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   Scaling agile methods without being dogmatic

The number of theoretical models for scaled agile 
approaches has risen steadily over the past few years, 
especially for scaled Scrum and Kanban processes. 
There are many models such as SAFe [SAFE], LESS 
[LAR16], Nexus [NEXU], SoS [SUT01] or Kanban  ight 
levels [LEAN] (see Figure 1). But does theory actually 
always equal reality in your organization? 

There is a risk that these models are used too 
dogmatically.
What I mean by this is that you are so convinced of 
the speci c model you have chosen that you try to 
restructure your company such that you can use the 

Figure 1: Models for scaling
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There are many theoretical models for implementing agile 
development principles in organizations. These models 
often sound logical in theory and quickly tempt you to 
use them without any modi cations. However, these 
models often describe ideal scenarios that do not exist 
in reality. This article describes considerations when 
adopting and scaling agile methods that will allow 
you to successfully realign your organization. 

model – regardless of the consequences. This article 
shows why you should avoid dogmatically introducing a 
scaled agile model.

As scaling agile approaches are, in most cases, 
initiated by management, we will assume, for this 
paper, that they have been management driven. 
Experience has shown that teams that introduce such 
a model always require management level support.

If you have decided to introduce a scaled process 
model, I recommend that you consider the following 
aspects before applying the model.
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The Agile Manifesto [AGIL] forms the basis for agile 
processes. Follow its principles when introducing the 
model to lead by example. The manifesto shows us that 
the values on the left-hand side have priority over the 
ones on the right-hand side (see the highlighted Agile 
Manifesto key statements). However, that does not 
mean that the right-hand side is not important.

Individuals and interactions 
over processes and tools

The dogmatic introduction contradicts this statement. 
If we introduce a model dogmatically, we focus on 
the model (the processes and tools) and not on our 
employees and interactions in the company. If the 
introduction fails to consider individuals and inter-
actions in the company, you will see that the employees 
will not live the Agile Manifesto values. As has already 
been mentioned, one management principle should be 
to always lead by example.

Working software (products) 
over comprehensive documentation
Customer collaboration over contract negotiation

At  rst glance, these two statements appear to have no 
relation to the scaling of agile methods. Nevertheless, 
they do have an indirect impact on the change. Despite 
the transition, companies must supply products that 
work. In addition, they need to make sure that the 
transition process does not noticeably affect customer 
collaboration. 

My experience has shown that customers very often 
also in uence internal processes, especially when cus-
tomer collaboration is intense or intended to be intensi-
 ed. However, customer availability is often limited. 
This makes dogmatic approaches involving extensive 
planning meetings or reviews not as feasible as desired 
since it is not possible to get direct customer feedback. 
Can customers really participate in a two-day planning 
meeting (e.g., Program Increment Planning, see [SAFE]) 
or do they need representatives in the change process 
who take their role and deputize their position? 

This does not mean that we want to rule out theory 
from the start, but you should be aware of the 
following: Experience tells us that every second 
agile approach is a hybrid of different theories. 

The British statistician George Box (1916–2013) once said: 
“Essentially, all models are wrong, but some are useful.” 
This statement allows us to identify two key aspects for 
scaling agile methods that help us assess the models:

1. Know the models’ elements
2. Use those elements that are useful to you

The  rst aspect states that we need to know different 
models  rst before we can evaluate their differences 
and assess their bene ts to the company. Therefore, at 
management level, identify the reasons why you favor a 
chosen model. This will also help you explain the model’s 
introduction to your employees. 

Dogmatically introducing the model would mean that 
you decide on a model and intend to use almost all 
aspects of it as described in theory. However, this 
approach is an extremely unfavorable starting position 
for a transition with the objective of introducing agile 
methods throughout the company. The Status Quo Agile 
Report 2014 [KOM14] shows that only one quarter of 
those interviewed actually think that they use an agile 
approach as described in theory (another 15 percent still 
use a classical approach). In this context, agile process 
models do not mean scaled approaches but the process 
models at the team level. A scaled approach requires 
more synchronization, coordination, artifacts, events and 
roles than a model at the team level, which increases 
the percentage distribution of hybrids. You  rst need to 
 nd the theoretical model that is fully tailored to your 
company’s needs.

Models – wrong, but useful?

Agile Manifesto

Figure 2: Status Quo Agile Report 2014 [KOM14] survey result
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Therefore, it is important to be aware of other 
approaches, and I encourage participating in agile 
discussion groups and regional meetups. Any kind 
of lessons learned from across company boundaries 
can provide you with additional insights.
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Responding to change over following a plan

Be open to change from the beginning of your transi-
tion. Follow a plan without being dogmatic. A wise old 
saying from the German-speaking area teaches us: 
“Planning replaces coincidence with error.” 

