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A Full Time Facilitator?
An adequate ScrumMaster can handle two or three teams at a time. If you're content to limit your role to 
organizing meetings, enforcing timeboxes, and responding to the impediments people explicitly report, you can 
get by with part time attention to this role. The team will probably still exceed the baseline, pre-Scrum expectation 
at your organization, and probably nothing catastrophic will happen.

But if you can envision a team that has a great time accomplishing things no one previously thought possible, 
within a transformed organization, consider being a great ScrumMaster.

A great ScrumMaster can handle one team at a time.

We recommend one dedicated ScrumMaster per team of about seven when starting out.

If you haven't discovered all the work there is to do, tune in to your Product Owner, your team, your team's 
engineering practices, and the organization outside your team. While there's no single prescription for everyone, 
I've outlined typical things I've seen ScrumMasters overlook.  Please mark each box with √, ∆, ?, or N/A, as 
described on the last page.

Part I -- How Is My Product Owner Doing?
ScrumMasters improve Product Owner effectiveness by helping them find ways to maintain the Product Backlog 
and release plan. (Note that the Product Owner is the one responsible for the prioritized backlog.)

� Is the Product Backlog prioritized according to his/her latest thinking?

� Are requirements and desirements from all stakeholders captured in the Product Backlog? Remember: the 
backlog is emergent.

� Is the Product Backlog a manageable size? To maintain a manageable number of items, keep things more 
granular towards the top, with general epics at the bottom. It's counterproductive to overanalyze too far past 
the top of the Product Backlog. Your requirements will change in an ongoing conversation between the 
developing product and the stakeholders/customers.

� Could any requirements (especially those near the top of the Product Backlog) be better expressed as 
independent, negotiable, valuable, estimable, small, and testable user stories ?1

� Have you educated your Product Owner about technical debt and how to avoid it? One piece of the puzzle 
may be to write automated test and refactoring into the definition of "done" for each backlog item.

� Is the backlog an information radiator, immediately visible to all stakeholders?

� If you're using an automated tool for backlog management, does everyone know how to use it easily? 
Automated management tools introduce the danger of becoming information refrigerators without active 
radiation from the ScrumMaster.

 http://xp123.com/articles/invest-in-good-stories-and-smart-tasks/1
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� Can you help radiate information by showing everyone printouts?

� Can you help radiate information by creating big visible charts?

� Have you helped your Product Owner organize backlog items into appropriate releases or priority groups?

� Does everyone know whether the release plan still matches reality? You might try showing everyone Product/
Release Burndown Charts  after the items have been acknowledged as “done” during every Sprint Review 2

Meeting. Charts showing both the rate of PBIs actually completed and new ones added allow early discovery 
of scope/schedule drift.

� Did your Product Owner adjust the release plan after the last Sprint Review Meeting? The minority of Product 
Owners who ship adequately tested products on time re-plan the release every Sprint. This probably requires 
deferring some work for future releases as more important work is discovered. 

Part II -- How Is My Team Doing?

While you are encouraged to lead by the example of collaborating with team members on their work, there is a 
risk you will get lost in technical tasks. Consider your primary responsibilities to the team:

� Is your team in the state of flow? Some characteristics of this state :3

• Clear goals (expectations and rules are discernible and goals are attainable, aligning appropriately with 
one's skill set and abilities).

• Concentration and focus, a high degree of concentration on a limited field of attention.
• A loss of the feeling of self-consciousness, the merging of action and awareness.
• Direct and immediate feedback (successes and failures in the course of the activity are apparent, so that 

behavior can be adjusted as needed).
• Balance between ability level and challenge (the activity is neither too easy nor too difficult).
• A sense of personal control over the situation or activity.
• The activity is intrinsically rewarding, so there is an effortlessness of action.

� Do team members seem to like each other, goof off together, and celebrate each other's success?

� Do team members hold each other accountable to high standards, and challenge each other to grow?

� Are there issues/opportunities the team isn't discussing because they're too uncomfortable?4

� Have you tried a variety of formats and locations for Sprint Retrospective Meetings?5

� Has the team kept focus on Sprint goals? Perhaps you should conduct a mid-Sprint checkup to re-review the 
acceptance criteria of the Product Backlog Items committed for this Sprint. 

 Mike Cohn, Agile Estimation and Planning.  (2005).2

 Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Flow: The Psychology of Optimal Experience (1990). 3

 Marshall Rosenberg, Nonviolent Communication: A Language of Life: Life-Changing Tools for Healthy Relationships (2003).  4

Also consider enlisting a professional facilitator who can make uncomfortable conversations more comfortable.

 Derby/Larson Agile Retrospectives: Making Good Teams Great (2006). 5
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� Does the Sprint taskboard reflect what the team is actually doing?  Beware the “dark matter” of undisclosed 
tasks and tasks bigger than one day’s work.  Tasks not related to Sprint commitments are impediments to 
those commitments.

� Does your team have 3-9 people with a sufficient mix of skills to build a potentially shippable product 
increment?

� Is your team's taskboard up to date?

� Are the team self-management artifacts visible to the team, convenient for the team to use?

� Are these artifacts adequately protected from meddlers?  Excess scrutiny of daily activity by people outside 
the team may impede team internal transparency and self management.

� Do team members volunteer for tasks?

� Has the need for technical debt repayment been made explicit in the definition of done, gradually making the 
code a more pleasant place to work?

� Are team members leaving their job titles at the door of the team room, collectively responsible for all aspects 
of agreed work (testing, user documentation, etc.)?

Part III -- How Are Our Engineering Practices Doing?

� Does your system in development have a "push to test" button allowing anyone (same team or different team) 
to conveniently detect when they've caused a regression failure (broken previously-working functionality)? 
Typically this is achieved through the xUnit framework (JUnit, NUnit, etc.).

� Do you have an appropriate balance of automated end-to-end system tests (a.k.a. "functional tests") and 
automated unit tests?

� Is the team writing both system tests and unit tests in the same language as the system they're developing? 
Collaboration is not enhanced by proprietary scripting languages or capture playback tools that only a subset 
of the team knows how to maintain.

� Has your team discovered the useful gray area between system tests and unit tests ?6

� Does a continuous integration  server automatically sound an alarm when someone causes a regression 7

failure?  Can this feedback loop be reduced to hours or minutes?  ("Daily builds are for wimps." -- Kent Beck)

� Do all tests roll up into the continuous integration server result?

� Have team members discovered the joy of continuous design and constant refactoring , as an alternative to 8

Big Up Front Design? Refactoring has a strict definition: changing internal structure without changing external 
behavior. Refactoring should occur several times per hour, whenever there is duplicate code, complex 
conditional logic (visible by excess indenting or long methods), poorly named identifiers, excessive coupling 
between objects, etc. Refactoring with confidence is only possible with automated test coverage. Neglecting 

 http://blogs.collab.net/agile/junit-is-not-just-for-unit-testing-anymore 6

 http://www.martinfowler.com/articles/continuousIntegration.html7

 Martin Fowler, Refactoring: Improving the Design of Existing Code (1999).8
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refactoring makes it hard to change the product in the future, especially since it’s hard to find good developers 
willing to work on bad code.

� Does your definition of "done" for each Product Backlog Item include full automated test coverage and 
refactoring?  Learning Test Driven Development (TDD) increases the probability of achieving this.

� Are team members pair programming most of the time? Pair programming may dramatically increase code 
maintainability and reduce bug rates. It challenges people's boundaries and sometimes seems to take longer 
(if we measure by lines of code rather than shippable functionality). Lead by example by initiating paired 
workdays with team members. Some of them will start to prefer working this way.

Part IV -- How Is The Organization Doing?

� Is the appropriate amount of inter-team communication happening? “Scrum of Scrums” is only one way to 
achieve this, and rarely the best.9

� Are teams independently able to produce working features, even spanning architectural boundaries?10

� Are your ScrumMasters meeting with each other, working the organizational impediments list?

� When appropriate, are the organizational impediments pasted to the wall of the development director's office? 
Can the cost be quantified in dollars, lost time to market, lost quality, or lost customer opportunities? (But 
learn from Ken Schwaber's mistakes: "A dead ScrumMaster is a useless ScrumMaster." )11

� Is your organization one of the few with career paths compatible with the collective goals of your teams? 
Answer "no" if there's a career incentive  to do programming or architecture work at the expense of testing, 12

test automation, or user documentation.

� Has your organization been recognized by the trade press or other independent sources as one of the best 
places to work, or a leader in your industry?

