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About the Author 
 

 

Gene Gendel is Agile Coach, Trainer and Organizational Design 

Agent. Gene is a proud member of the small community of Scrum 

Alliance Certified Enterprise Coaches (CEC). Geneôs goal is to help 

organizations and individual teams with improving internal 

dynamics, organizational structure and overall efficiency. 

Gene strives to engage at all organizational levels: senior and midlevel management, 

teams and individuals. In his work, Gene uses various methods, tools and techniques to 

strengthen learning of others and to ensure that teams and individuals gain autonomy 

after he ñcoaches himself out of the job.ò Throughout his long career, Gene has served 

small, mid-size and large companies domestically and abroad. Gene is a well-recognized 

member of global and local Agile communities where he influences people via open-

space Agile collaboration workshops, coaching retreats, group events and presentations. 

Gene strongly supports Scrum Alliance (SA) in its efforts of ñtransforming the world of 

work.ò He is an active member of SA working group of coaches and trainers that have 

been involved in improving SA certification/education programs by aligning them with 

natural career paths of Agile professionals: Enterprise Level Coaching Certifications 

(CEC) and Team Level Coaching Certifications (CTC). (Gene is also one of co-creators 

of the program.)  

Geneôs additional credentials include the following:  

¶ Certified Team Coach (CTC) 

¶ Certified in Agile Leadership (CAL) 

¶ Certified in Large Scale Scrum (CLP) 

¶ LeSS-Friendly Scrum Trainer 

¶ Certified in Scrum @ Scale (S@S) 

¶ CSM, CSPO, CSP, PMP 

Here is the list of Geneôs additional focus areas:  

¶ Organizational/System design 

¶ Enterprise-wide 

¶ Scaling Agile solutions/frameworks 

¶ Coaching Leadership, Scrum Masters, Product Owners, Teams  

Geneôs website: www.keystepstosuccess.com  
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About the Book 
This book is a collection of independent articles, written by Gene Gendel, over the course 

of five years, from 2014 to 2019, reflecting the authorôs real-life experience of working 

and consulting for various companies as an organizational design agent, trainer, coach 

and mentor. 

The articles cover the following areas and domains: 

¶ Organizational Agility  

¶ Organizational Design 

¶ Corporate Psychology 

¶ HR & Finance 

¶ Agile @ Scale 

¶ Agile Tools and Techniques 

¶ Agile Budgeting and Finance 

¶ Agile Metrics 

¶ Agile Teams Dynamics 

¶ ñWagileò Patterns 

¶ Agile for Non-IT 

¶ Product Ownership 

¶ Other Miscellaneous 

To provide some continuity of reading independent articles, they are logically grouped, 

based on subject, irrespective of original publication dates. 

The articles appear in exactly the same format and with the same content as they were 

originally written and published on the webðwith some minor editing and graphic 

modifications to fit layout and publishing requirements. 

Each article is accompanied with web reference (URL), indicating where the original 

publication appeared. 
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About Coaching 
 

Guidelines to Hiring a Professional Coach 
Originally published on July 10, 2019 | Location: http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/2019/07/guidelines-to-hiring-a-professional-

coach/ 

Letôs face it. Today, finding an experienced and credible Agile coach, is not easy. If you 

disagree with this statement, you are either very lucky and have special access to some 

great talent (e.g., referrals or networking) OR your perception of the role may need to 

change. 

There is no need to be ashamed of not being able to find a good coach. You are not alone. 

Many companies face the same challenge. 

Truth be told, unfortunately, the industry has changed significantly over the last few 

years and become the source of many problems. (Some very classic problems are 

described here). Today, the term ñSenior Agile Coachò has been grossly diluted. 

But fortunately there are still great standards and guidelines you can follow when looking 

for an Agile coach, irrespective of industry trends. Please consider the dimensions below 

when looking for a professional Agile coach for your organization. The original sources 

of these requirements are listed at the bottom of this page, and you are encouraged to 

explore them for additional details. 

Please, do not reduce, simplify  or trivialize  some of the key expectations of a 

professional Agile coach, because if  you do, the following two problems will  follow:  

¶ Industry coaching quality (average) will be further decreased. Even if you donôt care 

about this fact as much, you will care about the next fact. 

¶ Quality of service to your own organization will be also low 

With thaté 

ñMust-Havesò for Professional Agile Coach 

Quantitative assets: 

¶ Has significant hands-on experience in at least one of the roles on a Scrum Team. 

¶ Has coached multiple organizations, departments or programs. 

¶ Has at least 1,000 hours of experience coaching at the enterprise/organizational level 

or a combination of enterprise and multi-team level coaching. 

¶ Has diversity of coaching experiences that can be demonstrated using different client 

engagement examples and which include experience at the organizational level. 

Demonstration of deep knowledge: 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/
http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/2019/07/guidelines-to-hiring-a-professional-coach/
http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/2019/07/guidelines-to-hiring-a-professional-coach/
http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/2017/07/you-get-what-you-ask-for-agile-coaches-centaurs/
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¶ Has formal and informal education about coaching and strong mentor relationships. 

¶ Has good working knowledge of Agile and Lean values, principles and practices. 

¶ Has helped individuals, teams and leadership to understand and apply Agile and Lean 

values, principles and practices effectively. 

¶ Understands the dynamics, patterns and development of multi-level teams and how 

they interact at the organizational level. 

¶ Knows the difference between consulting and coaching and knows when to apply 

each. 

Ability to clearly articulate and substantiate oneôs own: 

¶ Coaching career overview (coaching, Agile history and how a person got to where 

he/she is today, including key milestone years). 

¶ Coaching focus (summary of a personôs professional self today, including a coaching 

approach and/or philosophy to coaching). 

¶ Coaching goals (personal development goals in coaching). 

¶ Formal coaching education (formal education activities that have contributed 

significantly to oneôs coaching journey. This includes a wide range of courses on 

topics, including facilitation, leadership, consulting, coaching, process, tools, 

techniques, frameworks and other related activities which have influenced a personôs 

coaching practice). 

¶ Formal mentorship education (coach mentorship and significant collaboration 

activities where a person has DEVELOPED a skill or technique or RECEIVED 

guidance to his/her coaching approach and mindset). 

¶ Informal coaching learning (significant topics a coach has studied outside of the 

Scrum literature which has impacted his/her coaching approach or coaching 

philosophy). 

¶ Agile community participation (Agile community events, such as user groups, 

gatherings, retreats, camps, conferences, etc., in which a coach has participated). 

¶ Agile community leadership (leadership contributions to the Agile community (e.g., 

writing, publishing, presenting, facilitating, organizing, training and other activities) 

through events, publications, courses, blogs and forums). 

¶ Agile community collaborative mentoring and advisory (significant collaborative 

Agile mentoring, advisory activities, where a person was mentoring, advising other 

individuals to increase their competency or in development of a specific goal). 

¶ Coaching tools, techniques or frameworks known (coaching tools, techniques or 

frameworks which one has implemented, customized, co-developed or developed in 

one or more client engagements). 

 

Skills, tools and techniques: 

¶ Has contributed to significant improvements in organizations or departments through 

coaching techniques. 

¶ Has helped organizations and teams beyond the basics of Scrum theory and practice. 

¶ Has enabled organizations to find their own solutions to business problems through 

the application of Agile principles. 

¶ Is familiar with, promotes and embodies the mindset of Servant Leadership. 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/
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¶ Uses a rich set of facilitation, training and coaching tools and models. 

Personal Qualities: 

¶ Coaching mindset-coaching skills/practices and frameworks. 

¶ Evidence that the coach has taken both their experience and learning and synthesized 

these into definitive practices, frameworks, approaches and strategies). 

¶ Self-awareness: able to reflect on their own contribution to the coaching by virtue of 

their own ñbeing.ò 

¶ Constant learning: has and continues to acquire coaching-oriented learning through 

multiple dimensions. 

¶ Diversity of experience with different types and sizes of organizations 

¶ Participation in the Agile community. 

 

Note: Your company needs to have internal expertise to validate a personôs ability to be a 

coach, based on the above. 

Resources: 

¶ SCRUM ALLIANCE®  CERTIFIED ENTERPRISE COACH READINESS 

CHECKLIST 

¶ SCRUM ALLIANCE®  CERTIFIED TEAM COACH READINESS CHECKLIST 

¶ Certified Enterprise Coach (CEC) Application ï SAMPLE 

¶ Scrum Alliance Certified Team CoachSM (CTC) Application ð SAMPLE 

¶ Summary of (CTC & CEC) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/
https://www.scrumalliance.org/getattachment/Get-Certified/CEC-Certification/How-Do-I-Apply/Scrum_Alliance-_Certified_Enterprise_Coach%E2%84%A0_Readiness_Checklist.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US
https://www.scrumalliance.org/getattachment/Get-Certified/CEC-Certification/How-Do-I-Apply/Scrum_Alliance-_Certified_Enterprise_Coach%E2%84%A0_Readiness_Checklist.pdf.aspx?lang=en-US
https://www.scrumalliance.org/ScrumRedesignDEVSite/media/ScrumAllianceMedia/Files%20and%20PDFs/Certifications/CTC/Scrum_Alliance_CTC_Readiness_Checklist.pdf
https://www.scrumalliance.org/ScrumRedesignDEVSite/media/ScrumAllianceMedia/Files%20and%20PDFs/Certifications/CEC/SAMPLE_CEC_Application_1.pdf
https://www.scrumalliance.org/ScrumRedesignDEVSite/media/ScrumAllianceMedia/Files%20and%20PDFs/Certifications/CTC/Scrum_Alliance_CTC_Sample_Application.pdf
https://www.scrumalliance.org/ScrumRedesignDEVSite/media/ScrumAllianceMedia/Files%20and%20PDFs/Certifications/CEC/Summary-of-Expectations.pdf
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Centralized vs. Decentralized Coaching 
Originally published on May 22, 2018 | Location: https://www.infoq.com/articles/centralized-decentralized-coaching  

Key Takeaways 

¶ There is a frequently seen confusion with respect to the definition of Agile coaching: coaching 

focus (e.g., enterprise vs. team) is confused with coaching alignment (centralized vs. 

decentralized) within an organization 

¶ Centralized coaching departments run the risk of turning into single-specialty organizational silos 

that are locally optimized for their own expansion and personal success; they are also removed 

from real actionðthe reasoning behind this: standardization has its weaknesses 

¶ Centralized coaching is often limited to being ñresponsible for introducing KPIs, documentation 

of ñscript-style-one-size-fits-all best practices and cookie-cutting approaches.ò This leads to 

system gaming by other departments and organizational silos that must ñmeet numbers goalsò 

¶ Centralized Agile coaching makes sense only when it takes place within an organization that is 

small enough to be effectively managed front-to-back (including all its organizational layers) and 

is genuinely supportive of its own coaches by providing them with ñorganizational immunityò and 

operational safety, enabling them to perform their challenging duties 

¶ The main advantage of decentralized coaching approach is that coaches are close to real action: 

deeply engaged with products/services, and they are intimately engaged with senior leadership. 

Decentralized coaching is deep and narrow (as opposed to being broad and shallow) and takes 

time to cause meaningful and sustainable organizational changes 

"The old rules no longer apply... 

ñWhen General Stanley McChrystal took command of the Joint Special Operations Task Force in 2004, he quickly realized that conventional 

military tactics were failing. Al Qaeda in Iraq was a decentralized network that could move quickly, strike ruthlessly, then seemingly vanish 

into the local population. The allied forces had a huge advantage in numbers, equipment, and trainingðbut none of that seemed to matteré. 

ñA new approach for a new world... 

ñMcChrystal and his colleagues discarded a century of conventional wisdom and remade the Task Force, in the midst of a grueling war, into 

something new: a network that combined extremely transparent communication with decentralized decision-making authority. The walls 

between silos were torn down. Leaders looked at the best practices of the smallest units and found ways to extend them to thousands of people 

on three continents, using technology to establish a oneness that would have been impossible even a decade earlier. The Task Force became a 

ñteam of teamsòðfaster, flatter, more flexibleðand beat back Al Qaeda." 

