


Praise for Coaching Agile Teams

“ The subtitle of this book says it is for ‘ScrumMasters, Agile Coaches, and Project 
Managers,’ however, its guidance and advice extend to anyone associated with an 
agile (Scrum) team. It will also certainly help team members better understand their 
relationship to the work ScrumMasters, agile coaches, and project managers do for the 
team. And, beyond this, the book can be valuable to anyone working in a coaching 
capacity with any group of people, expanding the book’s application beyond agile-
based efforts.”

—Scott Duncan, Agile Coach

“ Lyssa explains brilliantly how skills from professional coaching can be applied to 
coaching agile software development teams. What I love about this book is how Lyssa 
brings practical advice to life by relating it to everyday experiences we all recognize. 
An essential guide for every agile manager’s bookshelf.” 

—Rachel Davies, author of Agile Coaching

“ As I read this book I could actually hear Lyssa’s voice, guiding me and sparking 
precious ‘a-ha moments.’ This truly is the next best thing to having an experienced 
and wise coach sitting by your side, helping you be the best coach you can be for 
your team.”

—Kris Blake, agile coach

“ Lyssa Adkins presents agile coaching in a gentle style with firm underpinnings. She 
resolves the paradox of how coaching can help a team to self-organize, and shows how 
a nurturing environment can push teams to perform better than ever.”

—Bill Wake, Industrial Logic, Inc.

“ I love Lyssa’s three qualities of an agile coach—loving, compassionate, uncompromis-
ing—sweet. Every chapter offers a compelling blend of philosophy and action, frame-
work and freedom, approach and avoidance, as any agile book should. Coaching Agile 
Teams is a good candidate to become dog-eared on my desktop rather than looking 
good on my bookshelf. The depth and quality of expertise that Lyssa sought, sampled, 
and sounded out along her own coaching journey have been synthesized in her own 
voice of experience.”

—Christopher Avery, Responsibility Process mentor, www.LeadershipGift.com

“ In my experience with agile projects, the agile coach is one of the most important 
roles to get right. Coaching Agile Teams by Lyssa Adkins gives the details and practical 
insights for what it takes to be a great agile coach.”

—Dave Hendricksen, software architect, Thomson-Reuters

www.LeadershipGift.com


“ I remember the first time I met Lyssa at a Scrum gathering in Orlando, and realized 
very quickly how inspirational she would become in the agile community. This book 
encapsulates her thoughts and ideas into a fantastic literary work that, I believe, fills a 
void in our community. We knew the role of a coach was needed, but for a long time 
we were not sure what that role actually was. We struggled as a community to explain 
what to do, when to do it, and what to do next. Lyssa not only collates all of the things 
we as coaches aspire to be, but has provided some great advice with realistic direction 
on how to be the best coach you can be for your team.”

—Martin Kearns, CSC + CST, Principal Consultant, Renewtek ply. Ltd.
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To emerging and experienced agile coaches alike—may you find 
something here to help you on your way.
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Foreword by Mike Cohn

The buzz at the 2008 Scrum Gathering in Chicago was all about a presenter 
who was new to that conference. On Monday afternoon she presented a ses-
sion called “The Road from Project Manager to Agile Coach.” By Tuesday 
everyone was talking about it. 

The reason that the presenter of that session—Lyssa Adkins, whose book 
you hold in your hands right now—created such a stir was the obvious passion, 
knowledge, and experience she brought to the critical topic of agile coaching. 
As a classically trained project manager and director of a large corporate proj-
ect management office before discovering agile, Lyssa is the perfect guide for 
becoming a skilled agile coach.

Watching a great agile coach is like watching a magician. No matter how 
closely you watch, you can’t quite figure out how she does it. In this book, 
magician/agile coach Lyssa Adkins takes us behind the curtain and shows us 
the tricks of her trade. What’s even more amazing is that there is no sleight of 
hand or cards up her sleeve. What you’ll find are simply wonderful techniques 
for guiding teams toward ever greater success.

Lyssa breaks down the magic of coaching into concrete terms. She not only 
explains the distinction between teaching, coaching, and advising, but she also 
shows us when and how to move between them. Lyssa provides guidance on 
how to choose between coaching one individual or the whole team. She also 
tells us how to identify coaching opportunities—chances to make a powerful 
impact on the team. 

