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Outcomes from Agile Transformations
Agile worked for us, and we continue to get better. Agile helped a bit, but we haven’t gotten much better lately.

Agile has been a disaster. Agile didn’t really help, but didn’t really hurt either.





Traditional Transformation is an A to B 
Process

Current
Process

Future
Process

Transform

Future process is 
defined / 

designed in 
advance

6



Big Design Up Front
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Start with what 
you do now

• Add Kanban principles and 
practices on top of your existing 
process or framework

• Kanban is NOT a Process 
Framework!

• Kanban IS a method for 
managing and improving 
knowledge work service delivery 
through evolutionary change  

Existing Process  or Framework   
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Evolutionary Change is Humane
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Two types of Evolution

Punctuated Equilibrium

• Evolution generally occurs 
uniformly and by the steady and 
gradual transformation of whole 
lineages.

• This is what most people 
associate with “evolution”.

Darwinism / Gradualism

• In response to rapidly changing 
environmental conditions there 
is a rapid burst of evolution – it 
is changing a whole lot in a very 
short amount of time.
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Push vs. Pull 
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TO CHANGE



“People do not resist change, 
they resist being changed!”

Peter Senge
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Change Management Principles
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1

3

2

Start where you are!

Agree to pursue evolutionary 
change.

Acts of leadership at all levels.

With Kanban, we start by developing 
and visualizing a joint understanding of 
the current way of working.

Then, improvements are identified and 
implemented.



Change Management Principles
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1

3

2

Start where you are!

Agree to pursue evolutionary 
change.

Acts of leadership at all levels.

Understanding current processes, as actually 
practiced. Respecting existing roles, 
responsibilities, and job titles.

Make small changes, only as much as you are 
comfortable

Get comfortable being a bit uncomfortable



Areas to consider when planning out evolutionary change.
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Evolutionary change formula

Stressor stress 1

Reflection Mechanism reflect 2

Leadership lead 3

The Change Potion



Feedback Loops - Reflection

Feedback
Mechanisms

Communication
Meetings

Board
Reports and 

Metrics

Feedback
Loop

Acts of 
Leadership



Feedback without action 
is not a feedback loop.
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Feedback Loop?



Don’t leave it to chance: MANAGED 
Evolution
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Only mutate that which isn’t 
working well. Preserve that which is.



The Scientific Method
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Improve collaboratively, 
evolve experimentally

Reflect on 
the 

problem

Explore 
solutions

Evaluate 
difficulty 

and 
resistance

Design 
experiment

Run 
Experiment

Evaluate 
Fitness

It 
Hurts

No 
longer 
hurts



It Hurts
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Here is what hurt 
for my team.

we receive mixed 
or conflicting 

messages from 
different team 

members

Feeling isolated 
in our individual 
tasks without a 

clear view of the 
bigger picture 

We’re lacking 
feedback

Environment is 
"down" too 

much and too 
long

Software engineers 
push work onto the 
testers and expect 

immediate feedback?

Testing takes way 
too long!

Voicing concerns 
are being largely 

ignored

sprint scope 
keeps changing

we're constantly 
set up for failure 
with goals that 
are unrealistic

our sprint goals 
aren't clear, and 

it's like we're 
shooting in the 

dark
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Improve collaboratively, 
evolve experimentally

Reflect on 
the 

problem

Explore 
solutions

Evaluate 
difficulty 

and 
resistance

Design 
experiment

Run 
Experiment

Evaluate 
Fitness

It 
Hurts

No 
longer 
hurts



Reflecting on the problems
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We dug deeper 
behind the pains 

and found the 
following causes. 

Testing takes way 
too long!

Sprint scope 
keeps changing

we're constantly 
set up for failure 
with goals that 
are unrealistic

Poor goal 
setting

Inadequate 
resources

Stakeholders 
make 

promises 
before we see 

them

Our metrics 
are 

misaligned

Discover 
things in the 
middle of the 

Sprint

Too many 
defects

Test 
automation 
isn’t in place

QA is 
overloaded

Lack of clear 
vision

Too much 
unplanned 

work

Weak 
definition of 

done
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Improve collaboratively, 
evolve experimentally

Reflect on 
the 

problem

Explore 
solutions
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difficulty 

and 
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Run 
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No 
longer 
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The Scrum Teams’ ideas
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easy difficult

Expand the 
workflow to 

show 
visualize 

what QA is 
focusing on

Establish a 
WIP limit of 
one test per 

tester

Too much 
unplanned 

work

Weak 
definition of 

done

Rewrite 
definition of 
done after 

looking into it 
more

Use a WIP 
limit

Agree on a 
policy for how 

on handle 
unplanned 

work

Visualize the 
unplanned 
work in a 
swim lane

Sprint scope 
keeps 

changing

Testing takes 
way too 

long!