Original  source: Amazon summary of the book ñTeam of Teams,ò by General Stanley McChrystal (Author), Tantum Collins (Author), David 

Silverman (Author), Chris Fussell (Author) 

 

Note: This writing was inspired by the discussion among LeSS trainers (CLT) and candidates, LeSS-

Friendly Scrum Trainers (LFST), Certified Enterprise Coaches (CEC) and Certified Scrum Trainers 

(CST). The main influencers of this writing are Rowan Bunning, Josef Scherer, Greg 

Hutchings, Michael Mai, Robin Dymond, Viktor Grgic, Bas Vodde and Gene Gendel. Points of view 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/
https://www.infoq.com/articles/centralized-decentralized-coaching
https://www.amazon.com/Team-Teams-Rules-Engagement-Complex/dp/1591847486
https://www.amazon.com/General-Stanley-McChrystal/e/B00VQID8MC/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_1
https://www.amazon.com/Tantum-Collins/e/B00OZ5KV82/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_2
https://www.amazon.com/David-Silverman/e/B00VRUWIWA/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_3
https://www.amazon.com/David-Silverman/e/B00VRUWIWA/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_3
https://www.amazon.com/Chris-Fussell/e/B00OR8QM94/ref=dp_byline_cont_book_4
http://www.scrumwithstyle.com/about-us/
https://less.works/profiles/josef-scherer
http://www.ameliorservices.com/contact/
http://www.ameliorservices.com/contact/
https://de.linkedin.com/in/michael-mai-31242529
http://www.innovel.net/about/our-people/
https://less.works/profiles/viktor-grgic
https://less.works/profiles/bas-vodde
http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/about-me/
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are drawn on experience of individualsô consulting at various companies in the following industry 

sectors: Global Telecommunications, Finance/Banking, Insurance and Department of Defence. 

 

Resolving the Confusion: Focus vs. Position 

While this writing is about the differences in effectiveness of centralized coaching vs. decentralized 

coaching in complex organizational settings, first, we need to clear up one important 

misunderstanding: mistakenly, enterprise-level coaching is confused with centralized, while team-

level coaching is confused with decentralized. 

 

This is a confusion of two different coaching aspects: focus and position. For example, within an 

internal organizational structure of the same CTO (could be different from other CTOs of the same 

organization), there could be both levels of coaching: enterprise- and team-level coachesðthey would 

be working concurrently while complementing each otherôs work in many ways. What makes them 

different is their coaching focus (enterprise dynamics vs. team dynamics). But at the same time, their 

placement/sense of belonging is the same: they are decentralized from an enterprise apex and fit into a 

more local area (sphere of influence of one CTO). 

 

To summarize the definitions of two coaching aspects: 

Coaching focus: 

¶ Team coaches are primarily focused on tools, frameworks and dynamics of multiple teams, with 

less emphasis on organizational transformation.  

¶ Enterprise (organizational) coaches are more focused on organizational dynamics and more 

abstracted elements of transformation, with emphasis on senior leadership, upper management, 

organizational policies (e.g., HR) and multiple organizational domains.  

 

Both focus areas, enterprise- and team-level, are equally important and required for transformational 

success, irrespective of where a coaching discipline is placed: centrally or decentrally. Note,, many 

experienced coaches are able to operate equally effectively at team- as well as enterprise-level, as they 

ñtravelò up and down an organizational vertical. ( 

 

Note: for more detailed definitions of coaching focus areas, please refer to authentic and credible 

sources describing this profession: Scrum Alliance and LeSS.works. 

 

Coaching position: 

¶ Centralizedða distinct organizational unit (e.g., Agile Center of Excellence or Agile Global 

Centre) that drives Agile transformation across an entire organization by introducing best 

practices, tools, techniques, standards, benchmarks and scorecards, against which everyone else is 

measured. Such organizational unit is loosely coupled with any specific product, service or line of 

business. It is primarily supported (and sponsored) by an organizational structure that has been 

selected and ñput in chargeò by more-senior leadership. With this selection, other organizational 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/
https://support.scrumalliance.org/hc/en-us/articles/209008066-How-Do-the-Requirements-for-CTC-and-CEC-differ-
https://less.works/less/adoption/coaching.html
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structures (e.g., operations or product groups) usually remain less vested in the effort, and even if 

follow along, do so with noticeable complacency. 

¶ Decentralizedða less rigidly structured team of like-minded coaches that align themselves with 

a clearly defined product, service or line of business. Transformational focus here is much 

narrower and requires much more genuine support/vesting (with sponsorship!) from multiple 

organizational verticals involved (e.g., business, operations, IT, HR, finance, etc.). In order for 

decentralized coaching to have a meaningful organizational impact, an organization must be of 

manageable size (no Big Bangs), as it is defined by an organizational sushi roll that contains 

elements/instances of multiple organizational structures involved. 

Let's take a closer look at two distinct types of a coaching position: 

 

Centralized Coaching 

Usually, this approach is preferred by organizations that treat Agile transformation as a trend, 

accompanied by inspirational slogans, PR and town hall talks with senior organizational leaders 

rendering support mainly ñin blessing and in spiritò rather than by real actions. This is frequently done 

without real understanding of deep system implications of this important undertaking. There is no true 

gemba by senior leadership. Actual transformational efforts are delegated downward-and-downward, 

to lower echelons of power where the original purpose is diluted and focus is lost. With With Agile 

coaching, being a centralized organizational function that owns transformation, one of its main 

deliverables becomes setting of standards and measures of success, by which the rest of an 

organization is measured.  

A usual justification of centralized coaching function is the need to standardize and define ñbest 

practicesò for others by claiming that ñ...too many independent adoptions would be hard to 

measure/compare against anotheréso we need consistency.ò That justification is something that is 

very important for organizations, where individualsô rewards and compensation are based on 

individual performance, scorecards and KPIs. To fulfill organizational mandates for measurements, 

centralized coaches are tasked with introducing agile maturity metrics (AMMs) that are usually 

composed of a wide array of maturity indicators, bundled together in some arbitrarily created maturity 

buckets/levels. This approach very quickly  turns into a box-checking exercise for other 

organizational units, whereas everyone tries to claim higher maturity  in order to meet goals. Not 

surprisingly, this is accompanied by system gaming and unsubstantiated claims of success. 

Since with centralized coaching approach, there is a higher volume of demand for coaches and it often 

exceeds a supply, quality is frequently compromised, and it manifests itself as follows: 

¶ Larmanôs Law of Organizational Behaviour # 4 kicks inðit describes individuals whose past 

roles have become less needed in flattened/leaner organizations, and now ñ...coaching seems like 

another thing these misplaced folks can do successfully.ò These individuals perceive coaching as 

an opportunity to stay busy and fast-track their own careers (Agile coaching for them is just a 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/
http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/2017/08/agile-organization-as-a-sushi-roll/
http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/2017/10/addressing-problems-caused-by-amms/
http://www.craiglarman.com/wiki/index.php?title=Larman%27s_Laws_of_Organizational_Behavior
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ñhop-on-hop-offò bandwagon) until they secure another comfortable position in an organizational 

structure. 

¶ Coaches ñCentaursòðdescribes low quality external consultants that are hired temporarily from 

outside at low/wholesale cost through third-party vendors, conveniently listed in preferred vendor 

applications of client-companies. (Note: usually, these vendors have challenges supplying high-

quality intellectual assets in general, let alone Agile transformation consultants, as the latter are 

relatively specific professional niche). 

 

Since centralized coaches are responsible for setting the tone for the rest of organization, they are also 

tasked with producing large volumes of supportive documentation: standardized training materials, 

audios, videos, etc. Hundreds (at times, thousands) of internal wiki pages are created to host 

information that, for the most part, comes in the form of copy-pasting what is already available 

publicly on the internet (easily accessible commodity). This consumes many man-hours and 

produces a false sense of information ownership, internally. Such information also becomes outdated 

frequently and requires lots of internal manual rework to be kept up to date. 

 

As demand for coaching comes from various organizational areas, centralized coaches get temporarily 

deployed to offer assistance. But since for many internal customers, Agile transformation is still a 

meeting-numbers game (to comply with enterprise-wide organizational mandates), and the demand for 

coaches often exceeds its supply (it comes in spikes). As a result, often coaches are spread thin across 

multiple organizational areas and their ability to truly make long lasting, meaningful impact is 

hindered. Coaching becomes broad and shallow. In a long run, as a delayed result of demand-spiking, 

there is an accelerated growth of centralized coaching groups, as described above. 

é And now, the artificially  inflated group of centralized coaches takes on the form of a single-

functional specialty department that is governed by ñlocal optimizationò: they are optimized to 

maintain their  own increased size and the need to stay busy. 

 

Here are some quotes about centralized coaching from the influencers of this writing: 

From Viktor Grgic of Odd-e: 

Organizational tree of Agile coaches who commonly force upon others their ñservicesò is quite serious 

dysfunction. If organization is very much into this, one might choose to limit scope of adoption, show 

real result while others are extremely busy with programs, etc. In other words, there is not much that 

can be done when KPIs for Agile transformation are set at the very high level of organization and 

everyone is busy complying with them. 

 

From Greg Hutchings, of Amelior Services: 

I would discourage those who think that the best use of Agile coaching and training budgets would be 

to create an Agile center with people primarily aligned with and focused on belonging to and spending 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/
http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/2017/07/you-get-what-you-ask-for-agile-coaches-centaurs/
https://less.works/less/principles/systems-thinking.html#Seeing(andHearing)LocalOptimization
https://less.works/profiles/viktor-grgic
http://www.ameliorservices.com/contact/
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time with a separate, specialist group, as this is just about the exact opposite of go-see, working at 

gemba, and inspecting and adapting with people in the main value creation part of the organization. 

 

Leaving your men behind 

One of the most painful examples of centralized coaching dysfunction is having coaches 

internalized/commoditized by an organizational structure that does not genuinely support Agile 

transformation, because it neither understands it, nor sees any personal benefit of it. Furthermore, 

there is a fear that organizational agility at-large (at scale) might be viewed as a threat to the very 

purpose and usefulness of an organizational structure itself. For example, placing a coaching function 

within an existing Business Analysis group, or an existing Governance CoE, or management 

CoP/PMO or Architecture department would be a disservice to an Agile coaching initiative altogether, 

as these organizational verticals would not provide coaches with necessary support and safely to 

perform challenging duties. They will leave their coaches behind. For example, if coaches reveal 

organizational dysfunctions that may lead to an increase of political tensions and unsupportive 

organizational structures, then Taylorian managers of modern days will readily sacrifice their own 

coaches (ñthrow them under a busò) to regain political recognition to better fit an organizational 

landscape. 

 

Decentralized Coaching 

With a decentralized coaching approach, coaches are locally aligned/dedicated with teams, their 

customers and products, and they immediately involve senior leadership.  

This approach is usually preferred when a specific organizational area (e.g., IT, product development) 

makes a conscious decision to improve its agility/adaptiveness. Decentralized coaching is typically 

sponsored/supported by a real end-consumer, with enough organizational power to protect autonomy 

and authenticity of original transformation goals (e.g., CTO/CIO and respective senior business 

partners). In this scenario, people that consume services and people that pay for services are the same 

people that are really vested in success. 

 

With decentralized coaching, fewer but more experienced and dedicated coaches are required. 

Coaches are more carefully selected by an organization. Coaching seasoning/experience is being 

viewed as the most important factor and becomes a natural remedy against a ñwholesaleò approach: 

highly qualified coaches will not work for a discounted pay, while genuinely vested clients are willing 

to pay a fair price for high quality service. 