Guiding us past the white rabbits and black hats, Lyssa reveals how to initi-
ate tough conversations using powerful questions designed to get team mem-
bers talking constructively about a problem. This is one of my favorite parts of 
the book. Lyssa shares practical advice about collaboration—a rare find, because 
so many other books on the subject say merely that collaboration is necessary 
yet offer no advice on how to make it happen. But as important as all the tools 
she gives us is Lyssa’s reminder that part of the coach’s job is knowing when to 
sit back, observe, and let the team work things through.

Because we as agile coaches can fail, too, Lyssa presents a wonderful descrip-
tion of eight failure modes we can fall into. Early in my career I would often fall 
into the Expert and Hub failure modes. I can honestly say those are safely in my 
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past, but I struggle still with acting in the Opinionator mode. Maybe you are 
occasionally a Spy, Seagull, or Butterfly, or perhaps you suffer from one of the 
other failure modes she describes. Fortunately, Lyssa also presents us with eight 
success modes to model. Read Chapter 11, “Agile Coach Failure, Recovery, 
and Success Modes,” to see what mode you might be in.

Great agile coaches and ScrumMasters help their teams achieve more than 
those teams could ever achieve on their own. Becoming a skilled agile coach, 
like becoming a magician, starts with learning a set of techniques. From there 
it’s a matter of practice, practice, and more practice. Though the practicing will 
be up to you, this wonderful book will get you started in the right direction by 
showing how a master agile coach performs her craft.

— Mike Cohn  
Author of Succeeding with Agile 
Boulder, Colorado
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Foreword by Jim Highsmith

First and foremost, this is a great book! I get a chance to read many agile 
books, book proposals, and manuscripts, and too many are more of the same—
a few good ideas here and there, but no solid contribution to the field. Lyssa 
Adkins’ book is not more of the same. 

I look for four things in agile books: Does the book contribute new ideas? 
Does the book organize existing ideas in new ways? Does the book extend 
existing ideas? Is the writing good? For example, Kent Beck’s groundbreak-
ing Extreme Programming Explained combined new ideas and organized existing 
ideas in new ways. Some people say there is nothing new in agile, but Kent’s 
combination of specific practices and values was new. When I first received 
Mike Cohn’s Agile Estimating and Planning, my response was, “How can there 
be a whole book on this topic? Wasn’t it covered adequately in the Beck and 
Fowler’s Planning Extreme Programming?” I realized quickly that Mike’s book 
extended existing ideas in exciting new ways, plus added new ones. 

Coaching Agile Teams builds an effective framework that organizes existing 
ideas and practices. Further, it extends existing ideas in thought-stimulating 
ways. Finally, the book is well written and compelling to read, and the ideas are 
practical and accompanied by experiential examples. 

One of Lyssa’s ideas that resonates with me is defining coaching by multiple 
roles: teacher, mentor, problem solver, conflict navigator, performance coach. 
This differentiation among roles brings depth to a coach’s job. For example, 
mentors teach stuff—agile practices—whereas performance coaches encour-
age individuals and teams to learn about themselves. Lyssa’s experience as a life 
coach brings this rich dimension to her coaching work and this book. Many 
agile “coaches” are mentors who teach agile practices. This book can help them 
become effective performance improvement coaches.

There are three audiences for this book: agile coaches, agile leaders, and 
individuals.

First, for everyone who considers themselves to be an agile coach, trainer, 
mentor, or facilitator, this book has a wealth of ideas, practices, and tidbits that 
can help them improve. For example, here’s one thought-provoking quote from 
Lyssa, “A ScrumMaster who takes teams beyond getting agile practices up and 
running into their deliberate and joyful pursuit of high performance is an agile 
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coach.” In Chapter 10, “Coach as Collaboration Conductor,” Lyssa explores 
cooperation and collaboration, a valuable differentiation for team performance 
improvement. Each of these ideas adds depth to the role of an agile coach.

The second audience for this book is anyone in a leadership position in 
an agile organization—manager, product owner, ScrumMaster, coach, project 
manager, or iteration manager. Although coaching is an agile coach’s full-time 
job, it is a part-time job for all leaders. There is a lot written about self- organizing 
teams, but not as much on how to actually become a self-organizing team or 
how to help such a team emerge. Leaders influence the workplace environ-
ment, and Lyssa’s book can help them facilitate the maturing of self-organizing 
teams, in large part, by being more agile themselves.

