I will do it for you; I will tell 

you what to do.”

Possible Consulting Roles

discovers that its impediments are from the culture or organizational process-
es, the team might need a coach at the organizational level. For more informa-
tion about servant leadership, see How Leaders Serve the Team, on page ?.

Does the Team Need to Track Collaboration?
Feedback and coaching improve a team’s collaboration capability. Team mem-
bers don’t need to track their collaboration. However, if explicit collaboration
is a new practice for your team, they might want to track their collaboration.

Tracking collaboration helps if the team members don’t collaborate to take
stories together, or if they optimize in some other way for individuals and not
the team. If the team wants to track collaboration, it might start with designing
its own board, such as the example board shown in the figure on page 15.

The team on this board started to track with A (Ask for help) and O (Offer
help). They decided different-colored stickies would be even better. Because
this is data for the team and no one else, they could change their data collec-
tion at will. They found different colored stickies better than As and Os. The
stickies helped them see the distribution of asking and offering help more
easily than the As and Os did.

Encourage your team to find a way to track how well it collaborates as a team.
The team members might decide to start with creating WIP limits to see how
well they—as a team—move work across their board. I have worked with some
teams that decided to track asks and offers for help as a way to encourage
the team members to work together. Your team might need something else.
You and your team might see other possibilities.
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Possible Collaboration Board

Day 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

Person

Tom

Dick

Susan

Sally

Trina

Thelma

Ask/Offer Help
A/O A/O A/O A/O A/O A/O A/O A/O A/O A/O

A

O

O, A

O

O

A A,O

A,O

O, A

Blue Is Ask
Red Is Offer

Help the Team Members Build Trust
Stable teams can learn to build trust when they work together. Team members
who focus on the work, who learn how to give and receive feedback, who can
coach each other and receive coaching, can create trusting relationships. In
Chapter 9, Create Technical Excellence, on page ?, I’ll talk about ways the
team can focus on the work so they have a steady throughput.

If people are new to stable teams, they may never have worked at building trust
with each other before. In Building Trust in Business, Politics, Relationships, and
Life [SF01], Robert C. Solomon suggests people are trustworthy when they do
the following:

• Deliver what they promise to deliver
• Are consistent in their actions and reactions
• Make integrity a cornerstone of their work
• Are willing to discuss, influence, and negotiate
• Trust in themselves and their colleagues

Agile approaches help teams and team members see what they promise to
deliver. Being able to give and receive feedback and coaching can help people
manage small problems before those problems become large. When people
use technical practices that support ongoing work, they can create work that
has integrity.
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Interpersonal skills, by themselves, won’t guarantee the team can learn to
trust each other. However, more team members can build trust when they
have the interpersonal skills to manage their interactions.

Create a Team Environment of Safety
There’s a bit of a chicken-and-egg problem with interpersonal skills. Teams
need safety to build their skills. And building the skills helps the team mem-
bers provide a safe environment for each other.

Amy C. Edmondson, in Teaming: How Organizations Learn, Innovate, and
Compete in the Knowledge Economy [Edm12], discusses the need for psycho-
logical safety in interdependent collaborative teams. Safety allows the team
members to discuss, explore together, and learn.

What’s the Big Deal About Safety?
by: Jim, VP, R&D

I initially pooh-poohed the idea of psychological safety. Then I realized that some of our teams
had substantially more throughput than other teams. I had lunch with different team members
and found a significant data point. Every single team with less throughput had at least one person
as a "lead" of some sort.

I had created architectural leads, development leads, even test-architecture leads. I even called
them my "indispensable" people. What a mistake. Those people imposed their agendas on the
teams. No one else on the team felt safe to say something that disagreed with those leads. They
were concerned about other peoples’ possible negative perceptions of them.

I realized my mistake. I had one-on-ones with the leads and explained the problem. They agreed
to each try experiments that removed them from the know-all position. One architect told me
it was such a relief—he no longer had to know "everything." I explained the difference in how
we thought about people. We created "communities of practice" and ways for these people to
explore their influence on the business value of the architecture, automation, refactoring patterns,
everything.