Decentralized coaching is deep and narrow: it is focused on fewer people (in total) but on a wider 

gamut of organizational elements/domains (e.g., IT, business partners, HR, finance) by taking a 

holistic look at the whole organization. With this approach, it is much easier to trace effectiveness of 

coaching ñfrom concept to cashò by chasing not just superficial indicators/outputs (e.g., adherence to 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/
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Scrum events, increased velocity, stable/collocated teams) but also by seeking true business outcomes 

(increased ROI, improved customer satisfaction, beating external competition, team happiness). 

Once engaged deeply, dedicated coaches go through a few important steps of a coaching cycle: 

assessing, delivering structured training, coaching and gradually disengaging while giving autonomy 

back to a client. There is no rush to meet year-end target numbers with coaching. Dedicated (local) 

coaches and organizations they support, are much less preoccupied with KPIs, metrics, scorecards and 

meeting numbers. AMMs are treated solely as a barometer of local improvements (please see how).  

Throughout an entire engagement period, coaches remain deeply embedded with development teams 

and respective product teams. This is all accompanied by many observations, short feedback loops and 

frequent retrospectives. Any issues or observations that have systemic implications and require 

attention of senior leadership are addressed together with senior leadership. 

Given autonomy and sovereignty of an organization and its dedicated coaches, there is a higher 

chance of running experiments, inspecting and adapting without fear of failure or being prematurely 

judged and becoming a subject to repercussions. 

 

Why False Dichotomy? 

Sometimes, we hear a concern that because of a decentralized coaching approach, there will be no 

adequate shared learning across the whole organization. But why should this be the case? Why should 

decentralized coaching and shared learning be mutually exclusive (false dichotomy)? Could there not 

be some other effective ways to ensure that coaches succeed in both: to remain dedicated to their own, 

distinct organizational areas, for the reasons described above; and still be able to collaborate, 

synergize, learn from one another and create full transparency for their individual methods and styles?  

 

All of this could be very effectively achieved by forming self-organized/self-governed coaching 

communities of practice where coaches from different organizational areas of different focus (team, 

enterprise) and with different skill set (technical, career, process) consistently share their knowledge 

and experience in a safe, reporting-free environment. 

 

Conclusion 

If an organization is relatively small and centralized coaching does not turn into a PR showcase with a 

small group of privileged individuals trying to set a tone for thousands of others by enforcing KPIs, 

metrics and best practices, AndIf  there is a way to prevent centralized coaches from rushing towards 

year-end target numbers, AND instead engage deeply and narrowly with clients while offering 

continuous support and conducting safe experiments, THEN  centralized coaching approach is worth a 

try. Endlf  

 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/
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However, if the above conditions are not possible because of historic organizational malfunctions, 

then dedicated coaches that are deeply embedded with vested customers is a better choice. 

 

Here are some more quotes from this writingôs influencers: 

From Bas Vodde, of Odd-e and the co-founder of Large Scale Scrum framework: 

If you have a centralized team that can *truly* go to products and coach them, theyôre very valuable 

as they see a lot of cross-product dynamics. If they canôt do that, then a decentralized group is a better 

chance of getting at least some value out of the coaching. 

 

From Rowan Bunning, of Scrum WithStyle: 

If the goal is for Agile thinking and practices to be disseminated throughout an organization in a way 

that everyone feels that they ñownò their ways of working, then coaches should be co-located and 

deeply embedded with teams and business units they support. Furthermore, if a message from coaches 

to developers is to move from single function groups to cross-functional teams, then having coaches 

centralized into a single-function group may seem hypocritical. It may also be perceived as a pursuit 

of control over how Agile coaching services are procured and disseminatedðpotentially to the benefit 

of those in a centralized group. 

 

Note: By way of illustration, in LeSS adoptions, a LeSS coach would focus on two to eight Teams 

(about 50 people) that work on the same product for the same Product Owner out of the same product 

backlog. A LeSS coach would also focus on additional organizational layers that are in immediate 

proximity to the IT-side of a LeSS organizational construct, specifically, on a product/product-people 

side and their respective senior leadership. LeSS coaching engagement is meant to be deep and narrow 

(as oppose to broad and shallow), and is focused on a small ñsushi roll sliceò of a whole 

organization. For LeSS coaching to be successful, bigger does not mean better, and it naturally 

supports the idea of organizational descaling. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/
https://less.works/profiles/bas-vodde
http://www.scrumwithstyle.com/about-us/
http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/2017/08/agile-organization-as-a-sushi-roll/


16 

 

Gene Gendel, CEC-CTC, LSFT, CAL, CLP, CS@S | www.keystepstosuccess.com  

 

òWho are the Judges?ó Who Decides Who Is Gonna Coach? 

 
Originally published on August 7, 2017 | Location: http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/2017/08/who-are-the-judges-who-decides-on-

who-is-gonna-coach/  

Lets kick off this post with the quote from another recent discussion that generated a 

number of strong comments from experienced professionals: 

ñéas long as companies remain complacent and reliant on outlived staffing/head-

hunting approaches, cold-calling techniques, and ineffective HR-screening processes, 

performed by people that poorly understand the essence of an agile coaching profession, 

while trying to procure cheap ñAgileò resources (using ñpreferred vendor listsò) or 

treat seasoned professional coaches as ñrequisitions to be filled,ò a coaching bar will  

remain low, and companies will  be getting EXACTLY what they have paid 

forò (coaches-centaurs (p.17)). 
  

To summarize, the purpose of the above referenced discussion was to increase awareness 

about implications of ineffective coaches and coaching that exists in abundance 

today. Here, letôs look at some root causes why this problem exists. 

Who defines the role of Agile coach? 

For the most part, organizational understanding of a coaching role is weak. Definitions of 

a coaching role that flow around suggest that companies are still confused about what 

coaches do. Definition of a coaching role is frequently lumped together with the role of a 

project manager, team lead, business analyst, Jira/Rally/VersionOne administrator, etc. 

While some of these other roles could represent potentially relevant past experience for a 

coach, lumping all of them together in one all-inclusive role description, delimiting them 

by commas or forward slashes is ironic, to say the least. Many of these ñace 

pilot/submarine captain/NHL starò roles create a conflict of interest not just for people 

that step into them but for everyone else who gets affected by interaction. Very often, 

inaccurate definition of a coaching role leads to inappropriate behaviors by a coach, such 

as attempts to seek authority and organizational power, exhibition of command and 

control behavior, competition with people being coached for ownership of deliverables, 

monetary incentives and other perks. 

 

Once a poorly defined coaching role description hits the street, it enters a vicious cycleð

reinforcing feedback loop (described in detail here ). 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/
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Note: The above illustration excludes other system variables that may have an effect on 

the variables and the variablesô relationships shown above. 

 

This vicious cycle usually leads to one inevitable result: over time (usually months, 

sometimes a few years) companies realize that Agile coaching did not bring about 

enough sustainable organizational improvements, as it was expected. This further leads to 

two outcomes, both of which dependent of senior leadership vision and goals: 

¶ Companies seriously re-assess their own initial actions, acknowledge mistakes made, 

and then improve coaching standards and elevate the bar in favor of real, experienced 

coaches 

¶ Companies try to water down mistakes they have made, trivialize a coaching role for a 

lack of its benefit and, and by doing so, further reinforce the loop above 

 

Who really makes decisions and why? 

Rarely, senior executives take an active role in a coaching hiring process; exceptions 

exist but they are rare (usually exceptions are seen when things become very urgentð

page 14). But even when they (executives) do engage in the process, it is usually more 

the act of a formality to ensure that a hired person ñfits the culture.ò Of course, and very 

ironically, one of the key expectations from an experienced coach should be to challenge 

an organizational structure (both at enterprise and team level), and since culture is 

corollary to structure (Larmanôs Law # 5), the latter would change (would be challenged) 

as well. But this is not something that too many senior executives would like to hear. 

For the most part, a hiring process is delegated to first- and sometimes second-line 

management, as well as internal Agile champions that oversee and own Agile 

transformations. While Larmanôs Law # 1, historically, has defined the attitude of middle 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/
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management towards fundamental changes that challenge a status quo, the recently added 

Law # 4 neatly describes ñcontributionò by some internal Agile champions. And while 

exceptions do exist, trends and statistics speak louder.   

Letôs imagine the process by which an organization wanted to hire an Agile coach (as 

employee or consultantðno difference): 

In this process, the interviewers are individuals described in Larmanôs Law # 1 and # 

4.  On the other hand, an interviewee is a seasoned Agile coach with a long enterprise- 

and team-level track record: she is a system thinker, dysfunctions challenger, a real 

organizational change agent. 

 

Impact on a hiring process by Larmanôs Law # 1-type interviewers: 
At an interview, a coach-candidate meets with first- and/or second-line managers that 

also expect that a coach will report to them when she joins a company. During a 

discussion, interviewers hear from a coach certain things that coaches usually bring up, 

uninhibitedly: 

¶ Simplified overall organizational structure where developers receive requirements and 

communicate on progress by interacting directly with end customers, not middle-men 

¶ Flattened team structure, where developers self-organize and self-manage. Overall 

reduction of supervision and resource management in favor of increased autonomy, 

mastery and purpose by individuals that do the work 

¶ Harmful effects of individual performance appraisals and subjective monetary 

incentives, especially in environments where team commitments and team deliveries 

are expected 

Unsurprisingly, the biggest question that many interviewers walk out with after 

interviewing such a candidate is this: ñWhat will  my role be like if this coach is hired and 

brings about above mentioned organizational changes?ò 

  

Impact on a hiring process by Larmanôs Law # 4 -type interviewers: 
Knowledge and experience of a coach-candidate supersedes that of internal Agile 

champions and process owners. Some of the discussions a coach elicitsðand answers 

provideðfar exceed expectations (not to be confused with a term used in a performance 

appraisal process!) of her interviewers. Some suggestions and ideas shared by a candidate 

are great food for thought for senior executives but not at a level where Larmanôs Law # 

4-type coaches are authorized to operate. Interviewers clearly see that a coach-candidate, 

if on-boarded, soon may become a more visible, influential contributor than the 

interviewers themselves. A coach may also bring about some organizational turbulence 

that will take out of comfort zone some individuals that are resistant to changes. 

 

What are the odds that this experienced coach-candidate will be given a ñpassò? What are 

the odds that she will be even given a chance to speak to senior executives involved in a 

hiring process, to attempt to influence them, to open their eyes, to offer a deeper system 

perspective on a situation, to make them think and talk about the forbidden? 

Slim-to-none 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/
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And this is one of the ways, in which organizations that are complacent about Agile 

improvements, shoot themselves in a foot: they very effectively disqualify qualified Agile 

coaches and by doing so, reinforce the feedback loop illustrated above. 

You Get What You Ask For: Agile Coaches-Centaurs 
 

 

Originally published on July 9, 2017 | Location: http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/2017/07/you-get-what-you-ask-for-agile-coaches-

centaurs/  

Why are there so many failed Agile ñtransformationsò? We frequently hear the following 

answer: ñBecause companies lack senior leadership supportò. True. And letôs not 

trivialize this: Without strong and genuine support by senior leadership (beyond slogans 

and ñsupport in spiritò), without selecting a deep, systemic approach to problem 

resolution, companies can only expect localized, peripheral and, most likely, short-term 

improvements. 

 

But is there anything/anyone else that can be conveniently held accountable for failed 

agile transformations? 

How about ineffective agile traini ng and coaching?  
 

Note: If  you are interested in learning more about some of the most common challenges 

with Agile training, please visit this page. This post is about coaching. 

 

There is a vicious cycle that hurts so many companies (and this can be also considered as 

a self-inflicted wound). 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/
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¶ Initially, companies set a low bar for coaches, based on poor understanding of a 

coaching role.  

¶ Low quality coaches are hired (most of them are not even coaches, but rather 

people that have mastered Agile jargon and know how to impress HR and 

uninformed hiring managers).  