� Are you creating a learning organization?

Conclusion

If you can check off most of these items and still have time left during the day, I’d like to hear from you.

There’s no canned formula for creating human ingenuity.  This paper lists points which may, or may not, help in 
your situation.  

Once you start to realize what you could do to make a difference, you may find yourself afraid to do it. This is a 
sign you're on the right track. 

 See http://less.works/less/framework/coordination-and-integration.html for alternatives.9

 http://FeatureTeamPrimer.org/10

 Ken Schwaber, Agile Project Management with Scrum (2004)11

 Alfie Kohn, Punished By Rewards: The Trouble with Gold Stars, Incentive Plans, A's, Praise, and Other Bribes (1999)12
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What should a new ScrumMaster be doing?

by Sam Laing | 28 Aug 2014

We are coaching at a new client, helping them transition to Scrum. As a result we have a 
group of totally new ScrumMasters. Any new role with new responsibilities is a challenge. As 
an experienced ScrumMaster there are many lists of what you should be doing all day 
everyday. But if you’re brand new and so is you team – it’s a bit like the blind leading the blind.
Our particular challenge was that none of our new ScrumMasters could understand how this 
could possibly be a full time role. They have 1 team each.

The first exercise we did was to ask them to write down all the impediments they had noticed 
in the first 2 weeks. Anything that they thought had slowed their team down. Anything they 
think might become a problem. Anything they had heard others say. We gave them 5 minutes 
in silence to make notes and then went around having each explain.

WOW! This worked so well! They had noticed a lot of impediments and potential problems. 
And they were big, hairy, scary ones. Next we asked – so if your job is to ensure impediments 
are removed, and we look at this list … do any of you still think this is a part time role? A few 
chuckles and looks of surprise, the exercise helped open their minds to the scope of the role.
We didn’t want to totally overwhelm them though – so we came up with the mindmap below of 
what they need to do in the first few sprints. If you can think of some others – please leave a 
comment for us !
 

http://www.growingagile.co.za/2014/08/what-should-a-new-scrummaster-be-doing/
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The Problem Solving Tree
by Karen Greaves | 31 Jan 2012

Retrospectives are one of the keys to successful agile teams. The ability to reflect and identify 
how to improve, and then to action those improvements are the very backbone of an empirical 
process. 

I often see teams fail to action things from retrospectives for a couple of reasons:
The improvements identified are too nebulous to take immediate action
The actions are too large to be tackled in a single sprint
There are too many actions and people don’t know where to start

A great technique to solve some of these is to use a problem solving tree. What you need is 
some post it notes, markers and a large wall or whiteboard.
Start with an problem you need to solve, that you’ve identified in the retrospective.
Write this on a sticky note, and stick it at the top of the tree.
Now ask what participants what you can do to solve the problem.
For each different idea put a sticky note below the first, at the same level.
For each of these nodes do the same and build up a tree structure similar to an organisation 
chart.
For each idea you put up, ask if it can be done in a single sprint, and if everyone understands 
what they need to do. If the answer is no, break it down smaller and make another level in the 
problem solving tree.

Once you have some lower levels that are well understood and easy to implement in a single 
sprint, dot vote to see which to tackle in the next sprint. Try to only pick one and get it done, 
rather than lots that go nowhere.

http://www.growingagile.co.za/2012/01/the-problem-solving-tree-a-free-exercise/
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Meetingism – Addiction to Meetings
by Karen Greaves | 3 Oct 2013 

Do you or your organisation suffer from meetingism? Like alcoholism is an addiction to alcohol, 
meetingism is an addiction to meetings. 

Not sure? Take a look at your calendar. Does it look 
like you are losing a game of tetris? Do you book 
time in your calendar as busy, just to get some work 
done without being invited to a meeting. If more of 
your work day is spent in meetings than out of 
meetings, you are likely a sufferer.

People often complain that Scrum prescribes a lot of 
meetings. If you actually follow the recommended 
meeting lengths it works out to only 15% of your 
time. According to Scrum these are really the only 
meetings you need. Yet often we see teams with 
many more meetings than this.

What can you do?
1. Use our 10 tips to make meetings effective.

2. Make sure each meeting has an agenda and everyone knows what it is. Timebox each 
section. If the timebox is up move on, if there is nothing to say on a particular point, move 
on. Meetings don’t need to take an hour just because that is what is scheduled.

3. Look at the purpose of each meeting, and your role in it. Is it to give information, get 
information, or discuss a topic and come up with a decision. If it is none of these, what is 
the purpose, try as I might the only other reason I could come up with for a meeting is 
relationship building which I will deal with separately. Maybe you don’t need the meeting.

4. If the meeting is for you to share information, are you sharing that information in multiple 
forums? I know many product owners who meet separately with stakeholders to share with 
them exactly what gets shared in the sprint review.

5. If the meeting is to get information, are you getting information in the most effective way? Is 
the source of that information in the meeting, or is it just being cascaded down through a 
waterfall of meetings? Go to the source. And if the information is relevant to work you are 
doing, isn’t that just part of grooming? If it’s not relevant to the work you are doing, why do 
you need the information?

6. Look at the frequency of the meeting. Do you need to have it every week? Does enough 
happen in a week to make it worthwhile? What would happen if you made it every two 
weeks instead. Try it for a month and decide if there was really a need for the weekly 
cadence. Maybe you don’t need a regular meeting at all. Maybe you can just call a meeting 
when it’s needed to decide on something.

7. Think about what happens when you are sick. What meetings matter when you are out of 
the office for a week in bed? Which ones do you send a delegate to, which ones do you 

http://www.growingagile.co.za/2013/10/meetingism-addiction-to-meetings/



�
Reading                                                                                                          Week 3

send info to via someone else, which ones do you just blow off and feel lucky that you could 
miss it because you are sick. You don’t need that meeting.

8. Now on to relationship building. I know many people who create meetings to improve 
relationships between 2 people or 2 departments. We recommend managers and 
ScrumMaster have regular one-on-one meetings with team members just for that. If this is 
the real purpose of the meeting, then focus on that, and get agreement from both sides that 
it is worth the time to work on the relationship. Don’t expect relationships to improve 
between 2 departments just because you now have a weekly status meeting to share 
information the other department doesn’t care about. Also think about ways to improve the 
relationship without a meeting. One idea is to drop by their department at lunch time and 
eat your lunch with them.

9. Is the meeting to communicate a message? If so, is there a better way to do this? A 
paragraph, a diagram, a video?

Feeling Brave?
If those ideas don’t do it for you, here’s my radical idea. Delete every single meeting in your 
calendar. That’s right. Every single one. Even your daily standups. Now before you create it 
again, make sure you understand what the purpose is, why you are attending, what the 
agenda is, what the timebox and cadence need to be. Also make sure it can’t just be combined 
with another meeting and be clear on what you will do if you are off sick.

http://www.growingagile.co.za/2013/10/meetingism-addiction-to-meetings/



�
Reading                                                                                                          Week 4

Being Proactive vs Reactive

by Karen Greaves | 6 Jan 2015

Most great leaders are calm and take things in their stride. Rarely are they seen running 
around like headless chickens. Yet, most managers seem to be constantly running around 
putting out fires. What would it look like if those managers instead focussed on being great 
leaders? If this sounds interesting, try the following steps to start being more proactive rather 
than reactive.

Step 1
Take stock of what you are busy with all day every day. We recommend a journal that for 1 
week, that you update at least every hour. A one-liner is all you need. Try and be more specific 
than a generic “admin”.

Step 2
Set aside one hour after this week to look at your journal. Place each of your tasks into the 
appropriate quadrant below. Think deeply about what value really means to you and your 
business.

Step 3
The items in quadrant 1 are great, you want to do more tasks like this. The items in quadrant 
2, you want to look at in more detail and try and reduce the time they take without removing 
any value. Is there something you can automate? Or simplify?

Step 4
The items in quadrants 3 and 4, you want to get rid of. They are adding little if any value. What 
would happen if you stopped doing them? Can you delegate them? If they are needed – how 
can you make them more valuable?

Step 5
Do this exercise every month or so, you’ll be amazed at how many non valuable things creep 
onto your list. Set aside time, at least 4 hours a month, to improve your processes and remove 
non valuable clutter from your to do list. 

�http://www.growingagile.co.za/2015/01/being-proactive-vs-reactive/ 
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Proactive vs Reactive Customer Service

by Karen Greaves | 13 Jan 2015 

I’m the type of customer who let’s a company know what I think of their service via twitter. 
Recently I’ve started to notice that there are really two types of companies in terms of how 
they deal with customer complaints. I think of them as proactive and reactive. Let me give you 
an example.