In addition, I focused on learning early. What small experiments could we run that would allow
our teams to learn together, safely? That changed the culture over time. It took about six months
before I saw a fight between an architect and a tester. I was thrilled. That meant these two people
felt comfortable enough to disagree and still be able to work together.

As a by-product, I have many more "indispensable" people now, but I no longer have a bus factor
of one. Our entire organization is more adaptable and flexible in the work they do and in what
they understand.

I now understand the need for safety. People have to be able to ask questions, challenge
assumptions, and find new ways of working together. I’m not big on the kumbaya nonsense. I
want results in the best possible product as early as we can deliver it. Psychological safety allows
the teams to do that.
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In agile terms, safety allows the team to manage the ambiguity and uncertainty
about anything: the stories, the architecture, the tests. Safety allows the team
to learn early by creating small experiments. Safety helps people admit and
look for mistakes.

We create safety when we

• encourage learning from small experiments,
• use clear and direct language,
• admit when we don’t know,
• acknowledge when we fail, and
• set boundaries for what is a personal or team decision and what is not.

One of the best ways to create team safety is to create an environment in
which team members feel safe to take risks.

Safety Helps the Team Evaluate and Recover from Risks
In more traditional projects, the project manager or the manager manages
risks. That risk management often takes the form of “This could happen. How
will we guard against it?” Sometimes the team learns (late) that it didn’t
manage a risk. Safe teams mistake-proof their work. Sometimes the leader
leads the mistake-proofing. Sometimes team members do. It doesn’t matter
who leads it, as long as teams create ways to mistake-proof their work.

We Learned About Mistake-Proofing the Hard Way
by: Trevor, Technical Lead

We were rolling along, releasing features into the code base every two weeks. We high-fived
each other at every retro, because we were so freaking awesome. I didn’t realize that we each
had specific roles in the release and we didn’t know each other’s roles.

Joe put together the release notes. He also did some manual checks, which I didn’t realize.
He went on vacation during the summer and we released as normal. We had Susie write the
release notes.

The release notes were fine. The release didn’t work. We had to back it out and we had egg on
our face. It didn’t matter that the previous 20 releases had gone well. This one didn’t. I looked
into what happened.

Joe had been doing manual checks for several items. He hadn’t documented them. I hadn’t
realized and neither had Susie. We decided to re-create the manual checks with automation so
we wouldn’t make the same mistake again.

We didn’t blame each other. We acted to make sure this problem didn’t happen again for
releasing. We took this opportunity to mistake-proof other areas in the team. We’re so much
more robust now. We have a side-benefit, too: we can release more often and faster.
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In agile projects, team members are more likely to ask this question: “How
can we recognize risks when they are small, and if they do occur, how can
we recover from them?”

Those are two different attitudes about risks. More traditional projects want
prediction and control. Agile projects provide resilience. You will find ways to
build resilience into your projects. Consider these two ways to build resilience:
the team’s ability to manage its team membership and its ability to learn
early.

Teams Manage Their Own Membership
Many organizations have a defined process for hiring: The manager fills out
a requisition. The manager writes the job description. The manager phone-
screens candidates. The manager decides who will interview the candidate.
The manager decides who to hire.

If you want a collaborative, high-performing team, ask the manager to facilitate
the hiring process, not manage it. Instead, ask the team to manage the hiring
process. The more you want a collaborative team, the more the team has the
ability to decide who is—and who is not—on the team. When managers decide,
the team has less power to manage itself.

Teams who can manage their own membership help the team grow and deliver.
They already know they want these people. The team is willing to invest time
and energy into providing feedback and coaching to the team members.

Teams who don’t have a say in their team membership might try to collaborate.
However, I don’t see these teams sustain their collaboration when team
members don’t fit.

Too often, we hire for technical skills and fire for interpersonal skills. See
Hiring Geeks That Fit [Rot13] for more information about how to hire the for
interpersonal skills your team needs.