Finally, anyone who aspires to be an effective agile team member will ben-
efit from reading this book. I am a fan of Christopher Avery, author of Teamwork 
Is an Individual Skill: Getting Your Work Done When Sharing Responsibility, who 
writes “To improve teamwork, I need to improve me” and “I am responsible for 
all the relationships within my project community.” This means that  improving 
team performance is not just the responsibility of the leader or coach but the 
responsibility of every team member. Lyssa’s book can help individuals become 
agile self-coaches—improving their teams by improving themselves. Chapter 3, 
“Master Yourself,” is as valid for individual team members as it is for agile 
coaches.

As you can see, I am an enthusiastic champion of this book. It goes on the 
bookshelf as one of my top ten agile books. Coaching Agile Teams focuses on what 
some would call soft skills, which we realize are usually harder to learn and apply 
than the so-called hard skills. For individuals, leaders, and coaches, there is a gold 
mine of ideas, practices, checklists, and thought gems in this book.

— Jim Highsmith  
Director Agile Practice,  
Cutter Consortium 
Flagstaff, Arizona 
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Introduction

These few pages of introduction were probably harder to write than most of 
the book. Bemoaning this fact to an agile coach colleague of mine, someone 
who was my coach apprentice a few years ago, I watched a slow smile creep 
across her face as she looked up at me and fed my words back to me. She said, 
with simplicity and clarity, “Take it to the team.” 

“Take it to the team,” I repeated. How many times had I said that to her 
during her agile coach apprenticeship? Too many to count, as I helped her 
recover from command-and-control-ism and move into a world where she 
would routinely take problems to the team instead of solving them single-
handedly. 

So, when confronted with the problematic introduction text, “take it to 
the team” sounded like sage advice. I sent a note to the people who have been 
with me every step of the way while this book was coming to life and asked 
them what two things must be conveyed in the introduction. Their responses 
are interwoven with one another and my own ideas throughout the rest of this 
introduction.

This small example—this tiny reminder of what it is to be an agile coach—
contains in it the purpose of this book. Perhaps you are like me, finding yourself 
recovering from some past way of working with teams and people that used to 
be successful but doesn’t seem to work anymore. Or, perhaps you sense some-
thing ineffective, or even inhumane, in the way you have been trained to work 
with others. You want to change as you take up your agile leadership mantle 
but don’t know where to start. 

I’ve been recovering for many years now, yet the behaviors of the past 
linger. They hang around even though I find myself in a totally new agile land-
scape, full of freedom, accountability, and possibility. In this example, the need 
to take on the problem of the introduction single-handedly and solve it so that 
I can say “I did it all by myself ” still clings to me even though it no longer serves 
me. I know this, yet I forget. And herein lies the practice of agile coaching: to 
constantly reawaken and refocus, so you can improve the span and impact of 
your coaching. Why? So that people become great agilists, teams create prod-
ucts that make them proud, and companies and nations reap the benefits of free 
and accountable teams living in a world of possibility from which both innova-
tion and excellence arise.
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The imperative to “constantly improve” means exposing ourselves to one 
good agile coaching idea after another and incorporating them into our daily 
responses as coaches to teams and people. This book serves up a wide variety 
of those good coaching ideas, some provocative and some practical. Some you 
will chew on for a long time, maybe even struggle with. Others you will adopt 
as yours right away. Expect both. 

Why is This Topic important?
Most teams I see in my teaching and coaching use agile to achieve so-so results, 
usually in the form of mediocre products created faster. Yes, agile works for 
this, and perhaps it’s better than what came before, but it’s not the whole game. 
Look around and see that there is so much more to get! And agile coaches help 
people get it, but only if they hone their skills and keep improving. 

Although I worked with agile teams as their coach, I constantly challenged 
myself with these questions: What is it, really, to be an agile coach? What does 
that mean for me? What else must I acquire? What must I let go?

This book offers answers to these questions. The answers came from agile 
frameworks themselves and from the allied disciplines that supplement the agile 
coach’s toolkit quite naturally, such as facilitation, conflict mediation, collabora-
tion, work/life coaching, and teaching. In this book, each chapter unfolds to 
bring you mind-sets and tools from these disciplines and others so that you can 
incorporate them in your coaching. The expected result? Teams that achieve 
astonishing results. 

Who is This Book For?
This is not a beginner text on agile frameworks and how to get the basics 
up and running. Throughout, I assume you know what agile is and how the 
practices work. If not, consult online references such as ScrumAlliance.org or 
mountaingoatsoftware.com.