¶ Weak coaches (most of whom have minds of conformists, not challengers) cannot 

effectively guide companies to fix systemic weaknesses and dysfunctions.  

¶ Teams and departments donôt really improve; rather they create a superficial 

appearance/illusion of progress (often, to impress senior management).  

¶ Companies lose faith and stop seeing value in coaching.  

¶ Companies start trivializing a coaching role.  

¶ Companies decide not to spend more money on high quality coaching.  

¶ Cheaper, even less effective coaches are hired (or internal, misplaced people 

are refurbished into coaches, overnight, as per Larmanôs Law # 4). Initially, the 

low-set coaching bar is lowered even furtheréand so oné. 

As a result, what was initially meant as a strategic organization- improvement effort, now 

takes on a form of just another system-gaming change management fad that ultimately 

leads to a failure and responsibility/blame-shifting. 

What are some of the reasons why the above happens? Here are some suggested reasons: 

¶ Companies donôt understand the essence of Agile coaching role: it is viewed as 

another ñturn-on switchò management function. 

¶ Leadership does not feel a sense of urgency (p. 14) to make changes and exempts 

itself from being coached: people are too busy and too senior to be coached; they find 

coaching trivial. 

¶ Certain organizational pockets are genuinely resistant to changes, afraid that changes 

can be brought about by real coaches (as per Larmanôs Laws 1-3). 

¶ Market over-saturation with unskilled recruiters that hunt for low-quality coaches and 

contribute to the above cycle: this further lowers a companyôs chances to find a good 

coach 

¶ This list can be extendedé. 

 

Who is responsible for initiating this vicious cyclic dysfunction? Does it really matter if 

we identify guilty ones? Maybe it does, but only as a lessons-learning exercise. What 

probably matters more is how to break out of this cycle. Where to start: discontinue low-

quality supply (coaches) or raise a bar on demand (by companies?). Usually demand 

drives supply and if so, a coaching bar will remain low for  as long as companies keep 

relying on body-staffing, head-hunting agencies and untrained internal  HR-

screeners to procure cheap ñagileò resources or treating real professional coaches as 

ñrequisitions to be filled ,ò and companies will  be getting EXACTLY  what they have 

paid for:  coaches-centaurs (p.17). 

 

 

Big question 

ñWhat should companies be looking for when hiring a coach?ò 
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An organization should be looking beyond of what is typically presented in a resume or a 

public profile of a candidate: usually, a chronological list of an employment history. 

Much more attention should be paid to the following important quantitative 

characteristics of a coach: 

 

Coaching focus: What is an approach and/or philosophy to coaching does a coach have? 

This will help a company understand an individual mindset of a coach. 

 

Coaching education AND mentorship: What active journey through education, 

mentorship and collaborative learning in coaching and related activities over significant 

period has a coach taken? 

 

Formal coaching education: What has contributed significantly to a personôs coaching 

journey, including courses on topics of facilitation, leadership, consulting, coaching, 

process, and other related activities which have influenced a personôs coaching practice? 

Such education may not have to be degree-related. (Training and/or certification from 

any recognized institution could be sufficient.) 

 

Coaching mentorship and collaboration: How has a coach developed a skill/technique 

or received guidance to a coaching approach and mindset? Respect and recognition of 

mentors matters here. 

 

Informal  coaching learning: What important topics outside of Agile/Scrum literature 

have impacted a personôs coaching philosophy? This increases chances that a coach is 

well-rounded, beyond standardized book learning. 

 

Agile community engagement and leadership: Does a coach engage in Agile user 

groups, gatherings, retreats, camps, conferences, as well as writing, publishing, 

reviewing, presenting, facilitating, training, mentoring, organizing and leading Agile 

events? An active participation and leadership in the agile community is a good 

demonstration that a coach has not developed herself within a unique organizational silo 

by self-proclaiming and self-promoting, but rather has diverse and ñtestedò industry 

experience. 

 

Agile community collaborative mentoring and advisory: Does a coach mentor or 

advise other individuals (not for pay) on how to increase their competency or 

development? Is a relationship on-going, purposeful and bi-directionally educational? 

 

Coaching tools, techniques and frameworks: Does a coach develop awareness and 

understanding of tools, techniques and frameworks while engaging with 

organizations? Has she customized or developed anything that was client/engagement-

specific? 

 

In addition to quantitative characteristics, here are qualitative characteristics of a good 

coach: 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/
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Coaching mindset 

¶ How does a coach react when an outcome of coaching was different from what she 

had desired? In the past, how did a coach address this situation? 

¶ How, based on clientsô needs, has a coaching mindset needed to change? In the past, 

what compromises did a coach make? What was learned? 

¶ What new techniques or skills did a coach learn to meet a clientôs needs? 

 

 

Coaching competencies 

¶ AssessðDiscovery and direction 

¶ BalanceðCoaching and consulting 

¶ CatalyzeðLeadership and organizations 

¶ FacilitateðFocus and alignment 

¶ EducateðAwareness and understanding 

 

 

Coaching specialties 

¶ Lean/Kanban 

¶ User Experience/Design 

¶ Scaling Agile/Enterprise Agility 

¶ Technical/Quality Practices 

¶ Organizational Structures 

¶ Lean Startup 

¶ Product/Portfolio Management 

¶ Organizational Culture 

¶ Learning Organizations 

¶ Non-Software Application 

¶ Business Value/Agility 

¶ Technical/Product Research 

¶ Multi -Team Dynamics 

¶ Organizational Leadership 

¶ Organizational Change 

 

Note: The above, is based on guidelines provided by Scrum Alliance application process 

for CTC and CEC. 

While running some risk of sounding self-serving (very much NOT! the intent here): 

please, be mindful and responsible when you select guidance-level professionals in our 

Agile journey. 
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Agile Coaching: Lessons from the Trenches 
Originally posted on: Aug 14, 2015 | Location: https://www.infoq.com/articles/agile-coaching-lessons  

Note: This article was written with participation of my dear friend and colleague Erin 

Perry. 

High performing organizations, high performing teams and high performing people do 

not often happen organically. They are a return on investment. 

Weôve spent time in the trenches, both giving and receiving coaching at organizations of 

all sizes: from small startups to large enterprises. In this article, we will use our hard-

fought experience to shed light onto Agile coaching. First, we will take a step back, 

helping define what being an Agile Coach means and what skills are necessary to be 

successful in an organization. Then, weôll examine patterns and anti-patterns for both in-

house coaches and coach-consultants. We will shine light on how to enable coaches to be 

successful in your organization. 

 

What is a coach? 

Agile coach is an overloaded term. Itôs applied to advanced scrum masters, trainers, and 

leaders who arenôt sure where they fit in an Agile organization. Agile coach is not a role 

mentioned in Scrum, Kanban, XP or any other Agile framework or practice. Itôs grown 

organically as larger organizations have realized the benefits of agility, and their appetite 

has increased for long-lasting change. Coaching can reap amazing rewards if done 

skillfully. What does a skillful coach look like? 

Companies that rely on external Agile consultants want to know if they are acquiring 

good coaches with a proven track record and broad industry experience. Companies that 

prefer raising their own coaches want to identify the people with coaching aptitude. 

Individuals that pursue the career of an Agile coach wonder if they have what it takes to 

become a coach. Individuals that have established themselves in the role of Agile coaches 

wonder where the industry is taking the role. What is the future of Agile coaching as it 

becomes a broader role with a more diverse definition? 

 

 

Definition through comparisonðcoaching or training? 

Coaching and training are not mutually exclusive. Though many Agile trainers can also 

coach and many coaches frequently train as a part of coaching, the difference between the 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/
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two should be clear. In the comparison, the goals and role of a coach vs. trainer are 

highlighted. 

 

Training  

¶ Primary goal of training is to impart knowledge. 

¶ Training is usually much shorter in duration: time-box is fixed and so is, typically, 

agenda. 

¶ Training relies on hierarchical relationship, with Trainer being in a position of 

authority over the Trainees (holding expert and positional authority). 

¶ Trainer is expected to be a subject matter expert in a given domain. 

¶ Training is largely directive, providing Trainees with ready answers and solutions. 

¶ Training provides short-term influence by Trainer on Trainee. 

¶ Training can be done virtually/remotely, though it is less effective than classroom 

training. 

¶ Training imparts a discrete set of skills. If more skills were required, additional 

training would be required. 

¶ Comfort zone of Trainees is not frequently breached by Trainer. Training is mainly 

done agnostically of Traineeôs personal experience (barring some interactive 

training). 

 

 

Coaching 

¶ Primary goal of coaching is to guide coaches toward self-improvement through 

observation and guidance. 

¶ Coaching is usually much longer in duration. It is not strictly time-boxed. Coaching 

sessions may be shorter or longer, depending on how communication between coach 

and coachee continues. 

¶ Coaching agenda is rarely fixed. Instead, it is responsive to the current needs of the 

coachee. Experienced coaches frequently use situational/opportunistic coaching to 

flex their style as needed. 

¶ Coaching does not stress hierarchical relationship between coach and coachee 

¶ Success of coaching is frequently dependent on Coachôs ability to establish rapport 

and trust with coachee. 

¶ Coach is not expected to be an expert in any one skill or subject area, but instead have 

broad experience in coaching as a skill. 

¶ Coachôs primary goal is not to provide coachee with final answers and complete 

solutions but rather enable coachees to derive their own answers and solutions by 

steering discussions and thinking. 

¶ Past experiences and examples can be used by coaches in a non-prescriptive fashion, 

to help coachees develop their own associations and see analogies. 

¶ Effective coaching is always done in person. Remote coaching is very ineffective as it 

does not have a personal element to itða fundamental aspect of coaching. 

¶ Coaching must be bi-directional. In most effective coaching sessions, coaches speak 

less and listen more. They reflect on what they hear/learn from coachees. 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/
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¶ Coaching has more impact on coachees; they develop their own ways/means to find 

solutions and address problems. 

¶ Comfort zone (personal space) of coachees is frequently entered by coaches as the 

latter need to relate to experiences and sentiments of the former, to deliver more 

effective coaching. Experienced coaches either know how to enter personal spaces. 

delicately, or explicitly ask coachees to grant them permission. This alleviates 

negative effects of unwanted intrusion. 

 

 

Coaching styles 

A coach is constantly assessing where directive (ñcommandingò) style coaching is 

required, balancing with supportive and reflective coaching. Finding the right situation 

for each style and properly transitioning between them are critical skills for healthy 

coaching. 

Here are some of the typical conditions under which coach selects one style over another: 

¶ Directive coaching 

o Coachee exhibits low ability and inadequate subject matter expertise for 

contextual learning; the coach has strong expertise in the subject matter. 

o Coachee has low motivation and morale. 

o Coach leads by example and expects coachee to follow. 

¶ Non-Directive coaching 

o Coachee exhibits high aptitude, strong skillset and subject matter expertise, 

regardless of coachôs skillset and expertise. 

o Coachee has high motivation and morale. 

o Coach reflects on what coachee thinks and says and makes coachee come to his 

own conclusion. 

 

This approach is based on Control-Experience Tool (modified from Canadian Forces 

Leadership Doctrine by Alan Okros). The Coaching Style Dashboard is another valuable 

resource to balance the two styles. 

 

It can be tempting, especially for naturally directive leaders, to fall too often into the 

directive route. It is, by far, the easier form of coaching. It is also less likely to leave a 

lasting impact on the coachee. A parent tells a young child not to run into the road and 

expects them to obey. So long as the parent is watching the child, they can reinforce the 

rule and ensure compliance. At some point, though, we must properly coach children to 

understand the impact behind a rule and to instill inherent motivations of safety and 

responsibility. 