QA is 
overloaded

Testing takes 
way too 

long!

Problem Cause Ideas

Implement automated 
testing Hire more staff

Enforce 
definition of 

done
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Improve collaboratively, 
evolve experimentally

Reflect on 
the 

problem

Explore 
solutions

Evaluate 
difficulty 

and 
resistance

Design 
experiment

Run 
Experiment

Evaluate 
Fitness

It 
Hurts

No 
longer 
hurts



Water flows around the rock

the rock 
represents 
resistance

“be like 
water”
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Water becomes the cup
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We can’t be agile unless 
we change the culture!

Agile needs to adapt to 
culture as much as culture 
needs to adapt to agile.



Why Around the Rocks?
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Around the rocks in real life

• Run experiments• Under the radar • Break it down



Resistance from people

Be like water

How much autonomy 
do you or your team 
have to put the idea 
into place without 
consulting others?

Ability to influence

Who will resist your 
idea? How much? A 
little or a lot?

How hard is your idea 
from a technical 
perspective? Really 
easy? 

Does it require 
iterations to learn and 
then put it into place 
(e.g., hard work)?

Technical difficulty

Attributes for an idea
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Resistance to the 
Problem
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Deeper Dive into Resistance

• I don’t agree with 
your proposed  
implementation, or I 
have a better 
implementation

• The implementation 
harms me

Resistance to the 
Implementation

• I don’t agree that 
is a problem, or 
don’t think it is 
important

• I actually benefit 
from the problem

• I don’t agree that 
the proposed 
solution will 
work, or I have a 
better solution

• The solution 
harms me

Resistance to the 
Solution



Be like water

Ability to influence
HighLow

High

Low

Defer Around 
the rocks

Straight
ahead

Assist
Resistance from people

Technical difficulty
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Be like water

Ability to influence
HighLow

Defer
Around 
the rocks

Straight
ahead

Assist

Expand the 
workflow to 

show visualize 
what QA is 
focusing on

Establish a WIP 
limit of one test 

per tester

Implement automated 
testing

Hire more staff

Enforce 
definition of 

done

Resistance from people
Technical difficulty

Rewrite 
definition of 
done after 

looking into it 
more

High

Low
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Improve collaboratively, 
evolve experimentally

Reflect on 
the 

problem

Explore 
solutions

Evaluate 
difficulty 

and 
resistance

Design 
experiment

Run 
Experiment

Evaluate 
Fitness

It 
Hurts

No 
longer 
hurts



The Scrum Team’s experiment
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Testing takes 
way too long!

We believe that if we …

We will be able to address …

Expand the 
workflow to 

show visualize 
what QA is 
focusing on

Establish a WIP 
limit of one test 

per tester

Rewrite 
definition of 
done after 

looking into it 
more

Rosie’s team felt they were comfortable 
taking on all three of these experiments 
at the same time.

Your team may want to choose one at a 
time. That’s OK!
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Reflect on 
the 

problem

Explore 
solutions

Evaluate 
difficulty 

and 
resistance

Design 
experiment

Run 
Experiment

Evaluate 
Fitness

Improve collaboratively, 
evolve experimentally

It 
Hurts

No 
longer 
hurts

Options to consider

Do we roll back a change if it’s 
not fit?

Even if the pain is there, do we 
want to keep the change and 
try something new?

If the pain is gone, we want to 
explore for another pain.

If there doesn’t appear to be 
an obvious pain, consider 
taking a KMM class to further 
expand on evidence of hidden 
pains in your team and 
organization.



Feedback is the breakfast 
of champions.

Ken Blanchard
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Evolving 
Maturity

Initial 
Maturity

Future 
maturity

is emergent

Evaluate 
Fitness

Evaluate 
Fitness

Evaluate 
Fitness

Evaluate 
Fitness

Evaluate 
Fitness

Evolutionary Change

Roll back

Roll 
forward
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