Imagine a customer complains on twitter that the queue in your bank branch is too long.
A proactive organisation, might use the location information in that tweet to see which branch 
the customer is in, then call that branch manager and find out if there is a problem and if so 
how it can be addressed, maybe some staff can be redirected, maybe the queue can be split 
into those with quick standard requests and those with more complex requests.

Image the customer surprise when you text them back and say “Thanks for the feedback, 
we’ve quickly reshuffled some staff, and your queuing time should now be reduced to 5 
minutes. Thanks for bringing this to our attention”.

Here is a real life example of customer delight. Recently we’ve started using StreamScience. 
We got an email saying they would love to hear any ideas we have for new features. We had 
one, and emailed them back. We got an immediate reply that it was a great idea, and easy to 
do, so it would be implemented. Imagine my surprise when they mailed me a few days later to 
let me know the feature was done and I could now use it!

Unfortunately it is a much more common occurrence that I see the more reactive form of 
customer service.

Recently I observed someone tweeting their frustration about a company’s security questions 
for authenticating you at the call center. The question was about which of their products you 
use. Something that most customers, me included, don’t actually know. I don’t know what kind 
of internet hosting package I have for example, I expect my provider to know that.
It was made worse because the company mentioned then tweeted asking how they could 
help. To me it was obvious how they could help. They could change the security questions, 
and then tweet back that they had done that. But instead they chose to ask a question that 
doesn’t really have any response except ‘fix what I already told you was broken’.

Asking how you can help is not good customer service. Anticipating your customer needs and 
solving their problems before they even need to ask, now that is proactive customer service.
Think about your own organisations customer service? Where do you stand? How can you 
anticipate your customer needs better?

http://www.growingagile.co.za/2015/01/proactive-vs-reactive-customer-service/
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Proactive vs reactive thinking: How to be proactive

What does it mean to be "proactive", as opposed to "reactive"? And how can we do it? This is what this
article is about.

The word “reactive” implies that you don’t have the initiative. You let the events set the agenda. You’re
tossed and turned, so to speak, by the tides of life. Each new wave catches you by surprise. Huffing
and puffing, you scramble to react to it in order to just stay afloat.

In contrast, the image we associate with “proactivity” is one of grace under stress. To stay with the
previous analogy, let’s say you’re in choppy waters. Now, you look more at ease. It’s not just that you
anticipate the waves. You’re in tune with them. You’re not desperately trying to escape them; you’re
dancing with them.

It would be great to dance with the rhythm of life, using the ebb and flow of events as a source of
energy. But is this only possible to those people who are endowed with a proactive attitude (or, maybe,
a “proactive gene”)?

I believe that being proactive is not a mysterious quality that we have, or don’t have. It is a way of
dealing with things, that we can develop and strengthen.

What, then, is this skill?

In a nutshell, being proactive is the same thing as being reactive. The only difference is: you do the
reacting ahead of time.

Let’s go back to the example of the two swimmers on the choppy seas. The difference between them is
that the proactive swimmer anticipates that there will be waves, whereas the reactive one is painfully
surprised by each wave.

The difference is one of perspective. The proactive swimmer sees the big picture: each wave is not an
isolated incident, but is part of a pattern. While there is stress in dealing with difficult circumstances,
there is a consistency and a logic to the environment. There’s a degree of predictability.

With this bigger picture in mind, the proactive swimmer is able to adapt to the ups and downs. As he
does so, he “learns” the patterns of the waves from inside out, so that his reactions become more and
more spontaneous, more and more in tune with the rhythm of the waves.

So, being proactive means being able to anticipate what the future will be, and to react accordingly
before it actually happens.

What is it that prevents the reactive swimmer from doing so? It could be lack of information. There are
plenty of events in life that we simply cannot predict. It could also be lack of intelligence: some people
are better than others at thinking in terms of patterns.
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But let’s assume, for the moment, that our two swimmers have both the same levels of information and
intelligence. Then, the difference between them would simply be that the proactive swimmer has
enough energy to take in the available information and adapt to it. In contrast, the reactive swimmer is
exhausted and overwhelmed (“Somebody get me out of here, please!”).

What does this metaphor have to do with understanding how you can be more proactive in your life?
Three things:

ONE: To be proactive, what you have to do is ask yourself what is likely to happen, and react to it
before it happens.

TWO: It takes energy to rise above the difficulties of the moment, to see the big picture and to make the
changes you need to make.

THREE: Sometimes, you may not have that energy. At such times, it serves no purpose to berate
yourself for being weak. Think of your “reactivity” as a symptom instead of a failure. You need a break.
Take it.

Let’s imagine that our exhausted swimmer finds a raft. From this stable vantage point, wouldn’t he be
better able to see the big picture? After some rest, wouldn’t he be better able to deal with the pattern of
the waves?

Sometimes, the most proactive thing you can do is take a break. Use this “Time Out” to refocus on what
you’re doing and how you’re doing it.

Active Pause and LifeSherpa are Registered Trademarks ® 
© 2016 LifeSherpa. 119 W 57 St, ste 918, New York City, NY 10019 
Mindful vs mindless: Demystifying mindfulness - Privacy Policy

The Trademark is not meant to restrict people from using the approaches described as Active Pause. To the
contrary: You are cordially invited to use them in your personal life and your professional practice. When using any
of this, please refer to it as Active Pause®. Please refer people to ActivePause.com for more information.

Reading                                                                                                       Week 4



�
Reading                                                                                                               Week 6

Top tips to benefit from conferences

by Karen Greaves | 10 Mar 2015

We all attend conferences for the great learning opportunity, and I’m sure many of us are filled 
with ideas that over time become distant memories and then fade away completely. Here are 
some of tips on how to maximise your conference learnings.

Tip 1
Schedule time in your calendar for the day after the conference to reflect. We schedule about 
half the conference time, up to a maximum of 1 day. Use this time to read through your notes, 
make action plans of how to use and apply your learnings.

Tip 2
Create a backlog with all the ideas you want to implement or try, whilst it is fresh in your mind! 
Remember to prioritise these and put in enough information that it will jog your memory a 
month down the line.

Tip 3
Share your notes with your peers – perhaps as a blog post or as sketch notes. These are two 
sketches Sam made during the gathering.

Tip 4
For every session or talk you attend, write down 1 action that you want to implement. This way, 
when you look back at your notes this one action will stand out and remind you.

Tip 5
Schedule a 1 hour report back session with your peers at work. Tell them about the sessions 
you attended and what you learned. Most importantly tell them about what you would like to 
try.

Tip 6
Create a short 5-8 minute podcast of yourself telling the story of what you attended and 
learned at the conference. This way you can listen to the podcast to remember what you 
learned and what was exciting. As a bonus your work colleagues can also listen to this !  

http://www.growingagile.co.za/2015/03/top-tips-to-benefit-from-conferences/
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Understanding Coaching Circles
by Karen Greaves | 19 Jun 2012

Coaching circles are popping up quite a bit these days. There are community coaching circles 
run through the SUGSA, and Growing Agile has just launched our first coaching circle 
package. So what is a coaching circle anyway? Below is my description, and personal journey 
with coaching circles.

It all started in 2010 when I attended my first Scrum Gathering in Orlando. The first day 
included a deep dive session for 4 or 5 hours. I luckily selected Lyssa Adkin’s session, and a 
whole new coaching journey began for me that day. After meeting Lyssa in this session, I 
found out she offered coaching circles telephonically. I signed up immediately. And this is what 
I discovered…

Six of us met with Lyssa via a teleconference. Usually evenings for me as most people were in 
the US. Lyssa welcomed us all, and quickly created a safe place for us to share our 
experiences and learn about new topics. Everyone on the call was at a different place in their 
agile journey, but all looking to improve ourselves and the environment we worked in. We met 
virtually, for 90 minutes in each session. Each call started with a welcome and checkin to see 
where we were on our personal and professional journey’s. Next was a discussion on a topic 
we had all voted on being important to us. Topics ranged from how to influence senior 
managers to how to deal with teams not keen on agile. We ended with personal intentions we 
set for ourselves to see us through to the next call.