I realize that my agile may not be your agile, but I’m betting that the core 
concepts of all agile frameworks shine through in the way I talk about agile in 
this book. My personal agile background started with Scrum and then, using 
Scrum as a backbone, mixed in other agile and nonagile tools and techniques. 
You’ll see this reflected in the text. 
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You’ll find this book to be tailor-made for you if you recognize any of the 
following:

You’ve had a few experiences as a ScrumMaster, Extreme Program-●●

ming (XP) coach, or other agile team lead, and it just doesn’t seem 
to be working for you; or it’s been good, but you sense that there’s 
something more.

Your job has become routine, and you notice the teams you coach ●●

seem to be going through the agile motions, too.

Your teams get the agile practices and are doing well but not getting ●●

the fabulous results you were supposed to get.

You are spread across many agile teams because your managers think ●●

agile coaching isn’t a full-time job and you’re not sure how to prove 
them wrong.

You are not convinced that the agile coach role is right for you and ●●

want to get a real sense of it before diving in. 

What Can you achieve with This Book?
Let this book take you on a tour of the inner world of becoming an excellent 
agile coach. As you read it, notice the mountainous terrain of how an agile 
coach observes teams and people, frames thoughts about those observations, 
and processes personal biases and emotions. Pay attention as the book takes you 
to the wide-open plains of deciding to put observations and reflections into 
action (or nonaction) in the best service of agile teams in the unending quest 
to be better than we are today. 

This book offers one person’s approach, my approach, to building high-
performance agile teams. It will not tell you “the way.” Rather, through my 
journey, it will tell you one good way that will help you find your own path as 
a coach. I have used this pattern and the ideas in this book successfully while 
coaching many aspiring agile coaches, with the result that each coach found 
their path and, then, their unique voice. 

Perhaps through this book you will see that the role of agile coach, success-
fully done, is more than getting the basic agile processes and principles instilled 
in a team. Perhaps this book will help teams know what to expect from a good 
(or great) agile coach so they can be specific about what they need when they 
don’t get enough. Perhaps through this book middle and upper managers will 
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see the job of agile coach as a time-consuming, energy-consuming, and valu-
able contribution so that the trend of having one agile coach split across many 
teams evaporates. Perhaps this book will set the aspiring agile coach on a per-
sonal journey toward enlightenment, where their motivation and intention is 
for the team rather than for themselves.

I accept all of these as stellar outcomes and the least of which I can imagine 
happening for you and the people you influence as you read this book and put 
its ideas into practice.

how does This Book Work?
Each chapter of this book stands alone so that you may come to it when its 
message strikes home most. Perhaps you find yourself in a panic over something 
happening on a team and, scanning the table of contents, say to yourself, “A-ha! 
That’s the one I need today.” Or, in a reflective mood, you simply open the book 
to a random spot and start reading, trusting that the words on the page serve you 
best now. Feel free to read the book from cover to cover if you like. It will work 
that way, too. Just know that you don’t have to travel any preset path, conven-
tional or random, to use it well. Use this book as your companion along your 
journey, there when you need it and waiting patiently for you to come back 
when you’re flying on your own and don’t need its help in the moment.

The chapters contain “Things to Try” to assist as you move ideas into action, 
taking very sure steps toward better coaching. Because the chapters stand alone, 
references to other useful bits of the book appear in the “See Also” text found 
throughout the book. In addition, strategically placed thought-provoking quo-
tations invite you to ruminate on the nature of remarkable agile coaching. 

The book serves up its stories, secrets, and things to try in three sections 
and thirteen chapters:

Part I: It Starts with You 

Chapter 1
Will I Be a Good 
Coach? 

Who is this person we call an agile coach, and how 
do I know whether I am one already? What are the 
ten aspects of “native wiring” that predict success for 
an agile coach? 

Chapter 2
Expect High 
 Performance

The foundations that allow a high performance team 
to emerge are revealed and put in an agile team con-
text. The secret? Expecting high performance.
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Chapter 3
Master Yourself

Coaching starts with you, but it is not about you. 
It is about what you can bring to the team to 
help them get better. To do this, you must recover 
from  command-and-control-ism and, then, master 
 yourself.

Chapter 4
Let Your Style 
Change

The leadership style framework in this chapter helps 
coaches know which style to use as the team they 
coach evolves (and devolves). 

Part II: Helping the Team Get More for Themselves

Chapter 5
Coach as Coach-
Mentor

This chapter offers fundamentals of professional 
coaching in the setting of an agile team, along with 
the specifics of coaching whole teams as well as team 
members, product owners, and agile managers. 