Taking a purely directive route will insure compliance, not engagement. The goal of any 

coach that begins directive should to be to move, as quickly as possible, the coachee on 

an axis that allows supportive, non-directive coaching. 
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Style behaviors 

A directive coach 

¶ Tells 

¶ Provides answers 

¶ Teaches 

¶ Gives examples 

¶ Offers advice 

 

A reflective coach 

¶ Asks 

¶ Provides guiding questions 

¶ Creates an environment for self-learning 

¶ Gives learning resources 

¶ Helps Coachees find their own vision and goals 

 

 

Coaching specialties vs. coaching competencies 

 

Coaching expertise can be measured using Specialties and Competencies. The Certified 

Scrum Coach (CSC) application by Scrum Alliance serves as a guide to defining these 

dimensions. 

 

Coaching specialties 

Coaching specialties are a core skillset, expertise and knowledge that coaches possess. To 

a large extent, they are based on a focus area of coachôs paid and unpaid work (prior or 

present). Here are some examples of coaching specialties: 

¶ Lean Principles, Lean Startup 

¶ Design, Product/Portfolio Management 

¶ Technical/Product Research 

¶ Scaling Agile/Enterprise Agility 

¶ Distributed Agile, Multi-Team Dynamics 

¶ Technical/Quality Practices 

¶ Development Operations 

¶ Development/Process Tools 

¶ Organizational Structures/Culture 

¶ Organizational Leadership 

 

Coaching competencies 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/
https://www.scrumalliance.org/certifications/csc-certification
https://www.scrumalliance.org/certifications/csc-certification


27 

 

Gene Gendel, CEC-CTC, LSFT, CAL, CLP, CS@S | www.keystepstosuccess.com  

 

Coaching competencies are proficiencies that coaches are expected to demonstrate in 

their interactions with individuals and their organizations. Here are some examples of 

coaching competencies: 

¶ Ability to serve as an organizational mirror, by accessing and surfacing the 

underlying system problems. Ability to look below the surface, expose challenging 

symptoms and perform root cause analysis. 

¶ Ability to facilitate client Agile adoption, implementation, and alignment. Ability to 

engage and facilitate stakeholders in controversial conversations and alignment-

building activities. Ability to maintain non-biased views and facilitate collaborative 

decisionmaking. 

¶ Ability to balance coachôs own Agile expertise with coacheeôs (clientôs) goals and 

intent. Ability to understand and respect the nature of a client-consulting relationship 

whether as an employee or consultant. Ability to ask powerful questions, lead by 

example and guide client self-discovery. 

¶ Ability to educate and guide coacheeôs (clientôs) agile learning through application 

and discovery. Ability to focus on stabilizing principles and varying practices to 

situationally align coacheeôs (clientôs) maturity with effective application of Agility. 

¶ Ability to function as a catalyst and change agent for coachee (client) organization. 

Ability to engage in with the whole organizational system and the leaders who guide 

them. Ability to connect interdependencies and catalyze organizational reflection, 

learning and growth. 

 

Levels of coaching 

Agile coaching can be administered at various levels: organizational/enterprise level and 

local level. 

When coach is involved organizationally (systemically), the focus is on the following: 

¶ Become more agile across an entire organization, trying to influence/educate senior 

leadership and executives. 

¶ Assessing team(s) and organization(s) for effectiveness of applying Agile principles 

and practices. 

¶ Advising and consulting with organizations and leadership on various Agile 

practices, such as Scrum, Kanban, Lean, XP. 

¶ Facilitating team(s) and groups to achieve higher quality collaboration, enabling a 

culture of continual learning and knowledge dissemination. 

¶ Developing team, leadership and organizational agility through guided self-discovery 

and growth. 

¶ Advising teams on careful adoption of scaled Agile frameworks as mechanism for 

organizational descaling (e.g., LeSS, SAFe, RAD). 

¶ Challenging the organizational and leadership status quo and enabling an Agile 

(Kaizen) culture. 

¶ Analyzing systemic patterns, including norms, standards and behaviors 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/
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¶ Educating senior leadership on interconnection of various organizational elements 

within one Organizational Ecosystem. (If you cannot access the document 

please contact Gene for access.) 

 

When coach is involved locally, the focus is on the following: 

¶ Supporting single or multiple teams in improving their dynamics and maturity. 

¶ Coaching individual team members, Scrum Masters, product owners. 

¶ Assisting to establish Agile roles, ceremonies, day-to-day interactions. 

¶ Focusing on engineering practices, coding standards, test quality. 

¶ Advising teams on Agile requirements, living documentation, metrics, 

communication. 

¶ Advising teams with adoption of basic Agile frameworks (e.g. Kanban, Scrum, XP). 

¶ Challenging inappropriate locally manifested (in isolation) behavioral patterns. 

¶ Balancing local optimization with team growth. 

 

Coaching individuals vs. coaching groups 

 

Individual coaching 

Individual coaching is one-on-one. Such coaching sessions are typically conducted in 

privacy; the coach works with a single person on a very personal level. Individual 

sessions may address personal adaptation, happiness, job satisfaction, problems with 

management or subordinates, embracing roles and seeing career growth opportunities, 

dealing with personal challenges, reservations or fears. Individual coaching is often used 

to engage and support a Scrum Master or product owner as an individual. 

Coaching is more conversational and personal and often takes a great deal of trust and 

camaraderie. 

Group coaching 

In Agile settings, group coaching is typically focused on entire feature teams or Product 

Owner teams, where people are expected to have shared beliefs, norms and goals. Group 

coaching addresses team dynamics, roles, day-to-day interactions, metrics, reporting, etc. 

Coach can set up a dedicated session for group coaching or leverage existing group 

ceremonies (e.g., retrospective). 

Group coaching is often more structured and requires expert authority to be successful. 

Both individual and group sessions can be prescheduled or situational/opportunistic (at 

moments, when coach finds ad-hoc appropriate moments to administer coaching). 

 

Rules of coaching engagement and disengagement 

Every coach (internal or external) needs to define and discuss with coachee (individual or 

company client) rules of engaging and disengaging. This is done for a variety of reasons: 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/
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ñRules of Engagingò between coach and coacheeðit is important to define certain 

conditions under which coaching experience will be conducted. Sometimes, certain topics 

or points of contention can be avoided or negotiated. It is also a good Agile coaching 

practice to conduct a change readiness assessment prior to engaging. This helps identify 

certain risks or hard blocks for effective coaching and disclosing them to coachee (client). 

Every coach must be willing to walk away from a client that cannot establish agreeable 

rules of engagement, including readiness for transformation. 

ñRules of Disengagingò between coach and coachee are no less important as they help 

with identifying appropriate time to discontinue (or lighten) coach-coachee relationship. 

This is done to avoid prolonged co-dependency, excessive transactional activity 

(compensation) for a diminishing value. Disengaging from coachee can be either done 

because coachee achieved a desired maturity or because of running into unresolvable 

obstacles that make continuous coaching ineffective and impractical. In the former case, 

coach may periodically conduct an Agile maturity assessment to gauge progress. In the 

latter case, coach may (and should) prematurely disengage from coachee but be clear 

about his reasons with coachee. 

We recommend applying Agile principles to coaching engagements as well. Build an 

initial vision for the product (coaching). Regularly refine the backlog, taking time to 

reflect on the engagement and how it should be adjusted. Working in coaching sprints 

using Scrum or through regular delivery using Kanban help enforce the values and 

demonstrate Agility through example. It also provides regular touchpoints to determine if 

a new style is required or if the engagement should be halted. XP practices such as test-

driven development can also be applied to coaching. Establishing testable criteria for 

coachee readiness first will help form the engagement activities towards demonstrable 

results. 

The goal of any coaching engagement should be to bring the teams to a healthy state 

where learning and self-improvement are happening organically. The coach should be 

attempting to become unnecessary. Daniel Mezick, in his book The Culture Game, very 

effectively describes a coaching profession in scope of best coaching standards and 

coaching ethics. 

 

 

Coach-consultants vs. full -time coaches 

 

In his article ñUnspoken Agile Topics,ò (section Challenges with Agile Leadership) 

written in 2013, Gene Gendelðone of the co-authors of this articleðdescribes some of 

the most commonly known challenges faced today by companies as they rely on Agile 

coaching support. 

 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/
http://www.amazon.com/The-Culture-Game-Tools-Manager/dp/0984875301
https://www.scrumalliance.org/community/articles/2014/july/unspoken-agile-topics


30 

 

Gene Gendel, CEC-CTC, LSFT, CAL, CLP, CS@S | www.keystepstosuccess.com  

 

1. Here are some challenging questions that have to be answered by companies that rely 

on help of external Agile experts: 

¶ a. How will engaging with an Agile coaching consulting firm guarantee a top-notch 

Agile coach-consultant? (There is no guarantee that any company will deploy a good 

coach.) 

¶ b. How will I ensure the coaching Iôm receiving is working towards our independence 

and growth, not prolonging dependency to ensure further employment? 

¶ c. How will an external coach address challenges unique to our culture and establish 

rapport and empathy with our teams? 

 

2. And here are some no less challenging cases that arise when companies rely merely on 

internal resources: 

¶ a. How will we avoid myopic views of internal coaches who may have limited 

experience with other cultures and companies and the creative ways theyôve solved 

problems? 

¶ b. How will we support internal coaches to truly remain independent, with the 

freedom to challenge and question internal leadership without fear of jeopardizing 

their employment? 

¶ c. How will we establish our internal coaches as experts, while avoiding the ñprophet 

in his own landò perception? 

 

An ideal situation would be for each organization to strike a happy balance by building 

out internal Agile coaching practice by mixing up external and internal Agile coaches. 

While external coaches bring to the table experience of other organizations and 

industries, holistic and uninhibited views, internal coaches contribute with deeper 

knowledge of their own organizational structure and culture. 

Another challenge that organizations must face with regards to in-house coaches is how 

to give them an ñHonorable Dischargeò from duty when their service is no longer 

needed. This is less of an issue for employees that became coaches by transitioning from 

another role; once their coaching service is no longer needed, they may simply fall back 

into their previous roles (developers, Scrum Masters, etc.). This is much more of an issue 

for professional Agile coaches that were asked to join a company full time to help a 

company go through challenging times of Agile transformation. 

 

When a company engages with a coach, it must have a strategy in place for how it will 

gradually progress from active coaching to self-direction and autonomy. A company must 

resist the temptation of having a coach take an authoritative, long-lasting position with a 

department or a team and becoming a long-term ñdoer,ò problem solver, and solutions 

provider. A company should also refrain from trying to ñmoldò a coach into a manager or 

auditor, rather than an organizational change agent. 
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Discontinuation of a coaching relationship must be done honorably, in a way that ensures 

that a company gradually builds up its own internal excellence. A coach must continue to 

be an asset throughout the entire engagement, even as coaching intensity starts to 

diminish naturally. 

To avoid confusion and misunderstanding about what a coaching engagement is and what 

it is not, both coach and coachee (company, LOB, department, team, etc.) must 

thoroughly discuss and mutually understand the essence of a coaching role before 

engaging, as well as properly set each otherôs expectations. 

 

Coaching solo vs. a coaching team 

An organization may engage a single coach or a group of coaches that join as external 

consultants or companyôs employees. Some of the cases described below specifically 

address situations that arise when a company relies on its own internal Agile expertise 

(in-house coaches). In general, when external coaches engage with a company-client, 

they are perceived as representatives of an external coaching entity and ñshieldedò from 

some of the challenges described below. 

Both solo-operating F/T coaches and team-playing F/T coaches are perceived by a 

company as employees first, coaches second. This means a company applies the same 

values, norms and evaluation standards to coaches as it does to the rest of companyôs 

employees. This creates a conflict of interest: Coaches must highlight challenges and 

impediments that may reflect poorly on their own employer. They are in the unique 

situation of constantly jeopardizing their employment and livelihood through the very 

responsibilities they have been given. How can a coach or a team of coaches perform 

their jobs effectively if there is an inverse relationship between quality delivery and their 

own safety? 

Further, this situation is even more challenging for F/T coaches that operate as a team 

than for those that operate solo. 