The benefits I got from the calls were enormous. They are still with me 2 years later, and have 
shaped who I have become as a coach. What I remember vividly:

• Getting different perspectives on my difficult situations at work, which opened my mind to 
new possibilities

• Hearing about challenges other coaches were having and realising I was not alone
• Being reminded to be kind to myself but also to take responsibility for my own journey and 

to take action when things were not working
• Observing a master facilitator in action, and seeing how she created a safe space where 

we could share openly
• Realising I could form deep connections with people I had never met – this genuinely 

surprised me

After the calls I was so inspired by the difference they had made in my life that I started the 
community coaching circles through SUGSA (www.sugsa.org.za). Now we are ready to evolve 
these to the next level with our Growing Agile coaching calls (http://www.growingagile.co.za/
how-we-help/). One day I hope I will stumble upon a blog post a bit like this one, about how 
our coaching circles have influenced someone deeply !

http://www.growingagile.co.za/2012/06/understanding-coaching-circles/
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The only software metric you need…

by Karen Greaves | 20 Mar 2014

This is a continuation from my previous post on ‘Why measuring productivity is bad for 
business‘ (http://www.growingagile.co.za/2014/01/measuring-productivity/ ) inspired by Dan 
North’s Accelerated Agile course.

If measuring productivity is bad for software then what on earth should we measure? Initially I 
argued with Dan that it must include something about value delivery. His take is: that is a 
problem for the whole business, but if you want to look at software development in isolation 
then the key metric has to be about how quickly the team deliver stuff, but we know we don’t 
actually care how productive they were, so what does it mean?

It’s simple – lead time – how long does it take from when you identify your customer needs 
something to when they get it. That’s it!

If you team can deliver what the customer wants as close as possible to when they want it you 
will win.

So how do you measure this? Here are 3 simple ways.

1. If you use a ticketing system like Jira, lead time is simply the time the issue was logged up 
until the time it was resolved. In my experience as soon as you do this you will realise half the 
stuff in your Jira system is out of date, and so the data is no good. Try approach number 2.

2. Whenever you add an item to the product backlog add the date (if you are using physical 
card, just write it on one corner). Whenever you ship a feature add the date. Now just subtract 
the two to get lead time. Of course that might not work for everything on your backlog today. 
Try approach 3 for that.

3. If you have a ton of stuff on the backlog you have no idea when it was added, and generally 
new stuff is not added, then try looking  at just the cycle time. When a story is started in a 
sprint note the date, and when a story is release to customers note the date. Subtract the two 
to get your story cycle time. Remember this is just a piece of the lead time because it excludes 
the wait time it sat on the backlog for, but it’s a good place to start. See this link (https://
stefanroock.wordpress.com/2010/03/02/kanban-definition-of-lead-time-and-cycle-time/) for a 
great explanation.

How can it be gamed ?

If you know anything about metrics, you will know they can and will be gamed as soon as you 
start measuring them. So how can you game lead or cycle time?

The three patterns I’ve seen are:

a) It’s not in scope. Team members can start to nitpick around scope, if their focus is on getting 
things done as soon as possible. The PO wants the text worded differently and the team 
request a new story for that because “it’s not in scope”. While in general this is not a bad idea, 
you probably want to avoid extremes. As a counter metric you could track how many new 

http://www.growingagile.co.za/2014/03/the-only-software-metric-you-need/
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stories arise because of ‘scope creep’ and how big they are. If you’ve got a lot of very small 
stories being added every sprint, cycle time is probably being gamed.

b) High failure rate. In an effort to finish things quicker teams can unconsciously drop quality. 
We all know this, and so of course it can happen if teams are chasing a short cycle time. The 
best way to balance this is with a failure load metric that tells you how many things come back 
because of errors.

c) Some people think that to game this teams will want to break stories down as small as 
possible, particularly if you are only measuring cycle time in the sprint (option 3 above). 
However in my experience that’s a good thing, I have rarely seen a team break down stories 
too small. If you find this happening and the team have >20 stories in a sprint, maybe try 
measuring the full lead time from customer request to delivery.

How can we reduce our lead time?

The simplest possible way (which can be mathematically proven using queueing theory or 
demonstrated with the airplane game), is to reduce work in progress. Stop starting things and 
start finishing things. 

Here are a few ways you can do that to improve lead time:

For Product Owners this means culling your backlog. Let’s be honest. Those features that 
have been sitting in your backlog for 2 years are never going to be important enough to get 
done. Be bold and delete them. Think about what your ideal lead time is for your product, and 
then delete anything older than that in your backlog. i.e. if you’d like a lead time of 3 months, 
take everything older than 3 months and delete it from your backlog. Trust me, if it is important 
it WILL come back.

For teams this usually means working on only one or two stories as a time, and keeping 
stories small – it helps get them ‘done’ sooner. This means collaborating and having multiple 
team members work on the same story. If you think that’s impossible, you might need to look 
at your version control strategy or your system architecture and find ways you can make this 
possible.

For releasing this means smaller more frequent releases. I guarantee you have a process to 
get a hot fix to a client if they encounter a sever bug in production. Why can’t that process be 
the way you release all software? The worst wastage in lead time is having a feature done and 
not making it available to the client. 

Good Luck!

http://www.growingagile.co.za/2014/03/the-only-software-metric-you-need/
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Interruptions in Scrum
by Sam Laing | 10 Sep 2012 

You are the Scrum Master of a team that is doing scrum. 
Things have been going fairly well. This time of year is tricky 
for your business. Its when all your customers need to go 
through audits and thus they require a lot of support from 
your team. Its crucial to the business that these customers 
are supported but the knock on effect is that not much 
committed sprint work is being done. The team is feeling 
frustrated that they have to drop work to focus on support the 
whole time. They are also feeling pressured to meet their 
commitment and do all the support work.

Well the good news is that many (if not all) teams have faced 
this problem at some point. It’s the nature of the software 
game. Perhaps it’s a big release mid year, perhaps it’s the 
looming Y2K fixes (remember that?).

As a coach I like to focus on the inspect & adapt cycle, and help my teams use that to improve 
their situations. The first thing I would suggest is to change nothing. Rather lets make sure we 
are not making assumptions because of frustrations.
 
First talk to the team.
Let the team know that for this sprint you are going to focus on what the interruptions are and 
how long they take. In the retrospective the team will analyze the interruptions and we will see 
how we can minimize their impact on the team.

Then make every interruption visible.
I ask the team to note every interruption on a bright pink sticky note on their task board. (Any 
color that will stand out from all others on their board will work). They need to put their name 
and the approximate duration of the interruption on the sticky as well.

Reminders in standup.
Add a question to your daily standup to remind people about interruptions. Anything that takes 
more than 15 minutes should go up on the task board.

Inspect & Adapt.
During your retrospective analyze all the interruption stickies. Group them. Some might be 
related to bugs, some to data conversion, some to a legacy product… Know do a root cause 
analysis technique on these groupings. This is crucial. If you simply apply a band-aid to the 
problem it will come back time and time again. You really need to get to some root causes and 
then select an action. Yes, just 1. As the scrum master you might take some other actions and 

http://www.growingagile.co.za/2012/09/interruptions-in-scrum/
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escalate them higher up or to other departments, but the team should just take 1 action that is 
within their control.

Be open to new ideas but also don’t make radical changes too quickly. Sometimes the answer 
is to reduce your sprint length, or to not use scrum!

The next sprint.
The action from your retrospective should be taken into your next sprint and be the highest 
priority for the team. It is important that you continue to monitor interruptions for this sprint and 
the next few, to see if your action is making a difference.

In most teams I’ve noticed the interruptions stickies drastically reduce in the 2nd sprint, mostly 
because individuals change their behaviour. They become more aware of interruptions and 
start to deal with them differently. Most teams start to adopt practices that will improve the 
situation for the next time this ‘overload’ of interruptions is expected.

Teams can continue to use this technique daily and should the number of pink stickies look like 
they are growing they can use that as an indicator to inspect and adapt.

Here are some other techniques for dealing with interruptions:
http://agilitrix.com/2010/05/no-interruptions-in-scrum-is-an-anti-pattern/
http://www.agileadvice.com/tag/interruptions/

http://www.growingagile.co.za/2012/09/interruptions-in-scrum/
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Interruptions, Support, Business as usual – how do these 
work in scrum
by Sam Laing | 18 Aug 2015 

Most teams starting out with Scrum understand their backlog and what we called planned 
work. This is work that everyone grooms together and fully understands. Then there is all the 
other stuff!

We tell teams new to scrum to just track these things for the first sprint. They put up all things 
they do, outside of the work planned for the sprint, with the number of hours it took onto the 
board in a swim lane called unplanned. The reason for this is that most people don’t realize 
how much other stuff they do on a daily basis.