Chapter 6
Coach as Facilitator

Practical tools for facilitating conversations are 
 offered, for standing meetings such as agile planning 
sessions, as well as for unstructured collaboration 
conversations.

Chapter 7
Coach as Teacher

Channel the best teacher you ever had—the one who 
was kind and hard, the one who knew you could 
do better and expected the best from you. Then, use 
the techniques in this chapter to teach agile, espe-
cially the roles in agile. Get ready to take advantage 
of common teachable moments such as team start-
up, standing meetings, and those random perfect 
 moments when agile just “clicks” for someone.

Chapter 8
Coach as Problem 
Solver

Viewing the team as an ecosystem surfaces the 
coach’s role as “systems revealer,” which, when done 
with the foundations of agile in mind, allows the 
team to move from simple recovery from problems 
into health and into vibrancy. 

Chapter 9
Coach as Conflict 
Navigator

Conflict, as a useful element of a high-performing 
agile team, means that the coach helps the team navi-
gate through conflict and into the desired state of 
constructive disagreement. 
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Chapter 10
Coach as Collabora-
tion Conductor

Building a team’s collaboration muscle is an impor-
tant aspect of the agile coach role, but only if we 
want astonishing results.

Part III: Getting More for Yourself

Chapter 11
Agile Coach Failure, 
Recovery, and Success 
Modes

Common failure and success modes in agile coach-
ing are recognized and named in this chapter. Steps 
for recovering from the grips of failure modes are 
also offered, as this don’t-take-yourself-too-seriously 
exploration of failure to success unfolds. 

Chapter 12
When Will I Get 
There?

A “road map” of abilities is served up in this chapter. 
It contains lists of skills, mind-sets, tools, and tech-
niques, all of which can be helpful to indicate when 
you have successfully reached agile coachdom. 

Chapter 13
It’s Your Journey

Every coach’s journey is different from the last, and 
the only Holy Grail to find in agile coaching is your 
best expression of the role. In this chapter, stories of 
other people’s journeys inform and inspire you to see 
your coaching journey anew. 

Are you ready to start? Well, what are you waiting for?
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Chapter 2
Expect High Performance

Teams often get the basics of agile running within the first few sprints. Agile 
frameworks, designed to be simple, are just that—simple and easy to get started. 
And the practices, well-coached, are easy to set in motion, too.

It doesn’t take long before the rituals built into agile can leave the team 
feeling like they are caught in a never-ending hamster wheel—always moving 
from one ritual to the next and from one sprint to the next and the next and 
the next. They are making progress on the product they create together but 
spinning in the hamster wheel nonetheless.

Beyond the company results the team is asked to produce, teams need 
something else to strive for—something to change the hamster wheel into a 
journey of their own making. Instead of seeing the same scenery in the hamster 
wheel again and again, they need to see different signposts and landmarks along 
the way indicating progress toward something resonant and worthwhile. This 
“something” is the quest for high performance. It’s the daily act of, together, 
striving to be the best they can be.

We know that motivation in the knowledge age comes when people 
achieve autonomy, mastery, and a sense of purpose (Pink 2009). Setting high 
performance as your baseline expectation and giving teams a way to achieve it 

By the time you finish this chapter, you will be able to answer these questions:

How can I set my expectation that the team simply will be high-per-●●

forming?

What references and images can I use to teach the team a useful defini-●●

tion of high performance?

How can I help the team create their own path to high performance?●●
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play directly into these powerful motivators. Thus invigorated, everyone wins. 
The company gets better results. The company gets teams that can do anything. 
The teams, and the individuals who comprise them, achieve more autonomy, 
mastery, and purpose in their lives. Everyone tastes the sweet fruits of high 
performance.

set the expectation
Expecting high performance does not mean that you demand it. Expecting 
high performance means that you simply know achieving it is more than pos-
sible; it is normal. Expecting high performance means that you believe the team 
can attain it, so you hold them, compassionately and firmly, to that expectation. 
By believing, you urge them to strive for a vision of what they can become 
together. They get called forth to be more than they are now. 

This propels them forward sprint after sprint and release after release. All 
along the way, they touch moments of greatness together, fueling their desire 
to continue the journey. They also experience disillusionment and heartache, 
causing them to fall back. Through it all, you remain steadfast in your belief in 
high performance—and in them. 