When a group of coaches operates as a team (shared goals and purposes, shared efforts, 

shared strategy and vision, collective ownership), but a company perceives and evaluates 

each coach as an individual (ñI am a starò) performer, it frequently causes a conflict of 

interest. As team players, coaches are expected to peer/mob-coach, cross-learn and cross-

train each other, swarm (work together)ðeffectively, practice everything that they preach 

to an organization that they coach. 

But there are strong forces that pull coaches apart. Rewards and incentives systems based 

on individual performance and achievements make them more preoccupied with their 

own well-being, with their own ability to advance within an organization. At times, there 

could even be an invisible competition between coaches that is caused by their 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/


32 

 

Gene Gendel, CEC-CTC, LSFT, CAL, CLP, CS@S | www.keystepstosuccess.com  

 

organizational positioning and relationship to each other. This produces silos and 

dysfunctions as it makes coaches turn away from each other, compete for span of 

influence, be unwilling to share and support each other as is expected from team players: 

morale deteriorates, transparency goes down and so does productivity. (See here more on 

alternative ways to offer incentives and rewards, based on collective performance. If you 

cannot access the document please contact Gene for access.) 

 

This compounded effect of intra-coaching team dysfunction that sits below typically 

observed challenges that organizational coaches face day-to-day in the line of duty, 

significantly lowers value that coaches bring to an organization. 

In the light of what has been described so far, here are some guidelines for organizational 

Agile coaches that are full-time employees: 

¶ De-couple your organizational position and authority from your role of a coach. 

Organizational leadership does not equate to organizational coaching. 

¶ Do not over-emphasize personal promotions: becoming a coach should not be treated 

as a ñfast trackò for personal career advancement. 

¶ Offer objective guidance without personal or political considerations. 

¶ As a coach, act as servant-leader, enabler and facilitator, not command and controller. 

¶ As a coach, try to view an organization as an outsider; do not ñtake sides,ò based on a 

part of organization you belong to: this will completely compromise your impartiality 

and objectivity. 

¶ Be resistant to micro-management and intolerant to wasteful processes, activities and 

roles. 

¶ Finally, if you coach as a part of the team of coaches, remember about values and 

principles of collective ownership that you coach to Agile teamsðalways practice 

what you preach. 

¶ If you are working on a coach team, apply the same principles you would to an Agile 

development team. Apply Kanban or Scrum, for example, and work as a team on the 

same goals. Make it clear that accomplishments and delivery belong to 

the coaching team. 

 

 

Coaching ñbad smellsò and why they should be avoided 

 

Below are some of frequently observed ñBad Smellsò that are associated with bad 

coaching: 

 

Bad Smell Why Does it  Smell Badly? 

Continuously resolving clientsô/coacheesô 

problems for them. Engaging as ñdoersò for too 

long and continuously giving complete solutions. 

Exhibiting command and control behavior. 

Initial ñleading by exampleò is OK. Part of 

teaching comes through initial training. 

However, any prolonged engagement as a ñdoerò 

puts a client/coachee into a comfort zone and 

prevents learning, independence and autonomy. 
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Commanding and excessive directive telling also 

implies that a coach has an authoritative position 

with a client. This makes a client less 

independent in his or her decisions. 

Assuming authoritative, long-lasting position with 

client/coachee that does not translate timely into 

tangible results. Establishing dependence. 

A coach ends up generating financial benefits, 

whereas a client gains very little value. 

Publicly criticize/scrutinize individuals of any 

level, especially in presence of their superiors. 

This behavior creates hostility and mistrust 

between a coach and individual clients/coachees. 

If a client/coachee feels comfortable to be openly 

coached in front of others, without becoming 

defensive, they should explicitly invite a coach to 

do so before it is done in public. This is a key 

sign of coaching immaturity. 

Using team-based metrics to judge individual team 

members. 

Excessive use of metrics is a simplistic false 

dichotomy. While certain health 

checks/indicators can be used as a way of 

reflecting to individual teams, using the same 

metrics to judge individuals is counter-

productive and misleading. 

Using team-based metrics to compare teams to 

each other, establishing competition between 

teams. 

A prime example of local optimization, 

establishing cross-team competition will not 

optimize the performance of the entire 

organization and will instead encourage 

information hoarding and closed communication 

patterns. 

Getting involved in activities and feedback that 

influence individual performance appraisals, 

incentives, compensation, bonuses, promotions. 

Being able to explicitly influence 

compensation/financial well-being of an 

individual is a violation of an individualôs safety 

space. A coacheeôs desire to become autonomous 

and independent in making his/her own decisions 

will be significantly diminished. Individuals will 

feel ñobligatedò to follow recommendations of a 

coach. Recommendations will be perceived as 

instructions/mandates 

Quantify/numerically estimate (ñstatus/checkboxò) 

things that cannot be quantified. Applying a 

Similar to the above: there is a huge human 

factor that is responsible for successful Agile 
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numerical scale (metrics) to human/cultural 

element of Agile transformation. 

implementation. A human factor is not 

quantifiable and cannot be easily plotted on a 

scale. Checks and balances produce a false sense 

of completion (or lack of such). This diminishes 

opportunity for continuous improvement. 

Examples may include ñUsing Scrumò or 

ñConverted to Agileò checkboxes for teams. 

Tracking individual recommendations given to 

clients/coachees and assessing if recommendations 

are followed, reporting to senior management 

when they are not. 

This is an indication of Command and Control, 

micro-management and lack of trust. Policing 

individuals and enforcing things to be done 

contradicts Agile principles and prevents Kaizen 

adoption. This also erodes relationship between a 

coach and client/coachee. Also, if a ratio of 

coaches to coachees is low (many coachees for a 

single coach), scaling coaching efforts becomes 

challenging. Ideally, in cases like these, a ñpullò 

system must be used, instead of ñpushò: coachees 

should pursue with coach, proactively asking to 

provide feedback to their improvements, instead 

of coach chasing them. 

Withhold views and observations about pivotal 

organizational dysfunctions from organizational 

leaders to avoid personal risks and repercussions. 

By being a change agent and organizational 

transformer, a coach is expected to speak openly 

about organizational dysfunctions and 

impediments that most of employees are not 

comfortable discussing. This is paramount for a 

coaching job. The job of coach is sometimes 

risky. Therefore, in majority of cases, a coaching 

role is consultative in nature (external to an 

organization), as coach must bring to light 

organizational dysfunctions that may put a coach 

in the position of scrutiny and/or criticismð

something that consultants care less about than 

full time employees. 
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Are there better ways to teach? 
Originally published on May 13, 2017 | Location: http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/2017/05/2017-agile-maine-day-recap/  

Whether you are a high school teacher, a college professor or professional training 

instructor, you probably always look for ways to increase value you bring to a classroom. 

Some of the questions you might be asking yourself are these: ñHow do you enrich 

studentsô in-class experience? ñHow do you ensure information retention by students?ò 

ñHow do you make in-class learning more applicable to real life?ò This summary focuses 

on the following three aspects of teaching: dynamic teaching, teaching focus, feedback 

loop between teachers and students. 

  

Dynamic teaching 
Every instructor must have a set of Learning Objectives, based on which training content 

is built. Meeting these objectives deems successful training. But there are different 

schools of thought about educational learning: 

Bloomôs taxonomy classification model for educational learning (created by Dr. B. 

Bloom in 1956) implies that human thinking goes through six evolutionary (maturity) 

stages. If those stages were mapped to the Japanese martial art concept of SHU-HA-RIð

describing the stages of learning to masteryðthey would approximately group as 

follows: SHU (Remembering, Understanding, Applying) = ñtraditional wisdomò; HA 

(Analyzing, Evaluating) = ñbreaking with traditionò; RI (Creating) = 

ñtranscendence.ò With this thinking approach, to proceed to a next level of maturity, a 

person must pass through preceding levels. This type of learning is 

hierarchical/sequential and uni-dimensional. 

 

An alternative and more dynamic taxonomy of learning has been proposed by L. Dee 

Fink, of the University of Oklahoma, in his The Power of Course Design to Increase 

Student Engagement and Learning. With this new thinking approach, instead of looking 

at learning as a hierarchical and sequential journey, we treat it as a multi-dimensional 

process, where each dimension is independent and can interact/overlap with other 

dimensions in a Venn-like style. The following are learning dimensions (categories) 

proposed by Fink: Foundational knowledge, Application, Integration, Human 

Dimension, Caring, Learning How to Learn. 

 

All categories are independent of one another, and within each category students can 

advance to different degrees of maturity. Within each of the categories, there could be a 

critical minimum of learning objectives that must be met by all studentsðthis is 

something that is decided by an instructor. Beyond this critical minimum, learning 

remains dynamic and conditional and is based on an instructorôs assessment of in-class 

dynamics (which may vary from audience to audience). 

Teaching focus 
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Truth be told, in comprehensive multi-session courses (e.g., college or university), where 

a professor has enough runway to build-up her audience for more advanced topics, there 

is a relatively low risk of short-cutting/by-passing basics in favor of practical learning. 

On the other hand, in short, time-boxed professional training (e.g., a few hours or a few 

days) there is a higher chance that foundational learning could be shortened by an 

instructor in favor of topics that appear (only superficially) to have a more direct real-life 

relevance. In short training engagements, due to time constrains and a desire to jam as 

much information as possible in a session, we see these sacrifices primarily made because 

of the following: 

¶ Instructors are pressured to deliver ñmaximum practical value for a buckò by their 

sponsors. 

¶ Students attend against their will, with superficial goals to ñrentò an instructorôs 

immediate solutions instead of learning how to find their own. 

¶ Certain ñhotò topics that challenge current organizational values and norms are 

omitted to avoid inflaming discussions. 

 

A good example of teaching focus loss would be an Agile training by an Agile consultant 

where a class immediately focuses on their day-to-day problems and ñbestò practices 

(e.g., metrics, tools, techniques and workflows), instead of learning Agile values first 

(e.g., human interactions, relationships, mindset, collaboration, compensation, etc.). 

[More information here about typical challenges with Agile training.] 

 

By short-cutting to immediate practical implementations and offering ready-to-use 

ñunwrap and installò solutions, trainers significantly reduce studentsô chances of retaining 

learning, developing autonomy and capability of creating and owning their own decisions 

(as opposed to ñrentingò from instructor). 

 

Instead of working from outside-in (as per the diagram above), instructors should strive 

leading students from inside-out, by ensuring that students understand core values first, 

then build new principles upon values, and only then proceed to developing their own 

practices. 
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Teaching feedback loop 
In 2014, in his ñDonôt Give Me Feedback,ò Tobias Mayer described how any type of 

direct feedback, whether positive or negative, is a judgment made by the giver on the 

receiver. Being a judgment call, feedback is always subjective and is anchored to a 

giverôs personal and self-centered views and ambitions. Here is an example from a 

typical Agile training: 

 

A positive feedback that is full of compliments, excitement and affirmation could mean 

that a student learned in class how her role will become more empowered, thanks to 

overarching organizational changes. This is a great reason to ñcelebrateò and give 

positive feedback to an instructor, even though the class itself was not so great! Another 

reason for a positive feedback could be that a student is trying to build a good 

relationship with an instructor for future ñat-workò interaction and ñspecial treatmentò or 

with a hope that an instructor will provide her own positive feedback to studentsô 

superiors. 

On the other hand, a negative feedback and criticism (this type of passive aggressiveness 

is sometimes seen in anonymous feedback forms) could mean that a student learned in 

class about something that will affect his personal daily work in ways that are not 

desirable by a student (e.g., required additional learning, loss of control or authority). So 

while learning itself is deep and clear, an individualôs conclusions about personal 

consequences may lead to negative emotions and mental resistance and thus, a negative 

feedback. 