After 1 sprint the team is usually blown away by how 
many of these stickies are on the board. They are 
usually a combination of tasks that people have been 
doing daily/ weekly for ages – we often call these 
Business as Usual (BAU) tasks but some companies 
have other names. Then there are adhoc meetings 
and things that we attend without thinking. These 
could be BAU or just interruptions.

And then there are the emergency “must be done 
NOW” things. Often this falls under the banner of 
Support – but again it could be called anything.

Some of these things we know at Sprint Planning. If you do know about them then add them to 
your sprint backlog as part of your commitment.  If they are recurring, perhaps think of having 
a recurring swimlane and reserve some of your capacity for this.

Setup a meeting to look at these recurring tasks and see how you can improve the way you 
work on them. The aim being to automate them away or to make them as small as possible.

The items that you can’t plan for in Sprint Planning are those that come up during the sprint, 
and can’t be foreseen. We call these “unplanned”. Every team has some of this. And every 
team needs to figure out how to deal with their unplanned work. Again, you want to regularly 
look at these and see if there is anything you can put in place to minimize these as much as 
possible. The more unplanned work a team has, the less planned work they can commit to. 
Ideally you want the majority of work in a team to be planned. Each team will figure out their 
capacity and how to work with this.
 
Some capacity techniques we’ve seen teams adopt:
 
On demand with WIP limit and rules
Each and every piece of unplanned comes onto the board and is prioritized. However the In 
progress column has a WIP limit. Say it’s 2. This means only 2 unplanned items can be 
worked on at a time, and the rest of the team can focus on planned sprint work. You might 
have rules as to what unplanned items can come onto the board and when etc.
 

http://www.growingagile.co.za/2015/08/interuptions-support-business-as-usual-how-do-these-work-in-scrum/
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One person per day or week or sprint
You can have a rotating roster where one person is assigned to deal with unplanned work. 
This means the rest of the team can focus on sprint work. If that one person doesn’t 
understand the issue they can ask for assistance from other team members. This rotation can 
happen daily or weekly or every sprint.
 
Timeslot for all 9-11
You can set a timeslot to work on unplanned. For example 9 – 11 am you work on unplanned 
work, the rest of the time you work on sprint items.
 
Specific days eg Tuesday and Thursday
You can also assign specific days to work on unplanned work, like Tuesday and Thursday, all 
other days you work on planned sprint work only.
 
Alternate sprints (One for support, one for backlog)
You can also alternate sprints. So one sprint for only unplanned work, then one sprint for 
backlog work. This works well with teams that have a lot of support work and it can wait for a 
sprint.
 
Alternate teams (One team on support for a sprint, then next)
If you have multiple teams working off the same backlog, you could alternate teams for 
unplanned work. So team A for this sprint works only on unplanned items and Team B & C 
work on backlog items.
 
You may have noticed all of the above give the team focused time to work on sprint backlog 
items. There is no one set pattern for teams and I’m sure there are plenty more than just the 
ones we mentioned. If you have this problem then try some of these with your team until you 
find a pattern that works for you.

http://www.growingagile.co.za/2015/08/interuptions-support-business-as-usual-how-do-these-work-in-scrum/
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You do it, you own it.

by Sam Laing | 10 Apr 2014

Anyone who has been trained by us or coached by us has heard this statement. I’m not sure if 
we stole it from someone else – the possibility is high (apologies for not crediting!).

The next time you find yourself complaining about someone – think of this statement. Are you 
doing something that you expect that person to then own?  

Here is a simple example of a conversation we would have with a ScrumMaster:
We noticed that you update the task board to keep it up to date and neat? Yes.
Who is the board for? The team. 
What is the board for? The team to get on the same page and see if they are on track to meet 
their commitment. 
So who should be updating the board? Oh… the team. 

You do it, you own it.

I find myself thinking about this statement every time I’m annoyed by someone not doing 
something I expect. Most times I am the cause of my problem. I am the one that needs to step 
back to allow that person to step up. And that person is not going to step up automatically. 
They have probably come to expect you will be doing something. You need to let them know 
you are not doing it anymore and that it is their responsibility. And then you might need to 
remind them (not force them).

Recently I was upset with my gardener. He seemed to do nothing without me giving him 
detailed instructions, and on the days I didn’t, he would just leave early. I sat him down and 
explained that I don’t want to give him detailed instructions, he needs to see my garden as his 
own and maintain it. I stepped back. And he owned it. 

What are you owning that you shouldn’t be? How can you let go?
Remember: You do it, you own it. 

http://www.growingagile.co.za/2014/04/you-do-it-you-own-it/
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Lego Burndown Charts – a Guest Post

by Sheetal Gordhan | 20 Nov 2012 

One of the Scrum Masters in our Coaching Circle mentioned she had tried a lego burndown 
chart with her team. Since we LOVE lego, we thought this was a great idea, so we asked her 
to share it with us in the form of a guest post on our blog.
Here is Sheetal Gordhan’s story:

As a new Scrum Master I was invested in the team’s outcome and didn’t realise that the team 
should be the updating a visible burn down/up chart. It can be anything really. Something they 
are comfortable with, and that makes visible the status of the delivery. Then if a conversation is 
needed, it takes place rather than no delivery, stress and general unhappiness.

I took it upon myself to create a 3d representation of a release plan and it’s status using lego 
blocks. The objective of this was:
1. The team could update it and I could know where we were, without having to interrupt 

team
2. Other stakeholders could look at it and understand where we were, without technical 

jargon driven conversations that left them still not sure if the release was on track or not.

There is loads wrong with this scenario and I get that now, but had no idea then. So basically, I 
started playing with lego.

I went out, I bought some lego (the cheap kind). I printed some pictures. I put the pictures and 
the lego blocks together. I created a number of piles of lego blocks that represented the work 
we were planning to do, currently doing or done with. These three piles of lego sat in the 
middle of the scrum team’s working space and the piles moved.

There was a pile of lego blocks which represented work in progress, these were clearly 
marked and segregated from the other piles. There was another pile of lego blogs which 
represented planned work, also clearly marked. And finally, there was a forming group of lego 

http://www.growingagile.co.za/2012/11/lego-burndown-charts-a-guest-post/
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blocks that either I or team were moving to represent that which was done. I wish now that I 
had the foresight to take a photo!

Even though this form of burndown was not from any text book, it empowered me, the team 
and other stakeholders to know how we were doing without words, jargon and without a big 
fuss. We knew how we were doing because the lego blocks told us. If the blocks were not 
moving, then I knew to ask some questions during the daily scrum to establish what 
impediments needed to be dealt with.

Do we still do this, no. Am I glad we did this, yes.

For a new team coming to grips with: each other, unknown work, deliverables and a new 
process (sometimes called Agile and sometimes called Scrum) those lego blocks were perfect 
for us. And now, many months later, we are a different team with different challenges and 
some great learning.

Now, as a team, we have stepped up and the team is playing with burn down charts – still not 
text book style but still a tool that I adore. Why? Because the team decided this is the way 
now. Because the team owns this. Now, with no effort or big scene or too many words, all of us 
in the team are able to know quickly if a conversation is needed, if we are on track or if we 
need to re-evaluate and make decisions.

http://www.growingagile.co.za/2012/11/lego-burndown-charts-a-guest-post/
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Helping others deal with conflict

by Karen Greaves | 16 Jul 2015

One of the sessions I attended at Agile 2014 by Tricia Broderick was on how managers can 
help team members resolve conflict themselves. She had some simple steps you can follow as 
a manager or leader so that you don’t have to mediate all conflict yourself. Try this out next 
time someone complains to you about a co-worker.

1. Ask the person with the complaint to go away and write down all the reasons they can think 
off that the person did the things that they did.  
 
You can use this format if it’s helpful:
• What the person did
• How it impacted you
• Why the person did it

2. When they come back with a list of only negative things. Ask them to think again about any 
positive reasons the person might have behaved as they did.

3. Now ask them to pick the most likely reason they did it. Hopefully with some distance and 
perspective they will see that there could be a positive reason for doing something even if 
they were adversely impacted.

4. Now ask what they would like to do about it. Often people are now curious as to the real 
reason for someone’s actions, and as a result can now engage in a healthier conversation 
about it, often without your help as a mediator.