You believe in high performance, but what is it? It’s a slippery thing; high-
performance models, assessments, and descriptions abound, yet a satisfying 
all-inclusive dictionary-type definition eludes. You will not find that kind of 
definition of high performance in this book, either. I seek not to pin it down 
but to free it by acknowledging that high performance is not as much about 
achieving a certain state as it is a journey toward something better. Teams that 
“outperform all reasonable expectations” and “even surprise themselves” may 
be on such a journey (Katzenbach and Smith 2003). So, too, may teams that get 
fractionally better all the time. 

As their agile coach, help them start their journey toward high perfor-
mance by simply setting your expectation that they will achieve it. Then, give 
them the raw materials they will use to create their own resonant definition of 
high performance—a vision that lets them imagine it and reach for it. Coach 
them to choose the next step on their path (and the next and the next), all the 
while staying aimed toward their inspirational vision of high performance. 

Create a sense of anticipation, expectancy, and excitement for this jour-
ney—first in yourself and then let it flow to them. Lead by believing. After all, 
if you don’t believe they can get to high performance, why should they?
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introduce a metaphor for high Performance
Metaphor is a powerful thing. Professional coaches have known this for a long 
time. In fact, “metaphor” is a core skill taught in professional coaching courses 
(Whitworth et al. 2007).

“I’m the glue that holds this family together.”

“I’m the pebble in your shoe, reminding you to tread lightly.”

“I am a thousand candles lighting the way.”

“I am a bird soaring above it all.”

“I am a beacon calling you forth.”

Coaches ask questions that help clients create their own metaphor, one that 
is visceral and resonant. Clients use the metaphor to guide them through the 
events unfolding in their lives. 

If it’s keeping one’s head above water during a time of rapid and unpredict-
able change, perhaps the metaphor “I am a bird soaring above it all” serves to 
help the client stay balanced as waves of change crash all around. Perhaps the 
client has a calling, something important to share with the world. Maybe then 
the metaphor “I am a thousand candles lighting the way” helps keep the juici-
ness of the purpose alive and resonant as it fuels their work. 

Teams use metaphors the same way. Through your coaching, a team may 
create their own metaphor to help guide them through turbulent or exciting 
times. To get them started and to help them create a vision for high perfor-
mance, offer images that spark metaphor. One such image features a tree: the 
High Performance Tree.

The high Performance Tree
The High Performance Tree came into existence when I was coaching several 
teams that had been together for some time. They were doing fairly well with 
the basic practices of agile (standard meetings and accomplishing sprint goals), 
and they were consistently delivering results that mattered, yet their managers 
knew there was more to get.

As their agile coach, I had no idea how they were going to move toward 
high performance, and I knew each team would do it their own way no mat-
ter what I offered, so creating a highway or even a meandering pathway for 
them to follow wouldn’t work. I had to come up with something evocative 
that would kindle their desire to pursue high performance on their own terms, 
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something each team could use to come up with their own highway or path-
way. Fresh from my own learning about the power of metaphor, I created the 
High Performance Tree (see Figure 2.1). 

Introduce the tree to the team any time. Doing so at the beginning, per-
haps in the team start-up, sets them up well, but it also works to introduce the 
tree as a way to look at a problem or deficiency when one crops up. Once 
introduced, refer to it as situations arise in the team and use it as material for 
retrospectives.

To introduce the tree to the team, just draw the tree from the roots up as 
you teach the meaning of the Scrum values and as you list the characteristics 
of high performance. You can see from the illustration that you need not be a 
good artist to do this. 

Commitment

Empowered

Consensus-Driven

Owns Its
Decisions &

Committments

Trust

Motivates

Them

Believe They

Can Solve

Any Problem

Self-Organizing

Constructive

Disagreement

Committed toTeam Success

Focus
Openness

Get Business
Value Faster

Get the Right
Business Value

Respect
Only Courage

Team That Can
Do Anything

Get Astonishing
Results

Room for Team
and Individual

Growth

Figure 2.1 High Performance Tree
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As you write the words for the roots of the tree, teach the Scrum values. 
Simply stated, they are as follows:

Commitment: Be willing to commit to a goal. Scrum provides people 
all the authority they need to meet their commitments.

Focus: Do your job. Focus all your efforts and skills on doing the work 
that you’ve committed to doing. Don’t worry about anything else.

Openness: Scrum keeps everything about a project visible to everyone.