Learn Early Instead of Failing Fast
One of the common phrases about agile is “fail fast.” The problem with “failing”
is that it is an emotionally loaded word. We have decades of experience in
organizations that require us to not fail.

Instead of failing fast, consider learning early. I find that learning early creates
a different mindset for me. I now create small, safe-to-fail experiments. I
manage my ambiguity around the entire deliverable by creating small steps.
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I might be unique with my concern about the “fail fast” metaphor. If your
team members have trouble with the idea of failing, consider asking them
what they can learn and how early they can learn it. When teams decide to
learn early, they might select more small experiments to provide them infor-
mation. That information builds resilience in the team.

Team collaboration and learning helps the team build safety and resilience.
No one “bets the farm” on any one idea or one feature.

Safety Allows the Team to Build Respect
Feedback, coaching, and managing team membership helps the team create
an environment in which people can work together, including experiment
together, with safety.

One way to think about safety is to consider David Rock’s SCARF model (SCARF:
A Brain-Based Model for Collaborating with and Influencing Others [Roc08]).
SCARF stands for Status, Certainty, Autonomy, Relatedness, and Fairness.

Here are some anti-collaboration patterns in terms of SCARF:

• When the team’s status is uneven, such as when the manager is part of
the team. People are reluctant to take a risk in front of their managers;
see Weird Ideas That Work: How to Build a Creative Company [Sut06].

• When the team feels uncertain about its next steps. The larger the feature
is, or the more uncertainty around a feature, the less certainty a team
has about how to do the next work.

• When the team has insufficient autonomy to work the way it wants to.
The team might feel bound by decisions from outside the team.

• When the team doesn’t know or can’t manage its team membership—the
team’s relatedness. If managers pluck people from or add people to a team,
the team members don’t have the ability to develop their relationships.

• When the team members sense unfairness in how they are treated, as
individual members or as a team. Agile approaches invite team recognition
and rewards to address this potential unfairness.

It’s not just management status that can reduce collaboration; it might be
other hierarchy, such as technical architecture. Architects can help keep the
codebase coherent. Good architecture practices can help with refactoring and
improve the performance of the product. The problem arises when the architect
is external to the team.
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When the organization creates an architectural career path where the archi-
tects don’t work on teams, the organization creates a hierarchy in the product-
development organization. That creates safety issues and often code (or test)
issues. Agile teams move fast, building just enough for now and verifying that
what they built works. The team can’t safely do that if they have to accommo-
date someone else’s (well-meaning) architecture or design.

The reason architects exist is that they know a tremendous amount about
how systems work. That expertise might be quite helpful to the team members.
Consider building communities of practice, open to whoever is interested. You
might need these to start:

• Architecture
• Test automation
• Technical practices that increase collaboration

Help your team increase its safety with equality on the team, certainty about
its next steps by having small stories, autonomy for the team around its
management and membership, and fairness in how the team members treat
each other and how the organization treats them.

The more the team can provide each other feedback and coaching, and
manage their membership, the freer the team will be to collaborate and build
a safe environment for itself.

Recognize Interpersonal-Skills Traps
As people develop these skills, you might see some traps:

• The team members don’t provide enough feedback to each other.
• Team members inflict help when they see a solution.
• Team members “sandwich” their feedback.

You can work to overcome these traps. Here are ways that might work for you.

Trap: Not Enough Feedback
Collaborative teams learn how to work with each other. They talk about the
product and the process on a regular basis. Healthy teams have team members
who feel safe enough to ask for help and to discuss what’s going on for them.
If you have ever encountered a problem where you got stuck and you asked
for help, you used feedback.

For years, organizations recognized and rewarded people for individual work.
That meant we had incentives to work alone, plug along, and solve the problem
however we could. It also meant we worked alone for as long as possible,
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because the more difficult the problem, the more we might receive as recogni-
tion or reward.