Without planning, everything we do is coincidence or 
de ned by others. The consequences of our actions 
cannot be assessed before we follow a plan – we can be 
right or wrong. If we  nd out we were wrong, we need 
to change our plan. This can also mean changing the 
process model we have chosen. 

Don’t regard this as a failure. View it as a new 
experience and continue to change your plans based on 
the new insights you have gained. Take this comparison 
between planning and reality as your  rst opportunity 
to learn for the future. Thomas Edison famously said 
he didn’t fail: “I’ve just found 10,000 ways that don’t 
work.” This is the attitude that today’s companies 
should have and view errors as merely a detour on our 
way to a successful scaled agile approach.

The Agile Manifesto describes important principles 
you should follow if you want to introduce scaled agile 
methods. In particular, it opposes the introduction of 
methods based on a theoretical model as this can only 
serve as a basis for a plan, discussions with customers 
or a  rst analysis of the processes. Such a model allows 
you to roughly plan the way, but what your scaled 
approach ultimately looks like cannot be de ned at the 
outset. Rather concentrate on what you want to achieve 
with this change.

The experiments are supported by one or more experts 
for agile processes, which allow the team to learn the 
iterative approach from them. If the experiment was 
successful, not only the expert but also the pilot team 
should support the further rollout. The diagrammatic 
representation in Figure 4 shows how a designated 
target area can be reached using an iterative approach. 
It is important to build a team of experienced persons 
from your company and experts who drive the scaling 
process. If you want to make sure that the scaling has 
top priority, this team’s only task should be to introduce 
and support these experiments.

What  ts here is the Shu-Ha-Ri model, an Asian martial 
arts concept applied to software development by 
Alistair Cockburn [COC06]. Shu-Ha-Ri also translates as 
learn-break-create (see Box 1). 

This suggests that the teams’ transition from the Shu 
to the Ha phase gives a new and different impetus 
from theory and practice. This does not necessarily 
mean that these practices are from the process model 
you have chosen. However, your theoretical model will 
be modi ed to a greater or lesser extent at the latest 
when the teams reach the Ri phase and go their own 
way. Make sure to check whether these modi cations 
are still in line with your objectives or whether you 
need to adjust your plan. 

In a study conducted by McKinsey (see [KINS]), only 
30 percent of organizations achieve their initial change 
targets. Dogmatically adhering to a scaled agile 
process model results in a 70-percent probability of 
not attaining these targets. Incrementally introducing 
a scaled agile process model supports us in minimizing 
this risk. Lean Change Management [LIT14] can help 
incrementally introduce changes with small experi-
ments and establish them on a small scale before their 
company-wide rollout (see Figure 3).

Incremental experimental

introduction

Insights
(Start here)

Options

IntroduceExperiment

Prepare

Review

Figure 3: Process steps in Lean Change Management [LIT14]

Box 1: A. Cockburn, Shu-Ha-Ri model

During the Shu phase, we learn and follow the process mo-

del’s individual practices exactly as conveyed by a “teacher”. 

During the Ha phase, the teams start applying variations to 

given practices and adjusting them to their own situation. The 

teams slowly detach themselves from their “teacher”. During 

the Ri phase, the “students” develop their own practices.
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The introduction of a speci c process model should 
never be the objective of a transition. Introducing a 
process model can only be one step towards achieving 
an overall objective such as shorter installation cycles 
and therefore better market opportunities.

Constantly remind yourself of the actual objectives. 
Continuously communicate these goals to make sure 
that you reach every employee. Focus on few but clear 
objectives.

This means visualize your objectives and publish them 
in the organization so that the objectives are always 
kept in view [COV13] and the right decisions are made. 

Give the employees the opportunity to provide 
feedback on the practices used. This reality check 
from innovation [MOR14] gives you different views. 
It provides you with a clearer picture of where you 
are on the path to achieving your objectives. 

By introducing a scaled approach, you will want to 
change your product development for your entire 
company or a part of it. To do this, you need a clear 
understanding of the system in which the change is 
made. If you focus on optimizing one aspect without 
considering dependencies and side effects, the change 
can result in a degraded overall system [RUB12].

Does the theoretical model actually solve all your 
problems and their causes or only some of them? 
Identify gaps in the model and ways to close them. 

