The Best Advice for New and
Struggling Agile Teams
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Gil Broza is on a mission to make software development more effective, humane and responsible. He
helps people pick up where Scrum left off, especially on the technical, human and thinking sides of agile.
His new book "The Agile Mind-Set" helps practitioners go beyond process and adopt a true agile
approach to work. He is also the author of "The Human Side of Agile", the definitive practical book on
leading agile teams to greatness; host of the popular virtual trainings Individuals and Interactions and
Packing List for Your Agile Journey; and co-leader (with Johanna Rothman) of the annual Influential Agile
Leader event. Any given day, you can find him coaching, consulting, training, speaking, facilitating and writing. Get Gil's
popular 20-session mini-program, Something Happened on the Way to Agile, free at OnTheWayToAgile.com.
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Let’'s say you're joining a newly formed agile team. Whether as a PM, manager or team member,
how can you help your team succeed? The list of good answers is pretty long and varied:
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e Make sure roles and responsibilities are clear.
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e Get a good agile rhythm going (for instance with iterations, daily stand-ups, reviews,

retrospectives).
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e Facilitate working agreements.
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e Funnel all the work through a single coherent list, such as a backlog with stories.
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e Create a build-deploy pipeline.
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e Write automated tests for every new piece of code.
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e Remove real or perceived barriers to collaboration.
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e Ensure that the team has a proper charter.
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e Keep the stakeholders happy.
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...and lots more!
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These are big ticket items. Many of them take a while to accomplish and have no obvious
endpoint. How do you stay on top of everything?
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When | coach managers, leaders and teams, | like to offer a single mantra: Finish Small
Valuable Work Together (FSVWT). A team with this focus will naturally address all the above
items, and they will quickly become a strong team.
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Clearly, this mantra reinforces key agile ideas: finishing, value and collaboration. What | like
about it even more is: It suppresses behavioral patterns that hinder agility. One such anti-pattern
is overemphasizing standardized (“best practice”) process mechanics. I've met many teams that
spent a lot of energy on their user story format, daily stand-up procedure and precise
determination of story points; only in a few cases did any of that contribute to delighting their
customer. Instead, FSVWT implies that there’s no need to sweat the process.

HOMZ, ZOAa—HET VXY ANDX—KRA U DB Z,  “BTT5HI &, fliffi.
ZLTWH)” BT 5, SOIHEROITE, ZORR—T ), BEHEEEZ YT 2178 3% —
YEMADI L, DT T N =T, BB LShT NAS - T T T 4 RT LR
L7 m AOMHALA I ER T 5,

FNIZNET, Z<OF—2ITHE>TE R, #Hb1E, 2= — - X b=V —+Tx—vv |
OIER. BEDNHI—FT 47, ZLTA M=V — KAV FOFEFRRREICEL DT RL
F—ZENTWe, BELZEITELZLICHEILIEDIL, 205 BIZADE T —272, KoY
(2. FSVIT 37 2 R E b ETOLETRVWI L 2ERT D,

Another pattern is a holdover of traditional management: Every member focuses on his or her
tasks. You hear this in daily stand-ups when people report what's on their plate and

what they are planning to work on today. You see it when developers write the front-end portion
of a feature, while its back-end portion progresses on a separate track. FSVWT reminds the
team that only deliverable results matter.

) — DDA — N, BRI~ XA OB, TRTDO A AA—T, HEFIIEL
DEATIERENTDH, WoBn, HOEDEEY A MIH-STHDLEHD, BIUMELREDH
Ldﬁbfwéﬁi%ﬁiﬁéﬁ%ﬁj%i—?4Vﬁ@ﬁ oYy ol e e 4 Vi = B N R B )

Y, FBENDLEEO 7 hy N E2RIEL, —HTEDONy 7= REG BRI
7 A4 CHEITTORE, HellIZNEBIZT 572595, FSWT I, AR TZTNEETH D Z
LT —hZBVHE S,

A third problematic pattern is the assumption that a solution has to do a bunch of things to be
valuable. | see this all the time, even with teams that love agile: They'll take on a feature,



whatever its size, and spend weeks on it until they’re “done.” They don’t approach it in a truly
agile way, evolving it piecemeal from its earliest testable form through its earliest usable form,
and then to its earliest lovable form. FSVWT reminds them to break everything down into small,
meaningful and finishable pieces.
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My mantra is not designed to pack the entire agile mindset into a single phrase. In fact, it makes
no explicit mention of the three fundamental agile principles: continuous learning, feedback and
improvement. | haven't found this to be necessary, because to regularly finish valuable work
together, a team will have to learn, validate its output and adapt its approach.
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Much more than a reminder of the importance of strong teamwork, “Finish Small Valuable Work
Together” helps a team quickly become a strong team. That’'s because frequent wins are a
powerful, simple driver of a team’s growth. Finishing something valuable provides visible
evidence of success, and when that something is small, success is quick to arrive. Repeat the
cycle and soon enough, all the members will decide they truly want to be part of their team.
Notice that FSVWT is method-agnostic; you'll get this effect whether you use agile iterations or
kanban work-in-progress limits.
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Not all teams are a success story. However, new teams seem to have a grace period of two to
three months during which people will give each other a chance. Emphasize FSVWT heavily
during that time, and your team will have a much higher likelihood of success.
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