Note this process does not solve the conflict, but it sets up the complainer to think about the 
problem from different perspectives, and be more open to hear the other person.

http://www.growingagile.co.za/2015/07/helping-others-deal-with-conflict/
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AgileConnection | Handling Conflict on Agile Teams:

What to Do When a Team Member Complains | Page 1

Summary:
You've probably seen it on Agile teams: conflict seething just below the surface. Barely disguised
disregard, sidelong glances, rolling eyes, words that halt conversation for an eternal heartbeat while people
think, "Was that meant to be a put down? Did she really just say that?"

You've probably seen it on Agile teams: conflict seething just below the surface. Barely disguised
disregard, sidelong glances, rolling eyes, words that halt conversation for an eternal heartbeat while people
think, "Was that meant to be a put down? Did she really just say that?"

These things are all in the range of normal for an Agile team. They're in the range of normal for any group
of people who spend considerable time together and who create shared history together. It happens in
neighborhoods, community coffee houses, churches and Agile teams - especially Agile teams - where
team members sit arm's distance apart for hours on end every day.

The call to an Agile coach is to help the team see that conflict is normal - and useful - if it remains
constructive. Conflict seething just below the surface is clearly not constructive however, and often leaks
out around the edges as complaints.

Team members know the Agile coach's job is to remove impediments to work, making the coach a popular
target for complainers. Some Agile coaches may have even practiced dealing with this in their Certified
Scrum Master (CSM) course. There is a set of scenarios I have seen acted out in CSM courses that goes
something like this:

A team member comes to you and says that the architect on the team has such bad body odor that she
cannot stand to work near her. With summer coming, she is worried the architect will run everyone out of
the team room. As the team's coach, what do you do?

A developer comes to you fuming because Joe, a developer, broke the build - yet again. He is convinced
that Joe is sloppy and doesn't care about anyone but himself. He says that the rest of the team is ready to
"vote him off the island." As the team's coach, what do you do?

A team member comes to you complaining about the lead tester taking personal calls in the team room. As
she talks, it becomes clear that she is really steamed about the loud, personal conversations she has to sit
through several times a day. She thinks he is rude and has questionable morals. She wants you to make it
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stop. As the team's coach, what do you do?

I've actually played out one of these scenarios in real life, to a real team member. It was the one about
body odor. I'm not kidding. I went to the odor-offender and told her. It was uncomfortable, awful, and I felt
like the lowest of the low as I watched her face crumble before me. But, it was over quickly, was relatively
painless (for me) and ended there. She became more self-aware, her odor improved, everyone was happy.
The indirect confrontation method worked. And I thought I did what was best for the team. But did I?

I can't think of many other scenarios in which the indirect method would work and one might rightly argue it
didn't work in that one either. By carrying the complaint from complainer to offender, I ensured that there
would be no complete understanding of the situation from both "sides." In fact, as the intermediary I helped
create sides by reinforcing a division in the team. This was probably a minor infraction given the body odor
issue, but would be significant in most other situations.

Most complaints are more complicated and feature both parties contributing to the wrongdoing. They are
not clear cut - they are situations in which feelings have come to the boiling point, ideas of right and wrong
create

divisions, places where people are vulnerable, hurt, and feel unappreciated. These are the more common
situations. They call for something better than the coach carrying the complaint from complainer to
offender.

The next time someone brings you a complaint, try this three-step intervention path.[1] Ask the complainer:

#1: "Have you shared your concerns and feelings about this with _________?"

If the complainer has not, encourage them to do so. Perhaps a dry-run with you would help get them over
the jitters. If they are reluctant or unwilling to do so, move to intervention #2.

#2: "_________ should know of your concerns. Would it help if I go with you?"

If so, plan when and where. Let the complainer know you will be there for moral support, not to be the
bearer of the news. If they are still nervous, offer a dry-run with you. If they remain unwilling to express
their concern directly, move on to intervention #3.

3#: "May I tell _________ that you have these concerns?"

Whenever possible, get the complainer to address the grievance directly, either alone or with you in tow.
Going to intervention #3 puts you in the spotlight as "the runner" of the grievance and prolongs the
situation. If intervention #3 is the only option, though, remember this: never carry anonymous complaints.
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Let the complainer know that you will be revealing who has the complaint.

If you relay an anonymous complaint, you open yourself up to manipulation and you model that talking
behind team members' backs is OK. It's not. It wasn't OK in middle school; it's not OK now. Healthy Agile
teams live in a world of courage and respect. Expect no less.

If the complainer rejects all three of these options then do something very difficult: cease to consider it a
problem. Really. Cease to consider it a problem. To help you do this, remember that as the Agile coach you
are in this for the long haul needed to create a high-performance team. You are not in it for the short-term
win of temporary team harmony or a problem solved. With this perspective, you can see that not every
complaint calls for resolution.

Sometimes, people just need to vent. As the coach, you are the wise and calm one that hears them and
allows them to get it out and let it go. This opens the door to healing. Fully listening while they vent is all
that is needed.

Other times, people are trying to add you to their gossip chain - not a place you want to be because no
gossip is harmless. As the coach, know that someone who wants to gossip doesn't want to resolve the
complaint. Hear them fully, give them your observation that they don't seem ready to resolve the complaint
and let them know that you are taking no action.

Or, people may be complaining to you so they can enlist you in their war. Don't sign up. You can tell that
someone is trying to enlist you when you don't get a firm and positive response to this question, "Are you
ready to resolve this without blaming?"

In all three cases, the complainer either doesn't want or is not ready to resolve the situation. So, leave it.
By listening and offering your honorable help, you have already done what was needed.

Addressing complaints above-board is uncomfortable. No one likes confrontation, especially when they
can't get someone else to do it for them. When you handle complaints in the open you will stir things up. So
much so, that you may find you become the

butt of complaints. When someone passes along anonymous complaints about you, ask these questions to
bring the conversation to a constructive place:

May I ask how you feel about this? Is it a concern for you, too?

I would welcome a chance to talk with him. Would you be willing to help us get together to talk?

Remember that, as the Agile coach, you are a model for the behavior that will help the team get to high
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performance. In this regard, imitation is definitely the highest form of flattery. Use this model and hold fast
to the absolute refusal to carry anonymous complaints and see what happens. The best outcome possible
is that you hear one team member say to another, "Have you shared your concerns with her directly?"

[1] The intervention path and much of the advice in this article is adapted from the tutelage of Margaret
Keip, a Unitarian Universalist Minister who teaches conflict management to church groups. Her models
spring from wise guidance she learned from Speed B. Leas, author of many conflict management books,
among them Discover Your Conflict Management Style , Alban Institute: 1998.
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The agile office space

by Sam Laing | 13 Jun 2013

Many of us use agile techniques and principles in our work lives. But how would you apply it to 
your own business? This post is about how we at Growing Agile keep everything we do visual 
and prioritised.

Planning & Structure
We split our days into 4 slots of 1.5hrs with 30 min breaks between and an hour for lunch. 
Then we have 5 areas we need to focus on. These evolved over time, but have been been the 
same for around 6 months now. These are the categories that are important to our business – 
so they would be different for everyone.

Catagories
• Sales – this is building relationships, meeting new clients, existing clients, coffee’s with 

ScrumMasters, events etc.
• Learning – this is our own learning time. Working on our goal for the month, reading, 

courses, our coaching etc.
• Recurring – this includes our newsletter, admin, blog writing, planning, retrospectives – 

basically anything that happens regularly.
• Paid Work – this is training, coaching and preparation for those.
• Other – this is for things that are ad-hoc, like flights, public holidays etc.

We decide on a percentage split between the above categories that makes sense for us. We 
then allocate slots every two weeks according to these percentages. We have 4 slots a day, so 
a total of 20 slot a week. So for example: If 50% of our time is on paid work, then we allocate 
10 slots to this every week.

http://www.growingagile.co.za/2013/06/the-agile-office-space/
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WeeklyPlan
Every 2 weeks we have a planning slot, where we plan our time for the next 4 weeks. The next 
2 weeks are usually in detail and the following 2 weeks have more free time. This allows us to 
see what’s coming up and schedule client meetings. It also allows us not to over commit. We 
also try group our time, so that we have in-office and out-of-office days. The red circles are for 
out-of-office days.

Our plan goes into our google calendar and up on the wall in front of us using stickies. We 
adjust it as we need, but the big win here is that instead of cancelling a slot, we shift it 
somewhere else. This helps us ensure we are allocating our time to our agreed priorities.
Every 4 weeks we have a retrospective. We always use our past plan and adapt to make it 
work for us. It has changed ALOT over the last 18 months – I am pleased to say that it brings 
calm, happiness and structure to our lives. Depending on what slot we are in we have different 
ways to prioritise the work we do.