If practices of your model are already being used, 
verify that they produce the desired outcome and do 
not cause any side effects. There is a risk that the 
model merely eliminates symptoms. However, the 
actual goal is always to eliminate the cause of the 
problems. 

In lean production, there is a practice called GEMBA 
(Japanese for “the place where production happens”), 
which means “go and see for yourself”. On site is the 
only place where you can collect un ltered information 
and analyze for yourself whether your theoretical 
assumptions match reality. Especially in a process 
where, sometimes, the goal is profound change, you 
must check whether your assumptions are actually 
true. 

As a manager, don’t just rely on the reports you get. 
Take the time to let your employees show you how they 

work or try to understand their problems. This gives 
you greater insight into the individual areas, which 
allows you to integrate them into your overall view. 
You should not only attend the team’s presentations, 
but also visit the members during their everyday 
activities. What keeps you from being directly with the 
teams for half a day per week and receiving  rst-hand 
information?

Keeping your objective in view

System view

Figure 4: Incremental introduction and minimization of a target area

Target area

Iterative minimization 
of the target area

Iteration

Project start

Decision area
Incremental result
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Sustainably changing the way an organization works, 
especially toward agile values, always means changing 
the corporate culture.

By dogmatically introducing a scaled agile approach, 
you will not automatically change a company’s culture. 
In many areas, you will need to take time to enable 
experienced employees to learn the practices and the 
process model. 

In his keynote, delivered at the 2014 Scrum Gathering in 
New Orleans, Ken Rubin described the passive attitude 
of many employees around change. A team member 
once told me: “This is just another process being 
introduced. We’ve already had this happen several 
times. Just keep calm and nothing will change for us.” 
That’s when I realized that more work is required with 
the people on the team so that they change their 
attitude and values and recognize the value added by 
the change. We have to give all employees the time 
they need to get used to and accept the change. 

This shows that a dogmatic approach does not allow 
us to engage all employees of a company. The reality 
is that we need to address the employees’ needs and 
wishes, and try to solve their problems. This takes time 
and close collaboration with the employees to empower 
them to master the required practices and understand 
the reasons behind them. We must enable them to learn 
that the aim of the practices is to help them and that the 
practices are up for discussion if they are not useful. In 
this way, they constantly change their values and culture. 
In particular, we must reassure the employees that their 
jobs are secure, even if the new process makes their jobs 
more transparent. The only thing that changes is the 
responsibility. They must transition from experts who 
protect their knowledge to experts who freely encourage 
the dissemination of knowledge in an organization. 
The managers in your company must ensure that these 
actions are included as criteria in performance reviews 
and that not only the individual’s pursuit of excellence 
is assessed.

Another process you need to in uence is the recruitment 
of employees. Discuss the future values you strive for 
and your company’s culture with the candidates. The 
reason for this is that companies attract individuals 
who share the company’s values [LEN12]. When you are 
transparent about values and culture, candidates know 
what they sign up for when working for your company. 
You will not win over those who are not willing to go 

The scaling often neglects the in uence of technical 
factors. In most cases, the theoretical models are based 
on a green eld situation, which means there are hardly 
any legacy issues. However, legacy issues almost always 
exist. You usually have an existing product with an 
evolved organizational structure, program code and IT 
infrastructure.

This means: If you dogmatically follow a theoretical 
model, it is very likely that you will not be able to pro t 
from it from the start and reinforce your decision in 
favor of the model. In agile software development, we 
let tools make our everyday life easier – we do not allow 
them to dictate it. Due to this, we achieve shorter cycles 
for testing, developing and installing our software. This 
requires creating the necessary structure and technical 
basis. You need to lay the technical foundation in order 
to actually achieve the short cycles required by the theo-
retical models. You must allow room for compromise and 
resolve, and revise your legacy issues. We can conclude 
that the dogmatic introduction of the model is not 
possible. This means that the introduction can only be 
implemented either in entirety or not at all. Therefore, 
you not only have to plan the introduction of a process 
model, but also revise your technical foundation, which 
can differ for each product and team. This, in particular, 
requires that you involve your employees and keep in 
mind that this too will take time. 

Unfortunately, taking a source code  le with external 
dependencies and more than 1,000 lines of code that 
has evolved over years and splitting it into several 
source code  les or classes based on responsibility to 

along with your company’s transformation. But you 
will  nd those who will commit and contribute to the 
transformation. 

In his book, Lencioni writes that organizations exploit 
only a fraction of the knowledge, experience and intel-
lectual capital that is available to them [LEN12]. In many 
transitions, I was often told that agile had already been 
used “in the old days” before the company became big. 
This means the employees of your organization already 
know some of the practices and would like to reintroduce 
them – which is often prevented by processes that are 
too rigid. Try to include this experience in your transition 
and ask your employees for their opinion. You will  nd 
that most of them are willing to make improvements to 
their work.

