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Coming of Age
of an Agile Company

Stories from real project teams that 
illustrate why Agile needs the support of 
Lean for its benefits to be complete and 

lasting
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Quote for the Day
“It is not the strongest of the species 

that survive, not the most 
intelligent, but the one most 
responsive to change.”

- Charles Darwin
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What’s Unique about my 
Experience?

• Most Agile coaches have much shorter time 
with an organisation

• Agile conversions have a high mortality rate

• Wider scope allows a view beyond teams, to 
organisation’s “coming of age”
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Context

• Bank in the UK
• 3,000 employees, about 300 in IT
• Marketing, Operations are IT’s customers
• Business very unhappy with IT performance
• IT meeting about 5% of its goals
• Everyone: Let’s give Agile a try!
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More Context

• I’m principal coach, associated with 
larger consultancy

• Assessment done, and managers have 
selected pilot project and team

• Agile adoption sponsored by CTO
• Senior Director named Agile Champion
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Organisations/ People –
Developmental Phases

• Learning takes place intellectually and emotionally
• Limits are tested
• Lessons get “unlearned” and must be reinforced
• Constant temptation to take the path that is easy and 

inappropriate
• Struggle to break bad habits, addictions
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An appropriate Analogy

British TV show…
http://www.supernanny.co.uk/
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Supernanny Pattern

• Observe
• Give parents an assessment of situation
• Get basic discipline in place – stop tantrums, etc.
• Institute new family rules that engage kids
• Leave and let parents operate the new rules
• Return and give feedback
• Job completed
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4 Change Loops
• Teams learn to produce bug-free code 

sustainably
• Empowered, Engaged people via Servant 

Leadership
• Control work flow to match team capacity
• Control project portfolio to match 

organisation’s capacity
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MIS Data Re-Org, ph 3

Team Name

Agile Teams Timeline

Reissued Charges

Analytics Migration (3 teams)

E-Debt Farm

Web Flex (2 teams)

Mail Ops

MIS Infrastructure Reinvention

Mars Dashboard

Workflow Fix Stream

Copyright N. Van Schooenderwoert,  2007

4th Qtr3rd Qtr2nd Qtr1st Qtr4th Qtr3rd Qtr2nd Qtr1st Qtr

Credit Application Upgrade

Reg Compliance Fixes

Employee Password Security

Obelisk Link

Web Signatures

Risk Decision Upgrade (2 teams)
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Change Loop 1: bug-free code
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Change Loop 2: Servant 
Leadership
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Change Loop 3: Team’s 
workstream sized to capacity
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Change Loop 4: Organisation’s 
workstream sized to capacity
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Partnership: Business and 
Technical

Customers Team Code

Build the right thing! Build the thing right!

Agile management 
practices

Agile technical 
practices
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Conclusions
• Agile flushes out causes of poor software
• Lean surfaces the roots of management problems
• In both cases, people may prefer ignorance
• Without a Lean discipline governing workflow, Agile 

teams face loss of habitat and starve
• Each of the 4 Change Loops is difficult and subject to 

backsliding
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More Conclusions
• One Agile Champion is not enough
• A ‘mesh’ of Agile leaders is needed
• Managers need to see themselves as 

stewards of the environment needed by 
Teams and Customers

• Most outside coaches leave org. at the start 
of its adolescence – hence the high mortality 
of Agile initiatives
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Future of This Company
• Organisation is adolescent, experimenting with the 

addictive substances: 
– “intermediaries between Team & Customer”
– “no-slack planning for guaranteed dates”

• …and shaky on driving skills
– A couple of “fender benders”

• But Business side has renewed interest in Lean –
may reinvigorate Agile
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