Quality Agile Management
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Johanna Rothman works with companies to improve how they manage their product
development. She is the author of Manage Your Project Portfolio: Increase Your
Capacity and Finish More Projects, 2nd edition, Agile and Lean Program
Management: Scaling Collaboration Across the Organization as well as several
other books including the newest: Create Your Successful Agile Project:
Collaborate, Measure, Estimate, Deliver. See her blogs and more of her writing at
jrothman.com.
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Is your organization using an agile approach (or considering it)? Many people think that change
mostly affects the teams and the project and program managers. It's true—the teams power the
changes from the product side of the organization. Even more important though is how managers
change with agile approaches. The more management excellence—the more quality in
management—the easier it is to use an agile approach.
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That requires a change in how managers think about and create the agile culture.
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Define culture

LD ERE
If you listen to Seth Godin, he says that culture is “people like us doing things like this.” That
might be a good shorthand for how Edgar Schein describes culture:


https://www.projectmanagement.com/profile/johannarothman/
http://www.pmimassbay.org/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edgar_Schein
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How people treat each other (the behavior we encourage and tolerate)
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What people can discuss
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What the organization rewards
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Successful agile cultures encourage psychological safety and collaboration. They encourage
transparency in the project and product, and across the organization. You might well need to
keep product plans secret outside the organization, but be transparent inside the organization.
And, an agile culture rewards the team, not the individual.
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Take all three together and we realize that being a quality agile manager might be quite different
from what other people think great management is.

NG 3EEREHITO TATL I, WET Vv AN~ =Ty —IZ2b 09 Z i,
BRI S, BB LI~ R PA L FEEZTWVWAZ L L RELS AR S>TWVENE LRV ER
3 TLX I,

Let’s first discuss the behavior we encourage—and the behavior we do and do not tolerate in an
agile organization.
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An agile culture changes how people treat each other
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On one team, the lead architect, Arthur, belittled some of the less seasoned developers and the
testers. Arthur had always been handsomely rewarded for his individual work. He fully expected
to be rewarded the same way, even after the organization started to use agile approaches.
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Sandy, an agile project manager, and her team were assigned to extend already-existing
functionality on a product Arthur had architected. The team invited Arthur to its first meeting
where they would create the project charter.
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Arthur questioned everything about their work. He told the testers they could never understand
the product, and that they could go now.
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At first, Sandy was surprised and a bit shocked. She interrupted: “Arthur, that’s not how we talk
to each other.”
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He turned to her and sneered. “Well, it's how | talk to people.”
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Sandy stood up and walked to the door. She opened it. “Okay, you can leave now. We don’t
need you here.”
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Arthur leaned back in his chair. “Oh no, my dear. You need me much more than | need you.”
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Sandy shook her head. “Nope. We don’t need your attitude on this team. You can leave now.”
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One of the developers said, “Arthur, please leave now. We have work to do.”
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He walked to the door, turned, and said, “You'll be back to ask me to work with you.”

T—Hh—IRTDLEZAETHENT, V- TEWNE L, TEELIX, Bl FEzr
LTERLWE, BEWLIZES>TL A7EA97, |

Sandy carefully closed the door behind him. “I was afraid if | slammed the door, he’d think he
won,” she said. “Now, let’s discuss this big impediment.”
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The team members discussed their concerns. They were happy they kicked Arthur off the team
because it was clear he wasn’t going to be a part of the team. They were also concerned that
Sandy might get into trouble for asking him to leave. And, they were worried that they wouldn’t be
able to learn that part of the product fast enough to do their work.
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Sandy explained that she was ready to take any heat from management to manage this
particular problem. She was much more concerned that the team would have trouble
understanding the various issues in the code.
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The team developed several risk mitigation approaches and started to plan their next couple of
weeks of work. Sandy decided to find her manager and explain what had occurred.
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An agile culture changes what people can discuss
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Sandy knew she still needed to cool off for a few minutes. She hadn’t been that angry in years.
She returned to her office and messaged her boss, Jake. “Got a few minutes this afternoon?
Need to talk today.”
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He immediately replied. “Suspect that who you want to talk about is sitting here, giving me an
earful.”
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“I'll be right there.”
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Sandy went down the hall to her Jake’s office. Sure enough, Arthur was there, pacing and
holding forth.
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Jake facilitated the conversation. “Arthur, you’ve explained your position. Now it's Sandy’s turn to
explain what she saw and heard.”

VA7 FEERMOE L, [T — BONBMEIZOWTHA LTIz, SH, &
FEWEH T g AT, W Z LB A%, )

Arthur stood. “| don’t need to be here for that. You just tell me when I’'m back on that project.”
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“Never,” Sandy said. “We have a culture of teamwork. You would destroy that teamwork. Never.”
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“Let me handle this,” Jake said. He turned to Arthur. “Look, things have changed. While you are

quite talented, I’'m optimizing for each team’s knowledge and capabilities. Not any one individual.
You and | have had this conversation before.”
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Arthur nodded. “I didn’t believe you.”
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Jake smiled. “Believe me now. | care much more about how every team will succeed, not
whether we feed your ego. Now, are you willing to work with teams, not be obnoxious to them?”
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Arthur smiled. “Remember that discussion about not labeling me?” he asked.

T =P —IIWEALT [FAUC L o TV ERE SN E NS . ZOFELAVDZ 2R TRBWLTN
720 FE3T,h?) EEVE LT

“I remember,” Jake said. “I didn’t label you. | labeled your behavior.”
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“Point taken,” Arthur said. He turned to Sandy. “So, I'll work with your team tomorrow?”
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“Not a chance,” she said. “I'll ask the team if they want you, but | doubt it. You’ll have to prove to
us that you want to work with us—not have us work for you.”
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“We’ll see about that,” Arthur said, and left.
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An agile culture changes what the organization rewards
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Jake turned to Sandy. “I've had this discussion with him several times. I'm getting a lot of
pressure from my bosses to allow him to work the way he always has.”
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“Yes,” Sandy said, “but then the teams he supposedly helps don’t actually learn what to do or
how to do it. And, he always wants a big bonus. We're starting to give teams bonuses, right?”
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Jake nodded.
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“Okay, then he really needs to decide if he’s going to change.”
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An agile culture changes what quality management looks like
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In the past, Jake might have asked Sandy to swallow Arthur’s taunts and “just get the work
done.” Sandy might have passed that same advice onto the team.
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Instead, in an agile culture, the management decides which behavior they will encourage, and
which behavior they will tolerate. This means management becomes much more difficult than it
was before. Managers balance the people, not just focus on getting the work done.
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And, in an agile culture, managers have difficult conversations, offering feedback and
alternatives.
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Agile quality management might look very different than what you see in your organization. How

can you help your organization move toward an approach that's based in servant leadership
instead of command and control?
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That’s the mark of agile quality management.
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