Values and culture

Technical factors
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Does an expert for the theoretical model provide 
support? Have you attended trainings on how to 
introduce the theoretical process model and do you 
now feel like a company-wide expert? Do you support 
or even manage the introduction? If so, be aware of 
systemic misjudgment: overestimating yourself and 
con rmation bias. Many aspects that are implicit in 
models can only be understood when one has worked 
in an agile environment for a longer period of time.

If you overestimate yourself, you tend to put your own 
knowledge above that of others. As a result, you could 
miss important information from other employees 
or demotivate employees if you do not give space to 
other people’s opinions. However, do not confuse this 
overestimation of your abilities with the determination 
with which you perform a task.

Moreover, monitor how you interpret your collected 
data and information. Con rmation bias leads persons 
to interpret data and information such that they meet 
their expectations. To be successful, it is not suf cient 
to analyze the data that meets your expectations. You 
also have to visualize and assess the data that is most 
unfavorable – for you and the project. 

One agile innovation approach is to quickly verify 
assumptions by different feedback (see [MOR14]). 
Organizations such as the armed forces never analyze 
data that supports organizational goals. They assume 
that the worst case scenario takes place.

These systemic misjudgments of our brain show us 
that dogmatically adhering to a theoretical model can 
in uence our decisions towards interpreting everything 
such that the outcome we desire will come true.

As a company, strive for transparency. Don’t hide your 
conclusions from your employees. Give them the 
opportunity to understand your decision-making process 
and provide feedback. This gives you an external view 
by people who know your company. In addition, you 
can verify whether your conclusions match reality. If 
you  nd that employees are not happy with some of 
the decisions, have them describe these decisions in 

As mentioned at the beginning of this paper, there are 
many scaled agile models you can introduce in your 
company. Therefore, always ask “what for?”. Analyze 
not only the theoretical model, but also each meeting, 
each method and practice used. Analyze why the roles 
prescribed by the model exist. 

In his article, “The Heart of Agile” [HEAR], Alistair 
Cockburn states that even agile process models have 
become overly decorated. This made me realize that the 
goal is not to introduce a practice but to  rst understand 
it: “For what purpose do you want to introduce the 
practice, process model or meeting?” There is no 
dogmatic approach that leads to success – we need to 
understand which cause of the problem we want to 
solve and approach the solution by using the four key 
concepts. This must be done in a repeating cycle (see 
Figure 5). According to Cockburn [HEAR], the following 
key concepts are at the center of each agile develop-
ment: Deliver, Re ect, Improve, Collaborate. 

When scaling agile process models, make sure to 
implement the four key concepts when introducing the 
model. This makes it independent of the practice you 
are actually using. It is important that the practice used 
promotes and supports the key concepts. This moves the 
discussion about which practice should be used away 
from a dogmatic discussion and into a discussion about 
how to best promote the four key concepts.

make it more maintainable and readable is not some-
thing that can be done overnight. This example shows 
that we have to pay off this technical debt. Include this in 
planning the scaling as it can affect the overall system. 

greater detail and invite them to enter into dialog. This 
is the only way that allows you to see which side made a 
misjudgment and therefore take corrective action. 

Systemic misjudgments
What for?

ReflectCollaborate

Deliver

Improve

Figure 5: “The Heart of Agile” by A. Cockburn [HEAR]
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It is essential to recognize that theoretical models 
provide us with a starting point for scaling agile 
processes. Use theoretical models. Get to know and use 
them. However, keep in mind that there is no model 
that works for all projects and organizations. Don’t 
decide too early on a speci c model. Use the models 
as long as they are useful and produce noticeable 
improvements.

From my personal experience, I encourage you to 
avoid theoretical discussions about the pros and cons 
of the individual models. Instead, discuss the practices 
always within the context of your organization. At the 
end of the day, is it really crucial whether you use 
Kanban or Scrum? Find your own way. Like Steve Jobs 
said in his 2005 Stanford commencement address: 
“Your time is limited, so don’t waste it living someone 
else’s life. Don’t be trapped by dogma – which is living 
with the results of other people’s thinking.” 

Set a goal for your transition and follow it. Include your 
employees in the scaling and give them time to solve 
legacy issues. This will motivate your employees to be 
a part of the change and you will get a model that is 
tailored to your company and your company’s needs.
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Notes
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