Admin Board
As mentioned we have an admin slot. We only plan this after a trip away. Usually we pick up 
admin tasks in our 30 min breaks or during lunch. After a trip, we find that we have more 
admin, because we are not doing it in our breaks, hence the slot allocation. All our admin tasks 
are small, around 5 – 10 minutes. 

We have a board on the wall with 4 headings: OneDay, ThisMonth, ThisWeek, Today. As we 
think of an admin task, we write it on a small post it and stick it up on the board in the 
appropriate column. The rule is: If it doesn’t have to be done today, then it shifts to ThisWeek 
etc.

DailyBoard
The good thing about this board is we don’t feel like we’re going to forget something. We don’t 
need to do the action when we remember and get distracted, we just write it down and move 
on. Also it gives us a place to put those random “I just has an awesome idea! We MUST do it!” 
thoughts. And then in a few weeks, when we’re less attached to that great idea, we can admit 
it wasn’t that great and just get rid of the sticky. Once a month we clean the board and get rid 
of everything we are ready to admit will just never happen.

Website Board
As a small startup its up to us to keep our website looking good and working well. We have 
many ideas and improvements and things we want to do. On our wall we have a quadrant with 

http://www.growingagile.co.za/2013/06/the-agile-office-space/



�
Reading                                                                                                            Week 12

axes for Effort (low to high) and Value (low to high). All ideas go onto stickies and are placed 
on the quadrant relative to others with how much effort they will be vs their end value to us.
When we have a website slot, we first pull tasks from the low effort, high value quadrant, then 
from the high effort, high value etc. This helps us prioritise the highest ROI items first. It also 
gives us a place to keep all the ideas we have for our website.

Book Boards
For those of you who don’t know – we are about half way through writing a book. We manage 
this using a standard Kanban board. When we have a book slot – we pull from the board until 
the slot is up. We are also working on the South African version of Who Is Agile? Similarly this 
is visualised with a kanban board.

Idea Board
Occasionally we have big brainstorming sessions - I LOVE 
them! We get to think wacky and crazy. Similarly to the Website 
board these go onto an Idea quadrant with Effort and Value 
axes. Once in a while we will feel inspired enough to turn an 
idea into our retro goal for the month. We will take the idea, and 
figure out how we will work on that idea.

Retrospective
We have a retrospective once a month. There are 2 of us and 
our retros are 90 minutes long. If we try to do this in a shorter 
period – we find that we are not digging deep enough to make 
great improvements. Our retros are planned and time-boxed. 
We go through all 5 stages (as per Agile Retrospectives). We 
change the activities every time and as there are only 2 of us, 
we both facilitate and take part. Each retrospective results in 1 
goal for the following month, and it gets goal slots in our 4 week 

plan. Our goal is run as an experiment with outcomes, or assumptions we want to prove.

We also have a blog post ideas board and a sales board. As you can imagine – our boards 
take up ALOT of wall space. In fact all the walls in our office are used. The cool thing about 
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this is at a glance – we can tell you just about anything about our business. It helps us stay 
focus and working on the most important thing right now.

Hope this gives you some insight into using visual stimuli in your office environment !  One 
interesting insight about our boards is that they track what we need to do, rather than what we 
have done. As soon as work is done the sticky goes in the bin. This is primarily because we 
don’t really care how much we do, we care that important stuff gets done, and that we spend 
our time in the most effective way possible. If this post inspires you to try a new type of board, 
let us know in the comments.
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What is Lean Coffee? – Agile Coffee

How much time do you waste in meetings? If you’re not facilitating and didn’t write the agenda, are you
fully vested in the meeting? Wouldn’t it be great to eliminate some of the waste (and get your time
back)?

These are a few of the questions that Jim Benson and Jeremy Lightsmith faced when they came up
with Lean Coffee – a simple yet revolutionary new meeting format.

(The story goes that back in 2009 Jim didn’t want to deal with the hassles of organizing speakers or the
logistics of the venues, so he and Jeremy opted for this lightweight solution. They agreed to meet every
Wednesday morning at the kakao coffee shop in Seattle: Lean Coffee was born.)

What is Lean Coffee?

From the Lean Coffee website, we have that “Lean Coffee is a structured, but agenda-less meeting.
Participants gather, build an agenda, and begin talking. Conversations are directed and productive
because the agenda for the meeting was democratically generated.”

The Lean Coffee format is both easy to follow and effective at facilitating learning and collaboration
through group discussions. Although the name combines ‘Lean’ (eg. Lean Thinking, Lean Startup, etc.)
and ‘Coffee’ (implying casual morning sessions), neither the topics nor the meeting times need be so
rigid. For instance, I’ve attended Lean Coffee meetups held in mornings, afternoons and evenings. You
can gather at a local coffee house, a pub or at your office. Most successful Lean Coffee groups
maintain a reliable cadence, meeting at the same time and place each week or two.

Tools for a Lean Coffee

Here’s what you need:

a pad or two of sticky notes (3″x3″ is fine)
something to write with (markers work well because they’re visible from farther away)
a timing device (eg. a smart phone)
table & chairs
people
optional: a camera (to take pictures of actions & idea maps)

As you see, nothing here is expensive or hard to find.

How it Works
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The steps are simple, straightforward and can be modified depending upon the situation.  Here’s the
simple version:

1. Setup a Personal Kanban
2. Identify what you want to talk about
3. Vote & discuss

That’s it.

[update 5/15/15] For those who want more of detail, here is comprehensive list of steps:

1. (optional) Select a theme
2. (optional) Everyone writes their name on a card and keeps it in front of them.
3. Write topics onto notecards (one topic per card). No limit to the number of topics. (Pro-tip: keep the

words per card to a minimum for readability.)
4. Set up a personal kanban board with three columns: To Do, Doing, Done. (Pro-tip: add a fourth

column (“Actions”) to collect action items as they come up.)
5. Spend a few minutes introducing each topic, sharing a sentence or two describing the idea on

each card.
6. Vote. Each participant gets three dot votes (or more – you choose). You may cast all your votes on

one topic or spread them across multiple cards.
7. Rank the more popular topics higher in the backlog (the “To Do” column).
8. Now that you have an agenda, move the top item into the middle (“Doing”) column.
9. Set the timer (eg. smartphone) for five minutes — or whatever length the group determines is

reasonable. This is the initial timebox for discussion.
10. When the time limit is reached, hold a simple roman vote (thumbs up, sideways or thumbs down) to

see if there’s interest in continuing the discussion. If so, set the timer for a shorter duration (eg. three
minutes) and continue discussing. You can repeat this step as many times as necessary until the
group loses interest in the topic.

11. When the topic runs out of gas, move its card to the right (“Done”) column. Bring the next highest
card over from “To Do” into “Doing” and repeat the process.

12. (optional) At the end of the session, elicit key take-aways and/or action items from the group. This is
usually important if you’re using the meeting to drive decisions or create work. Taking a photo of the
board or any artifacts (mind maps, etc.) is also handy.

Remember: it’s not an agenda until we vote on it.

Uses of Lean Coffee

I attended my first Lean Coffee at SFAgile in May 2012 (where I also met Jim). It was a 2-day
conference setting with a very open, unconference feel. On the second morning I made it to this ad-hoc
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Lean Coffee – it was certainly not on the conference agenda. Topics ranged from the standard (“what is
Scaled Agile?”, “how do you point stories?”) to the unusual (“best breakfast food”) to the necessary
(“what is lean coffee?”). In that respect, it was a great introduction to the agenda-less structure.

I started a local Lean Coffee, (Agile Coffee of Southern California), as a means to expand my network
and provide the local Lean community with an alternative to the stodgy, agenda-driven events we’ve
grown accustomed to. There’s a place for everyone.

I’ve also used Lean Coffee as a medium for my retrospectives and other brainstorming meetings at
work. A trained facilitator and a mature team can do just about anything with this format. (I’ve read that
some teams/organizations run staff meetings this way.)

[update 6/12/2014] Lately, I adapted my local Lean Coffee to create a podcast. Now one of our monthly
meetings is set aside for recording discussions and posting them to iTunes. Though it’s a new
experiment, early results are favorable, and we’re considering holding a session virtually (over Skype, a
Google Hangout, or the like) and have participants from across the globe join the conversation.
Announcing the sessions early and soliciting topics (via a twitter hashtag, for example) is easy enough,
and this dynamic adds a layer of excitement and unpredictability.