That working-alone mindset is in stark opposition to a great agile team. Agile
teams work together, to move work across the board, to help each other finish
work, to work as generalizing specialists. Instead of being rewarded for indi-
vidual work, we move to rewarding teams for team work.

That means even if people work alone on some chunk of work, we don’t want
team members to be stuck and not ask for help or feedback. If you see team
members working alone and being stuck, consider offering these options to
your team:

• Consider a team working agreement for how long people work alone
without making progress. I like a timebox of no more than 15 minutes
for being stuck. Then it’s time to ask for help. The stuck person can
explain what he/she has done up until now, and then ask for feedback
and coaching.

• Talk to the Duck.2 Rubber-duck debugging works even better when the
stuck person pairs with someone else. (I explained my experiences talking
to the duck in the article “Tell Your Problems to the Duck.”3)

• Suggest that the team pair or mob on the problem. Everyone has different
expertise. Consider inviting the team to use its wisdom together. If several
people get stuck on test-driven forms of development or how to create
small stories, you know to consider a workshop or coaching. (See Work
as a Whole Team to Create the Product, on page ?, for details on pairing
and mobbing.)

If you don’t hear a steady buzz, either in a team room or on some form of com-
munication channel, consider asking your team members if they receive enough
feedback from each other. Consider the feedback board in Does the Team Need
to Track Collaboration?, on page 14, as a start to see what’s going on.

Trap: Inflicting Help
Everyone on your team is smart. In fact, if your team members are like some
of the teams I’ve worked with, some of those people are super-smart. They
have a ton of experience. They’re not afraid to help people, even if the people
don’t want the help.

2. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rubber_duck_debugging
3. http://www.jrothman.com/mpd/thinking/2016/06/tell-your-problems-to-the-duck
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That’s a trap. While people may offer feedback or coaching, no one has the
right to coach without explicit permission from the other person.

You have several options if you see this:

• Provide feedback to the coach about what you see. That might be enough
of a conversation.

• If the coach agrees with your feedback, ask, “Would you like some discus-
sion of what else you might do?” If the coach agrees, remind the coach
about the possible stances as outlined in the graphic on page 14. Together,
you and the coach can discuss what might be a better alternative.

• Ask the person being coached if he or she would like some help. You don’t
want to inflict help either!

Make sure you have all the data if you think someone is inflicting help. You
can try feedback to the people and then follow up with meta-coaching if they
want you to do so.

Trap: The Feedback Sandwich
Feedback training isn’t very common, so people think about feedback in a
variety of ways. One way that people have encountered is the “feedback
sandwich.” That’s where Person A provides reinforcing feedback, followed by
change-focused feedback, followed by reinforcing feedback. When someone
does this to me, I feel whiplash. I would rather receive all the changed-focused
feedback at a different time than all the reinforcing feedback.

If you want to provide feedback to someone, and some is change-focused and
some is reinforcing, consider these options:

• Ask yourself if the person really needs all this feedback. Maybe the feed-
back is about you, not the other person.

• Ask the person which feedback he or she would like to hear first: change-
focused or reinforcing? Then, organize the feedback.

• Conduct separate meetings where you provide one kind of feedback. At
a later date, provide the other feedback.

The best thing you and everyone else can do is to practice feedback. As with
many agile ideas, the smaller the feedback, the easier it is for the other person
to hear it and act on it.
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Now Try This
1. Ask team members anonymously how comfortable they feel with feedback.

Here’s one way to collate the answers: On a piece of flipchart paper, label
the x-axis from 1 to 5. 1 is not comfortable at all, and 5 is totally comfort-
able. Ask people to write their comfort-level number on a sticky note. Ask
people to bring their stickies to the front of the room. (I turn my back so
people can remain anonymous.) You post the stickies on the flipchart and
then ask, “What do you make of this data?” Their answers will tell you
what to do.

2. Ask the team members how they feel about coaching. You can use the
same technique as above.

3. Ask team members how safe they feel. Use the same technique and then
use the data to generate ideas about what to do.

Now that you know how the team can work together, think about the team’s
need for project leadership.
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