According to Tobias, a much better way to receive feedback from a classroom would be 

by simple observation. Instead of soliciting studentsô feedback directly, an instructor 

should pay a lot of attention to in-class participation and interaction: student-to-instructor 

exchange, student-to-student exchange, questions and answers offered by students, 

studentsô desire to look for workable solutions that are acceptable by everyone, etc. A 

good way to increase objectivity of observation would be to re-shuffle students during 

training and re-create new working groups, seeing if in-class dynamics change, 

subsequently, as well. 

 

Another big advantage of learning by observing is that it allows for an immediate 

adjustment of actions by an instructor and re-applying changes made back to the same 

group of students, without making it too obvious for students. For example, if an 

instructor sees one of her students being completely disengaged, she can ask a student to 

change to another table or request him to answer a question posed by another student. 

To summarize, currently, with so much information becoming a free commodity 

available on the internet, unidirectional and ñscriptedò in-class teaching is becoming less 

and less effective. On the other hand, dynamic and interactive teaching, reinforced by 

short feedback loops between a teacher and students, will be setting high standards in 

future learning. 

 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/
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Agility in HR 

NYC Salary History Ban: What Does It Mean? 
Originally published on November 13, 2017 | Location: http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/2017/11/nyc-salary-history-ban-what-

does-it-mean/  

On October 31, 2017, the Mayor of NYC Bill  de Blasio signed a new law prohibiting 

companies in New York City from asking, searching or verifying a job applicantôs salary 

history during the hiring process. From now on, violation of this law, by any NYC-based 

employer, will be viewed as an ñunlawful  discriminatory  practice.ò (Please, read more 

about the NYC Salary History  Ban.) 

 

Below are some potential consequences of this law as it applies to employees-candidates 

and any NYC-based employing organizations: 

¶ If an individual has worked for a long time at the same company and, while employed, 

has acquired a lot of practical experience/skillset, but unfortunately was not able to 

secure compensation that was an objective reflection of her capabilities/expertise, she 

may now seek employment at another company without worrying that prior, unfairly 

low compensation will be a benchmark for her future offer. 

¶ If an individual is a self-starter/entrepreneur who has acquired a lot of 

knowledge/experience in ways other than formal employment (e.g., self-paid study or 

research) and by doing so has significantly increased her professional maturity, she 

may confidently leverage these rightfully owned credentials when negotiating a salary 

with her next employer. 

¶ If an individualôs goal has always been to remain as a hands-on contributor (she loved 

what she did, and did not want to lose her practical skills) and never aspired to seek a 

promotional/managerial positionðsomething that usually leads to higher 

compensationðshe may do so more freely without worrying that she will miss out on 

a ñcompensation-bargaining-chipò at her next job interview. This also means that 

employees will be more experience/knowledge-seeking and less promotion-seeking 

since it is really an experience and not prior organizational position that define their 

true self-selling power. (Note: often, promotions are associated with loss of hands-on 

expertise in favor of managerial/administrative responsibilities.) 

¶ If an individualôs full compensation consists of base salary and discretionary bonus 

(the latter, often being too subjective since it is based on individual performance 

appraisals, the efficiency of which has been proven as ineffective for many decades), 

with a bonus representing a significant chunk of her full salary, she does not have to 

be concerned so much with her next employer trying to count in only her base salary 

as a benchmark, while making an offer. This will also, hopefully, drive companies 

towards paying higher base salaries and away from subjective bonuses. 

¶ Recruiting agencies and staffing firms will have fewer opportunities to ask unethical 

questions (ñHow much were/are you making at your prior/current job?ò), something 

that are often delegated to them by companiesô HR departments, with the latter not 

wanting to be directly associated with unethical behaviors. Further, this may lead to 

more transparency and direct interaction between hiring managers and candidates. 

¶ Companies-employers would have to improve their  vetting/interviewing/hiring  

approaches significantly by incorporating validation methods and more 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/
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reliable/objective assessments of candidates to prevent under-qualified, low-

skilled individuals (some of whom may have strong negotiations and ñtalking the 

talkò skills) from slipping through companiesô doors and causing internal  

problems. This may require conducting more practical tests, real-life simulations 

and hands-on exercises administered directly  by hiring  areas and peers-

coworkers. Further,  this could also reduce an amount of 

subjective/administrative, error -prone and often unnecessary screening 

processes, usually handled by companiesô departments that are least benefited 
from hiring high-quality candidates but at the same time most benefited from creating and 

administering actual processes.  
 

In all the above situations, the main compensation-determining factors will be these: 

¶ From an employeeôs perspective: her professional competency, skill/mindset, ability 

to produce tangible results and deliver business value. 

¶ From an employerôs perspective: ability to properly assess a candidate for what she 

is worth (not for what she was price-tagged in her past) AND clear understanding of 

how much an employer is willing to pay for a given job to a given candidate. 
 

The natural  question that comes to mind:  Does the new law have any relevance to 

internal  hiring  situations (when employees move around a company)?  

 

According to the Employer Fact Sheet, the law does not apply directly to internal re-

employment (also, for most companies, employeesô compensation is transparent to hiring 

managers of the same company). 

 

However, there could be some indirect implication: NYC-based employers will probably 

realize that properly educated (know the Law) employees will have more confidence to 

ask a higher pay when they seek new employment internally. The new ñcompensation-

bargaining chipò for employees will be their increased self-confidence that they will be 

able to get higher compensation elsewhere, irrespective of their current compensation 

(should their internal efforts not materialize). As a result, to avoid losing good people to 

their direct competitors, employers will probably revisit their compensation increase 

standards with regards to internal re-employments. 
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Grassroots of Modern Command & Control Behavior 
Originally published on June 22, 2017 | Location: http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/2017/06/grassroots-of-modern-command-

control-behavior/ 

Examples of Command & Control behavior can be historically traced back centuries, to 

the periods of dictatorship, imperialism, monarchy, feudalism and even further back to 

more primitive social systems. However, for the sake of this discussion, letôs refer only as 

far back as the Industrial Revolution of the last century. Back then, workforce 

predominantly consisted of low-skilled laborers that performed routine, mundane 

physical work and managers-supervisors that were responsible for setting goals, 

assigning responsibilities, monitoring progress and praising-penalizing workers based on 

individual performance (using a carrots and sticks approach). This type of management 

was a classic example of what is known as Taylorian Management (Frederick Taylor), 

according to which there had to be clear delineation between individuals that performed 

work and individuals that controlled/managed work of others. This type of human 

relationship in work settings was also later described as Theory X 

Management (Douglass McGregor), and it suggested that managers needed to use 

totalitarian and repressive styles to ensure tight control over workers because the latter 

would otherwise not work hard and efficiently enough. 

 

Fast forwarding to modern daysé 

Today we still have many examples of Command & Control behavior that shape 

relationships among people in modern organizations. This happens even in situations 

where organizations have workers that are very highly skilled and intellectually 

advanced. More frequently, this is seen in organizations that are at Lalouxôs Orange 

state of maturity or lower. 

 

While in part, modern Taylorian Behaviorism can be explained by long-lasting ñcultural 

inheritanceò that hopefully will wear off over time, it would be interesting to look closer 

at some specific root causes of modern-day Taylorian behavior. 

Although not exclusively, the examples below are more frequently observed between 

individuals that are related to each other by hierarchy (boss-subordinate). 

Insecurity about own job. Worries about own career growth. 

A manager does not feel secure about his own position. This could be caused by company 

reorganization (e.g., merge, acquisition, flattening) and a manager feeling that his role 

may be reduced or eliminated. This fear of becoming dispensable could be worsened by 

realization of personal incompetence and/or lack of professional knowledge. This is 

frequently seen in situations where managers, as they have progressed the hierarchical 

ladder, have given up their hands-on skills and become peoplesô managers. One example 

of oneôs own job insecurity is the hands-off code ñchief architectò who wants to build his 

own power tower of control to ñownò enterprise architecture (see graphic below). 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/
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Misunderstanding roles of other people 

A manager does not keep up with evolution of roles and does not understand 

purpose/importance of some new roles that have emerged in a workplace. As a result, a 

manager tries to ñmapò new roles to old roles and apply the same yard stick to measure 

and manage a subordinate. His own lack of understanding could be frustrating to a 

manager and, therefore, make him feel defensive in discussions of roles and 

responsibilities of his subordinates. 

Compromised self-esteem and desire to protect own status quo 

While being a part of a larger organization, a manager might be getting a significant 

portion of mistreatment in the form of Command & Control behavior from his own 

superiors. This is where the desire to protect his own status quo and not to look defeated 

in the eyes of his own peers and subordinates kicks in. There is a growing need for self-

redemption and the urge to relieve built-up psychological stress. 

Note: All  three examples of the root causes of Command & Control behavior above 

usually result in a manager becoming passive aggressive and seeking ways to discharge 

negativism onto others. Typically, ñothersò come in the form of a managerôs own 

subordinates, with the latter becoming defenseless recipients of mistreatment. 

 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/
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ñI am Greatò competitive stance ñTribal  Stage 3ò (D. Logan) 

With the attitude of ñI am great and you are not,ò a manager perceives himself as 

someone who is smarter and greater than his subordinates. The person that acquires a 

managerial positionðthrough the skillful pursuit of a new vacancy (e.g., due to 

reorganization, force reduction) and/or the experience to navigate organizational political 

terrainðmay feel the need to demonstrate his superiority to others. To continue being 

perceived as a superstar and to stay in a spotlight of all events that can further multiply 

his glory, as well as to be able to claim someone elseôs credit (delivery, innovation, 

invention) as his own, that type of manager keeps his subordinates at bay to prevent their 

independent advancement and autonomy. 

Individual  resentment and animosity towards other people 

While not very common and rightfully speculative, there are situations when outside-of-

work relationships or individual perception outside of working environment define the 

relationship between a manager and subordinate. Broken friendship, unsuccessful 

romantic relationship, differences in personal values, norms or beliefsðall can impact 

professional relationships at work. A manager, who has an upper hand, may leverage his 

superiority to repress a subordinate in retaliation to unrelated work matters. On top of 

being unprofessional, this behavior could be also viewed as ñnon-sportsmanship-like 

conduct.ò  

 

ñI  am Expertò distrusting stance (distrust in competence of others) 

This could be viewed as the least ñharm intendedò manifestation of Command and 

control behavior. This is more commonly seen in situations where a manager still has 

sufficient hands-on expertise (e.g., technical lead) and can-do work. Viewing himself as a 

ñsuper-doer-expert,ò a manager usually prefers to ñshut the doorò and resolve all 

problems on his own, instead of trusting his subordinates to collaborate and come up with 

shared decisions. A manager-doer prefers to make single-handed decisions while 

controlling actions and interactions of other people, fearing that someoneôs failure will be 

perceived as his personal failure. 

 

Below is a System Modeling diagram-example that illustrates relationships command and 

control behavior with the reasons described above, as well as some additional system 

variables that impact system dynamics. 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/
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Detailed view & legend can be found here: http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/wp-

content/uploads/2017/06/CLD_Command_Control_Behavior.pdf  
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The òRó Part of HR 
Originally published on March 10, 2017 | Location: http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/2017/03/the-r-part-of-hr/  

Frequently, HR topics find their way into Agile communities and almost always become 

heated discussions. Recently, and again, one such topic was raised in the global 

community of Coaches and Trainers. 

Truth be told, HR norms and policies are a direct reflection of organizational culture 

(also, corollary to structure) and very much define human relationships within an 

organization. This is why, very often, the ñRò part of HR is referred to as ñRelationship.ò 

A few weeks ago, at 2017 Business Agility , held in NYC, there was a strong reminder 

about this by Fabiola Eyholzer. 

