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So you want to be Agile? Well, read on then……
Introducing Agile to your organization sounds great in the boardroom, but once out
in the trenches of your office it may not seem the way it was discussed in the boardroom. I
will share my insights and try to help you avoid some of the common pitfalls that I have
seen during my journey in the Agile world. In my experience there can be a huge difference
in the way Agile functions in different size organizations and especially virtual work. I will
focus on small organizations that are under a thousand employees total with the
development team co-located on site with common sense as my guiding force. In my
experience, some of the more important items to get ironed out quickly will be addressed:


Organizational Functions
o Operations
o Maintenance
o Emergencies
 Organizational Culture
o Organizational commitment
o Change and Stakeholder mind set change
o Siloes
 The Project Team
o Role changes
o Agile adds overhead
o Time-boxes
Hey everyone, we are going Agile but what about running the business? Yes, your
developers more than likely handle a wide variety of issues on a daily basis; let’s take a look
inside of the daily grind:
Operations are the key to producing your product, providing your service or just
plain old operating your business for success. So how do you stop your developers from this
key business function so they can be Agile? Good question. Well each organization will
handle this differently. The best scenario is for the developers to work on their projects and
release reliable software on schedule and within budget. Is this always possible? Maybe not.
So now what? So, how did I handle this situation? Well, what worked best in my experience
is that we assigned a day to each developer where they would do operations related tasks.
This time would be calculated into the project that was being worked on so we still could
provide a realistic view of the work to be completed in the sprint. Maybe not the best
option, but one that worked for me in the past.
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Maintenance is needed to keep all these nice applications in top working order but
all of my developers are now Agile. Who will do all of this maintenance now? Well, in my
experience, a well-defined preventive maintenance schedule works pretty well especially if
the maintenance is performed in off business hours. I have the team self-organize and
develop a schedule and assign out the maintenance tasks. This still lets your Agile team be
Agile and spend time in the sprint performing project work. Depending if the Agile team is
salary or hourly, it can be an opportunity for the developers to put a little more cash in their
pocket which always improves morale.
Emergencies, HELP everything is breaking. So how do we handle these emergencies?
Well in my experience an emergency is just that and rather hard to plan for. So usually any
emergencies take precedence and will be handled by the appropriate amount of developers.
I have always made sure that my departments have a disaster recovery plan in place. This
can reduce stress and the amount of time it takes to recover an application. The emergency
will be managed by a supervisor, management will be updated and upon resolution a
retrospective and lessons learned will be conducted. Unfortunally this time cannot really be
planned into the sprint and can result in some of the story points not being completed and
remaining on the product backlog.
Ok, alright, we have learned a bit about all the organizational functions, let’s be Agile
now. Well, slow down there a bit. Let’s look at the organizational culture and how that can
derail your Agile experience before you ever even get it started.
Organizational commitment in my mind is the make or break item. If you do not
have support from your organization at the executive level, well then any change will be
difficult but implementing Agile may be doomed from the start. Why you ask, do I need
organizational commitment? Well, getting the buy-in from each department will be a lot
easier if the executives tell them that they will support this new business model.
Ok, so you have Organizational commitment but now we have to Change the way
everyone has always worked, “hey that’s how we have always done it”, as old habits are
hard to break. Stakeholder mindset change is a hard task to accomplish; in my experience
there are a few ways to ease the stress for everyone when a big change is happening:







An initial meeting to explain the change and why it is needed
o Explain the basic principles of Agile
o Take suggestions – employees will feel empowered
Identify training needs
o Supply required training
Have a plan for implementing the change
o Publish the plan to employees
o Know that there will be problems, be patient and work through the
issues
Keep everyone updated on a regular basis
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Everyone now understands the change, has training and we have a plan; hopefully
your company is not operating in Siloes. A silo is where all departments kind of do their
own thing and do not communicate well. This is in general a bad business practice but is
devastating to implementing Agile. Silos are tough to overcome. If silos exist they have more
than likely been in place for a long time and just because you want to be Agile, don’t expect
the silo walls to crumble. In my experience I have seen many reasons for the silos, such as:




Department heads not getting along
Years of miscommunication between departments
Departments making promises and not delivering to other departments

The best advice I can provide if you find yourself in a siloed company is to go ahead
with the Agile implementation, but keep it limited to the Information Technology
Department. Work with management regarding interdepartmental communications and if
necessary hire business consultants to handle the silos. As you begin the Agile
implementation, be the buffer for your project team and let them adjust to their new way of
working.
The Project Team is the key to implementing a successful Agile program since they
are the ones that will be experiencing the most change and doing the work.
The project team will experience Role Changes. Odds are good that before Agile the
team really was not a team and that the developers worked on their own projects. Adapting
to a team setting is a big change. Now we are introducing product owner, scrum master as
the core team development team and in addition, testers, designers and the stakeholders.
Big change. The best way to handle the role changes is to guide the team but let them selforganize.
One of the big complaints I have heard is that Agile adds overhead. The standup
meetings, the testing, sprint planning, sprint demo and retrospectives. In my experience,
once the team gets some experience under their belt they usually see the benefits and
enjoy the comradery that comes with being a close knit team and what was once considered
overhead is now all in a day’s work.
Time-boxes can make the team feel pressured. Not many people like to work under
time deadlines. But in Agile, time-boxes are a core component of the project success. Timeboxes will require a change in thinking for the developers. The time-boxes should be
thought of as a toll to stay focused and produce working software quickly. Time-boxes will
help the team prioritize what is most important at the time and avoid gold plating. After
some time, most of the teams I have worked with have adopted time-boxing and have seen
the value in it and it actually has helped reduce pressure on the teams.
The items discussed are some of the big hurdles in starting an Agile program. There
will be other stumbling points but if you address the items discussed, your Agile program
will be off to a good start. Starting an Agile program requires hard work and determination,
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but in the end it can be well worth it for your organization as there will be many benefits
and as your organization refines and becomes more Agile the benefits of Agile will continue
to fuel your organization. I wish you the best of luck.
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