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Agile Approaches to Change: The Avengers 
Why The Avengers? 
When we started the transformation from waterfall to agile methods for software development, I had a 
big job to do.  There were half a dozen teams to work with, and everyone needed hands-on guidance 
and assistance.  So, when the supervisor of our Oracle eBusiness Suite (OEBS) team told me that OEBS as 
a technology really wasn’t suited to agile development because of its tight coupling with the database 
and the way changes had to be implemented, I believed her and let that group go its own way while I 
focused on our JAVA development teams.  

Two years into the Division’s transformation, that supervisor and her team were ready to try agile after 
all, but with some fairly strong reservations about Scrum or Kanban.  As a consequence, they developed 
their own methods of working that they called Scrum, and really believed were Agile.  However, they 
began to express dissatisfaction with some of their own behaviors and felt unable to change through 
inspection and adaptation.   This, coupled with my own observations of team behaviors that were 
clearly Scrum anti-patterns, led me to choose The Avengers as my target for change through the CAL2 
program.  

Team-driven vs. leader-driven change 
It is a foundational tenet of Agile that Motivated Individuals working in Self-Organizing and Managing 
teams provide better outcomes.  There are many studies over the past several decades that show that 
self-management, and the personal belief that someone is a respected, contributing member of a team 
doing work she is proud of, is a key driver of engagement.  Therefore, it is vital to the success of any 
effort toward changing a team’s behaviors that the team be included in conversations about observed 
behaviors and outcomes and planning for possible solutions.   

This becomes more of a challenge if the team does not recognize the need to change itself.  If that is the 
case, management needs to lead conversations with the team in such a way that they come to recognize 
that: 

• The team’s process is different from other teams, and from Agile/Scrum norms 
• These unique processes should at least be thoroughly examined 
• They may be the cause of at least some of the team’s challenges 

With that understanding, the team can engage in Experiment planning for future change.  

Understanding when change is needed 
• Intro discussion 
• Leadership Agility Outcomes Interviews 

When I first met with The Avengers in the CAL2 context, I explained a little about my course of study, 
and asked the team’s permission to work with them to help change behaviors or processes that they 
would recognize as being problematic.  They agreed to work with me, and we spent half an hour or so 
brainstorming problems that they saw with the way the team, and team members, were behaving. After 
identifying a few challenges, I told the team that I would be meeting with each one individually to 
continue the conversation, and we finished the conversation.   
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I held Leadership Agility Outcomes Interviews with each developer on the team, and the scrum master.  
After a quick introduction and reminder about the conversation we had before as a team, I walked them 
through the Leadership Agility Outcomes Interview form, and we filled it out together.  Here is a sample 
from one of the conversations that was held:  

 

 

 

 

 



P a g e  3 | 7 

 

I asked each team member for three challenges they had noticed and would like to see the team 
address.  Here is a summary of all interviews: 

 

I went into the interview process with some trepidation – I was more than half convinced that the team 
would tell me that they didn’t want my help, didn’t think they had any challenges to work on, and didn’t 
have the time to spend with me.  Thankfully, none of those turned out to be the case.  This was one of 
the early “learning moments” for me in this course.  I had spent time ahead of meeting with the team 
convincing myself that I was in for a real battle with them.  What I found was a team that, far from being 
smug and self-satisfied, had a healthy dose of self-awareness:  

• They knew there were challenges they needed to address 
• They knew they could be better 
• They were able to identify specific behaviors that were causing them problems, and they agreed 

on what those were 

What they didn’t know was how to make things better.  

 

Mapping current state 
After capturing the team’s thoughts on what they felt should be changed, we completed two more team 
discussions wherein we completed a Team Interaction Map and a Team Backlog Map, which are shown 
here:  
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Team Interactions 
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Team Backlogs 

 

The team’s response to these exercises was an understandable thought – “man, we’re really busy!”  My 
question to the team upon completion of these diagrams was, “Has this changed your mind about 
anything you think we should address, or do we need to add any other rows to our Jobs and Outcomes 
Summary?”  The team decided to continue with the priorities they had already established.  

The First Experiment  
After completion of current state mapping, I met with the team to determine finally what our first 
experiment would be.  We reviewed the Jobs and Outcomes Summary and agreed to tackle one of the 
two items with the highest Opportunity Score: completing more technical documentation so the 
individual team members could do more of their own research without interrupting each other.  I 
completed an Experiment Canvas with the hypothesis that adding a requirement for completion of 
technical documentation to the Team’s Definition of Done would improve this Outcome.  
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Here is the Experiment Canvas:  

 

I then reviewed the team’s Definition of Done with an eye toward making the edit suggested by the 
experiment.  However, I was surprised to discover that there were other significant challenges with this 
document.  

Though each team is responsible for creating its own Definition of Done, there are some “universal 
standards” that have developed around this document, including the idea that it should represent, or 
define, the minimum work required to meet a team’s agreed-upon quality level (emphasis on the word 
“minimum”), and that it is short enough to be readily understandable, memorable, and usable for every 
story.  The Definition of Done that I found for The Avengers failed on all counts. It was a page and a half 
long, was not visible or used (or useable), and had not been referenced by the team in over two years.  
In fact, it already included the requirement for technical documentation to be completed for each story. 

In response to this discovery, I met with the team again and we reworked their Definition of Done into a 
useable document.  Several items in the original belong more in a Definition of Ready, if they belong 
anywhere; several others might belong in Team Norms; and others would fall into “that’s just the way 
we work”, rather than being codified anywhere.  When we finished, the new Definition of Done went 
from a list of thirty items down to seven, including the requirement to complete technical 
documentation on any story which requires software development.  The team agreed to begin referring 
to their new DoD on every story in their next sprint.  
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1st Month’s Results 
After a month with their new Definition of Done, the team reports the following results for our first 
experiment:  

1. Two stories required technical documentation to be created.  In addition, the new Definition of 
Done was referenced for every story that was completed in the Sprint 

2. The team needs to learn to adjust estimates based on documentation requirements – as 
expected, stories took longer to complete; however, part of the extra time was creating a 
template for the new documentation, so they expect future stories to take less time 

3. The team is creating a space in Confluence to hold these documents, and will create folders for 
each Oracle eBusiness Suite module over time 

The team still thinks the documentation will be helpful to them as they do more development in the 
future.  They plan to add onto these documents as future changes are made to the same components. 
They feel that the changes to process will help them to be more efficient with future development 
efforts.  Even though this is a small sample, the team is happy with the result of the test.  

Next Steps 
With a positive first month’s result, the team is prepared to continue using their new Definition of Done 
for upcoming sprints.  This will give us ample opportunity over the upcoming weeks and months to 
verify that technical documentation is still being completed.  As the library of technical documentation 
grows, the team will be able to verify that it is as helpful for future development as they expect it to be.  

In the meanwhile, there are several other steps the team has agreed to take:  

1. Review their other foundational documents – the Definition of Ready and Team Norms – with 
an eye toward optimizing them for regular use by the team 

2. Begin the next experiment based on findings in the original Leadership Agility Outcomes 
Interviews; as we start to look to the future, the team will revisit their original Leadership Agility 
Outcomes results to verify whether they are still relevant, or if there is something else more 
pressing they would like to start on instead 

3. Revisit and examine more closely the Team Interaction Map and Team Backlog Map that they 
created; there is almost surely valuable insight here beyond “man, we’re really busy.”  

With early success for The Avengers, the team is committed to continuing their Inspect and Adapt 
journey.  They are learning that they can improve, and that there are tools available to help them … and 
I am learning new ways of engaging a team in an ongoing conversation that can build real consensus and 
momentum for positive outcomes.  
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