 

There is a widely shared belief that the historical meaning of ñR,ò originally defined, as 

ñResource,ò is no longer appropriate. Or has it ever been?  To refer to humans as 

resources implies that people are inanimate objects, machines, goods or services that are 

simply acted upon by more intelligent resource managers. But resources do not think, do 

not take initiatives, do not mature and do not self-advance. And humans do. So, how can 

humans be just resources? ñResourceò was probably an accurate description of a working 

human in the early part of the last century, during the Industrial Revolution in the era 

of Taylorian Management. (F. Taylor summed up his management efficiency techniques 

in his 1911 book The Principles of Scientific Management.).Back then, when most value 

of humansô work was in their mundane, unskilled physical factory labor, there was a 

strong belief that decision making (done by higher-paid skilled management) and 

decision implementation (done by low-paid, unskilled laborers) must be clearly 

separated. However, in the twenty-first century of nanotechnology, artificial intelligence, 

nuclear biology and galactic explorations, should humans still be considered as resources, 

or rather as humans? 

In Agile organizations, where self-organization and self-management is one of the 

fundamental pillars of success, referring to humans as resources becomes even more 

misleading. It would be very inappropriate to consider a highly skilled, cross-functional 

Scrum team memberðwho is expected to experiment, improvise, inspect and adaptðas 

a resource. It would be no less misleading to call a Scrum team or a few teams working 

together on the same complex product as ñpool of resources.ò A manager who says ñI got 

fifteen resources on this projectò is a Taylorian manager. 

And back to the acronym of HR: by re-labeling ñRò into Relationships makes the eaning 

of HR, as an abbreviation, so much stronger. 

Indeed, how much more pleasant and comforting (psychologically, of course) would it be 

for an average worker to know that there is an organizational area (department) 

that strongly fosters importance of human relationships inside an organization?  

Language and wording is powerful: it shapes behaviors. 

For more references and publications about HR-related topics, please visit this page. 
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How to Cultivate T-Shaped Developers 
Originally published on November 13, 2016 | Location: http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/2016/11/how-to-cultivate-t-shaped-

developers/  

Scrum team. It is a cross-functional group of developers that can deliver complete 

business functionality (ñfrom concept to cashò) to customers in a short timeframe. The 

easiest way to make sure that a team is crossfunctional is to compose it of developers that 

are initially multiskilled and possess both primary and secondary skills. Such people are 

usually referred to as T-shaped, where ñthe vertical bar on the T represents the depth of 

related skills and expertise in a single field, and the horizontal bar is the ability to 

collaborate across disciplines with experts in other areasò(Wikipedia). 

 

There is a common misbelief that T-shaped individuals are hard to find. Here, are some 

of the most frequently heard concerns that we hear from hiring managers and HR: 

¶ ñMost people we come across do not have enough technical diversity.ò 

¶ ñIt is hard to find individuals with certain skill set in a particular geographic area. 

Best folks with a required skill set can be found only in a particular area.ò 

¶ ñWe are having difficult time encouraging our team members to learn secondary 

technologies on the job.ò 

 

Below are some suggestions for how to acquire or internally cultivate and retain good, 

multi-skilled, T-shaped developers: 

Frame job requirements clearly 

Companies must ensure that their job requirements clearly state that they are looking for 

multiskilled workers. Jobs must be titled accurately, including the mentioning that people 

are expected to work on Scrum teams, wear multiple hats, contribute to learning of other 

their teammates and actively learn themselves. Still, very commonly, we see job 

descriptions that are titled in favor of conventional single-specialty roles (e.g., BA, Java 

back-end Developer, QA or Architect). While commonly used buzz words, like ñAgileò 

and ñScrumò are still mentioned in job requirements, proper meaning of these words is 

not communicated well enough and sometimes is simply misstated. Also, the importance 

of having multiple skills is reduced by emphasizing titles of conventional, single-

specialty roles. Therefore, it is not surprising that people that get attracted to such job 

requirements rely merely on their original, single skill set and donôt have much 

appetite for extended learning and becoming T-shaped. 

 

Assess candidates properly  before hiring  and ask for  things that really matter 

Today, in a typical hiring process, many companies still make too much emphasis on 

things that matter little. This is mainly due to outdated HR procurement methods and 

hiring policies, but also, to some extent, because companies rely on inadequately trained 

recruiting staff (sometimes, external). Therefore job candidates get screened for wrong 

things and under wrong conditions. Some pre-qualifying, ñtemplatedò questions (e.g., 

ñAre you able to work under stress?ò ñAre you an outstanding performer?ò ñCan you be a 
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great team player?ò ñCan you describe a difficult situation and solution that you came up 

with?ò And so forth.) have little to do with real job requirements and should be treated as 

common sense. 

The biggest downside of using such low value qualifiers in screening is that they cost 

time and shift focus of both interviewers and candidates away from things that really 

matter. Also, such phone screening by a single person (e.g., HR or hiring manager) are 

more prone to bias and misinterpretation. Phone screening could still serve some purpose 

if it scope is reduced to something basic and much less time consuming. For 

example, determination of a candidateôs legal status and work permission to work or 

scheduling an in-person interview. 

Note: Discussing compensation ranges is not advisable by phone since some strongly 

qualified candidates with slightly out-of-range salary expectations may get disqualified 

by screening people that donôt have the best understanding of a relationship between 

ñservice value and cost of serviceò and do know where compensation range should be 

tweaked for a right candidate. 

 

It is more advisable to reduce time spent on phone screening in favor in-person 

interviews with inclusion of practical assessment of individualsô technical knowledge, 

their cross-functional capability and ability to operate in Scrum team settings. To that 

end, it makes more sense to involve an entire Scrum team (future team where a candidate 

will work for) in multiple steps of an interviewing process, including assessment of 

social, soft and technical skills, while using simulation techniques that mimic a teamôs 

daily dynamics. 

Pay developers well 

¶ ñGood, cross-functional developers are hard to find.ò 

¶ ñThere are no experienced Java coders in Chennai.ò 

¶ ñThe best architects on the East Coast of the US are in Boston.ò 

 

We hear these arguments a lot. 

Truth be told, good developers can be found almost anywhere; companies just need to 

figure out better ways of attracting them. This includes, and often comes down to, paying 

people fairly and competitively. 

No single geographical place in the world miraculously grows ñthe bestò technologists of 

a one kind. Certainly, some trends exist, perhaps, where workers relocate, as they follow 

large companies that offer jobs. But often statistics that describe these trends are taken 

out of proportion, data is misinterpreted and numbers are exaggerated. The ability to find 

best developers of one type, in one geographic area, most likely hints to another more 

likely theory: companies that claim the above ñphenomenaò are themselves responsible 

for creating conditions for such disparity in the first place. 

http://www.keystepstosuccess.com/
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Often, in pursuit of cheaper labor, companies consolidate all their developers of more 

expensive skill sets (e.g., Java developer is more expensive than HTML developer) in the 

cheapest geographic location. What companies donôt realize is that this decision creates 

the following challenges for Scrum: 

¶ Firstly, this goes against key principles of team collocation that are critical in Scrum: 

consolidation of all developers of the same skill set in one geographic location makes 

it hard to co-locate cross-functional teams. Effectively, with this approach, companies 

create collocated component teams at the expense of co-located feature (a.k.a. Scrum) 

teams. But it is the latter that is best for agile product development. 

¶ Secondly, being collocated with people of the same exact skillset makes it hard for 

individuals to learn new skills from one another (condition of technological ñin-

breedingò). 

 

Ensure that work  environment and team dynamics support knowledge sharing 

between developers 

One of the most critical requirements that ensure that individuals are willing to share 

knowledge with their teammates while working is the existence of a safe collaborative 

environment, free of internal competition. The willingness to cross-pollinate with 

skillsets (and become T-shaped) is much higher on teams and in organizations where 

people perceive each other as mutually supportive peers, not as rivals. This can be 

achieved by strongly supporting ideas of collective ownership and shared responsibility, 

by emphasizing the importance of team performance while discouraging individual 

heroics, knowledge withholding and silos. Organizational cultures where individual 

performance is overly empathized and individual performance appraisals drive bonuses 

and monetary insensitive, employeesô willingness to share knowledge, teach each other 

and contribute to mutual T-shaping, while delivering work together, is significantly 

reduced. Many other undesirable behaviors (e.g., hostility, favoritism, etc.) are frequently 

seen as well. 

This fundamental improvement in working conditions requires strong commitment and 

support of senior leadership. 

 

Provide internal  career paths for  hands-on developers to ensure long-term 

engagement 

Today, a typical career path for a successful technologist requires the sacrifice of hands-

on work in favor of managing other people. Developers think that by becoming a 

manager and getting in charge of more junior workers they will increase their own chance 

to be promoted, move up a hierarchical ladder and collect more pay. This is commonly 

seen in companies with very complex organizational structures and Command and 

Control environments, but itôs less seen in companies with less hierarchical, flattened 

structures. This anxious pursuit to become a ñmanager-in-controlò reduces many good 

developers that can deliver value by performing hands-on work. People are reluctant to 

remain in the role of a developer for too long because it is perceived as stagnation of 

professional growth. Also, people feel that it is more difficult to get a decent pay increase 

by simply remaining in the capacity of a worker bee. Many good developers with already 
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strong primary skillsets are reluctant to acquire additional technical skills because they 

view this approach as a low return on investment, compared to pursuing a management 

role. To them, becoming a manger is a more certain way to grow in ranks and in 

compensation. 

What can companies do to address an individualôs reluctance of remaining in a role of a 

hands-on developer? 

Arguably, companies must decouple the process of promotion (gaining seniority, 

reputation, organizational weight) and compensation increase from acquisition of ñpower 

towerò control. 

Individual workers must have assurance that by keeping their hands-on technology, 

deepening their primary technical skills and broadening secondary skills, they will not be 

missing out on career advancement and ability to make a better living. People must also 

be assured that by becoming higher compensated, over time, while remaining in a 

capacity of hands-on doers, they will not become an easy target for downsize/force 

reduction in favor of a younger and cheaper workforce that will come from colleges and 

universities. Here, a strong bet is being made on the assumption that senior hands-on 

workers with longer industry experience will have much more technical expertise that is 

coupled to business domain knowledgeðsomething that shall make their higher pay well 

justified by employers. 

 

Again, this organizational change is dependent on decisions that come from senior 

echelons of organizational structures. 
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Agile/Scrum coaches should not position themselves in ways that will give them an 

authoritative role within the organization where they coach. Otherwise, 

organizations/people who get coached will not gain long-lasting learning. They will view 

coaches as ñCommand and Controlò figures, and this will lower their chances of 

developing their own self-sustainable Agile practices and Kaizen culture.  

Organizations may expect, at most, short-term improvements that are based on directives 

and commands of such coaches. In his book The Culture Game, Daniel Mezick very well 

describes the doôs and donôts of an Agile coach (Chapter 17). This philosophy neatly 

applies to Agile coaches who operate as consultants. How about coaches who are no 

longer consultants? 

 

The situation becomes even more challenging for Agile coaches who join organizations 

as employees after operating for a while as consultants elsewhere. Here, coaches may get 

drafted into activities that would conflict with the basic rules of engaging as a coach. 

When such situations arise, a good, mature coach who is familiar with the doôs and donôts 

of his profession and who has been through various stages of coaching (teaching, 

coaching, advising) should try his best to maintain his coaching integrity and 

professionalism in his actionsðresisting such drafting. 

 

Here is an example of such a challenge: being requested to provide performance 

appraisal feedback to individuals who are being coached. (This is not to be confused with 

constructive one-on-one feedback that coaches are expected to give to their coachees as 

part of the coaching/mentoring/counseling process). Here the reference is made to a 

formal process that many organizations have in place for evaluating their employees in 

ways that may impact those employeesô compensation and career development.  

Drafting a coach into such position will create a serious conflict of interest for that coach 

and will ruin his ability to influence the natural growth and evolution of learning among 

the people who are coached; this is damaging to a coach-coachee relationship. 

 

Impartiality and neutrality of a coach is highly important. Only by remaining neutral and 

non-authoritative will a coach be able to help the organization and its employees to self-

discover, self-improve, and to become autonomous in their journey to success. Even if a 

coach becomes a part of an organization, he should strive to preserve some key 

specifications of the coaching profession. 
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