Power to the People

To sum up, I’ve found that Lean Coffee meetings are much more effective and enjoyable because
we’ve turned the control back over to those who can best use it. No longer is there one person
dominating the conversation. Gone is the rigid agenda that must be adhered to. Now the invitees run
the show, as it should be.

The group has buy-in since they set the topics and vote on the “agenda”. The discussions flow more
naturally, going where they need to and staying away from the unnecessary. Everyone has a stake in
keeping the meeting on point, and ownership & engagement levels have gone through the roof.

References

Get it straight from the horse’s mouth. Check out LeanCoffee.org.
Find a Lean Coffee chapter near you (or create one) and join in the collaboration.
See for yourself. Watch How to Run a Lean Coffee, a video produced by Agile Weekly.
Steve Rogalsky created a visual summary on slideshare.
Jim is a fun person to read. Visit his Personal Kanban site.

Reading                                                                                                                                    Week 13      Reading                                                                                                                                    Week 13      



�
Reading                                                                                                          Week 13

Lean Coffee at #AgileTD
by Sam Laing | 25 Nov 2015 

At Agile Testing Days I was lucky enough to attend all 3 days of Lean Coffee – hosted by Lisa 
Crispin and Janet Gregory. I love Lean Coffees as they are only an hour, I usually get to meet 
some nice people and the topics are interesting. I also have a short attention span so listening 
to a topic for 8 minutes keeps my attention.

Here are some of the topics we chatted about over the 3 sessions and my sketch notes of the 
sessions:

Day 1

How do you motivate agile teams to test?
Do testers want to code?
How do you retain info from a conference?
Test Consultancy – a great idea if you have a 
shortage of testers

Day 2

How do you remove the test column? (and make it a 
show me?)
What did you learn yesterday? 15 min walk, Practise 
makes excellence, Games, Scaling Coaches
How do you prevent wasteful meetings?
How do we define the Definition of Ready?
How can we help our Product Owner?

Day 3

What was your 1 big lesson from yesterday? 
Lightning Talks, Change my opinion, Inspiring, How 
we learn TDD, Agile Games, I’m not alone, Different 
titles – same role, explore – try – start small, escape 
room.
How to make the most of a conference?
How do you handle interruptions?
Quality Assistance – love this concept by Atlasssian

http://www.growingagile.co.za/2015/11/lean-coffee-at-agiletd/
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Managing Bugs in Scrum and Agile Projects - Mitch Lacey
& Associates

As I was revising and writing new content for The Scrum Field Guide, 2nd edition, I emailed my friend Bill

Hanlon at Microsoft to get his feedback on my existing chapter on bugs. Bill and I worked together years

ago and I often value Bill’s opinion more than I value my own. The guy constantly innovates on things that

others would say are good enough. Things are never good enough for Bill, and he’s constantly

experimenting and trying new things.

Bill and I began a fantastic dialog about bug management that didn’t conclude until after my book deadline

had passed. I’d like to share with you Bill’s approach, how to get started using it, and how my own

approach has changed as a result.

Start with a Good Codebase

Bill defines a good codebase as one in which it’s quick and easy to fix bugs. The metric he uses to

measure the goodness of a codebase is Average Bug Age (ABA), sometimes called bug cycle time. Bill

postulates that the ABA of open bugs is the key to determining if a codebase is of high quality and debt-

free.

If a company has a good codebase, then the following will be true:

1. Since it’s quick and easy to fix bugs, most of the bugs have been fixed already. This yields a high-quality

product.

2. If it’s quick and easy to fix bugs, then adding new features is easy, too. Therefore, team productivity is

high.

Now that we have established what constitutes a good codebase, let’s explore the actual fixing of bugs.

Return Bugs to Their Creators

Bill and I both do real-time bug fixing. In The Scrum Field Guide, I advocate fixing high and mid-priority

bugs in real-time, but putting low-priority bugs on the product backlog. Bill fixes every bug in real time, even

the low-priority ones. We’ll come back to that whole putting-on-the-product-backlog later. First, I want to tell

you about Bill’s novel approach to real-time bug fixes.

Reading                                                                                                                                           Week 14

Reading                                                                                                                                            Week 14    



5/5/2016 Managing Bugs in Scrum and Agile Projects - Mitch Lacey & Associates

https://www.mitchlacey.com/blog/managing-bugs-in-scrum-and-agile-projects 2/3

Bill’s teams have a rule in place, where the person who wrote the buggy code is required to fix it before that

person is allowed to do anything else. The flow works like this (I’ve revised some of Bill’s terminology but

the flow is the same):

1. Team member (the discoverer) finds a bug and finds who wrote that bit of code (the originator).

2. The discoverer gets up, goes to the originator (if they are not already working together) and says “I’ve

found a bug in some code you wrote—let’s fix it together.”

3. The originator immediately stops working on whatever they were working on and the offender and the

discoverer work together to fix the bug.

What this means is that if a bug is found by anyone on the team, they identify which team member wrote

that code, go to that person with the bug in hand, and say “fix it with me,” resulting in the originator having

to stop whatever they are doing to fix the bug.

Bill told me that while bug-prone team members tend to hate this rule, the benefits far outweigh any

negative reactions. The biggest benefit for Bill is that the bug-prone members tend to spend a good deal of

their time fixing old bugs instead of writing new code. As a result, the best coders end up writing the vast

majority of the codebase. The rule has three important side effects:

1. It limits the damage a bug-prone team member can do, and

2. It rewards team members who write clean, effective code—usually the ones who have figured out how

to do TDD and how and when to refactor—by freeing them up to them write even more code. 

3. It provides the buggy team members with incentive to learn to write better code. And that results in

overall faster teams, and a more stable, higher quality codebase.

Stop Tracking Bugs—Yes, All of Them

At this point in the conversation, I was jumping with excitement. It only got better when we started talking

about bug tracking systems. I was sharing my frustration with Bill on how a customer of mine was arguing

profusely for keeping every single bug logged in a tracking system. I said it was a waste of time and that I’d

only track the bugs that were not fixed in real time—the low-priority bugs I’d added to the product backlog.

Bill told me I was crazy to track even those bugs, and he had the data to show me why.

A few years ago, his teams stopped using a bug tracking system. Why? Because team members said, “It

takes too long—it adds too much time to the bug-fixing process.” The teams said that having the discoverer

write up the bug in a bug tracking system, and then having the originator read it and ask questions, slowed

things down too much and seemed like doing a process for the sake of doing a process, not for building a

quality codebase.
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These days, Bill’s teams only use a bug database for externally found bugs. These bugs are categorized

as follows:

1. Not a bug: the bug that was filed in the tracking system was not a bug at all and so was immediately

closed as “won’t fix.” The vast majority of the time, the bug report was created by a confused filer.

2. A real bug: in this scenario, the bug-fixing policy I described earlier kicked in and the bug was fixed and

closed immediately.

3. Feature request: it’s true that sometimes people get confused on what is a bug and what is a new

feature request. If a bug report is found to be a new feature request, the request is transferred to the

product backlog, turned into a story, and prioritized by the product owner. The bug is closed.

Fixing bugs in real time and abandoning a traditional bug tracking system made his teams so much faster

than his peer teams that his manager took notice and started implementing it on all her teams.

Fix the Low-Priority Bugs in Real-Time or Dump Them

Putting bugs on the product backlog was next. Bill and I went back and forth on the concept of putting bugs

on the product backlog. I stated my case over and over again on why I put lower priority bugs on the

backlog, and he asked me to just give his method a try. Luckily, I found a customer of mine who was willing

to experiment with me, and you know what? I agree. Don’t put bugs on the product backlog. Just fix them,

or mark them as won’t fix. Not only did the average bug age go down with this approach, there was higher

quality code, delivered faster.

Using Bill’s approach has fixed one of the biggest issues I’ve had with teams over the years: the debate

over the quality of new feature development. Having the ability to file a bug and have it on the product

backlog means there is a way to deprioritize quality by moving bugs farther down the product backlog, and

instead focusing on delivering stories. It just creates extra work for the team to triage, and keeps the

debate of quality versus new stories/features alive. That’s a debate I’m tired of having. Bill’s approach

eliminates that conversation altogether.

What about you? Are you still tracking bugs or trying to measure each bug’s worth versus a new feature?

Do your team a favor and try Bill’s approach for a sprint or two. You’ll be amazed at the results.
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