Respect: Individuals are shaped by their background and their experi-
ences. It is important to respect the different people who comprise a team.

Courage: Have the courage to commit, to act, to be open, and to expect 
respect (Schwaber and Beedle 2001).

If you don’t use Scrum but think these values will serve, remove the ref-
erences to the word Scrum. (You don’t even need to mention that they come 
from Scrum.) You can also use Extreme Programming values in place of, or in 
addition to, the Scrum values if your team develops software. The definitions of 
these values assume Extreme Programming practices occupy the center of the 
team’s software development repertoire:

Communication: Keep the right communications flowing by employ-
ing many practices that can’t be done without communicating. Problems 
with projects can invariably be traced back to somebody not talking to 
somebody else about something important. 

Simplicity: What is the simplest thing that could possibly work? Make 
a bet that it is better to do a simple thing today and pay a little more 
tomorrow to change it if necessary than to do a more complicated thing 
today that may never be used anyway.

Feedback: Concrete feedback about the current state of the system is 
absolutely priceless. Optimism is an occupational hazard of programming. 
Feedback is the treatment.

Courage: Have the courage it takes to develop good software, which 
may mean throwing away code and changing direction, even late in 
development. What’s to say that you won’t ever develop yourself into a 
corner? Courage (Beck and Andres 2004). 

If neither of these sets of values fits and your company has established values 
that will work well, then use those instead. Here’s the key: The values you use 
must be defined so that they are relatable to agile, easily understandable (not full 
of abstract notions or business jargon), and resonant. Use only those values that 
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evoke a sense of desire in the team members. You know you have a good set 
when team members consider the definitions and say, “Yes, I want to be more like 
that. I want us to be more like that. I want our company to be more like that.” 

As you continue the drawing, go on spinning a vision for them. If the roots 
are strong, they nourish the tree, and the tree grows up to the sky—straighter 
and taller. It sprouts leaves that gather in more and more sunlight. As the leaves 
gather light, they, in turn, nourish the tree. Everything grows stronger, taller, and 
greener. The tree has become an inviting place, and the team notices they have 
sprouted some things themselves—the characteristics of high collaboration and, 
thus, high performance (adapted from Tabaka 2006):

They are ●● self-organizing rather than role- or title-based.

They are ●● empowered to make decisions.

They truly believe that ●● as a team they can solve any problem.

They are committed to ●● team success vs. success at any cost.

The team ●● owns its decisions and commitments.

Trust●● , vs. fear or anger, motivates them.

They are ●● consensus-driven, with full divergence and then 
 convergence.

And they live in a world of constant●●  constructive disagreement. 

These characteristics shape the leaves of the tree. If the roots are strong and 
the leaves gather in enough light, the tree will bear fruit. These are the fruits of 
high performance. 

The first fruits you may notice are these: You get business value faster, and 
then you get the right business value more often. As the roots (values) and leaves 
(high performance) continue to grow, the team may even bear the fruit of 
astonishing results—the kind that causes a business to leapfrog its competition 
and the kind agile was meant to create. Through these, two other fruits appear: 
a team that can truly do anything and a team that offers room for team and indi-
vidual growth. These two fruits are the ones that rejuvenate the whole tree and 
give back again and again. They fuel sustainable growth.

No matter when you introduce the tree, just having the drawing in the 
team’s work room will be enough. It hangs there, a quiet reminder that high 
performance is normal and your ardent expectation. As in Figure 2.2, it hangs 
there when they get into trouble or get into a rut and you point to it and say, 
“Where are our roots weak?” It hangs there when they are showing all the signs 
of a high-performing team yet their products reek of mediocrity. You sense they 
can do better, so you say to them, “What fruits do you want to get now?” 



Introduce a Metaphor for High Performance 27

Commitment

• Where are your roots weak?
• What leaves do you want to work on?
• Are you getting any fruits?

Focus
Openness

Respect
Courage

Figure 2.2 Use the High Performance Tree to spur the team to take their next 
step toward high performance .

Using the tree this way, your questions become challenges to them, a way 
to call them forth to a brighter vision of what they can become together. When 
they take up the challenge, they create the next step in their journey toward 
high performance. In so doing, they lay down their own path.

For example, perhaps the team feels disappointed in the quality of their 
work and, through considering the High Performance Tree, concludes that they 
aren’t truly consensus-driven. They recognize that they tend to jump to the first 
thing possible rather than hearing lots of ideas from all team members. They 
think that if they entertained a divergence of ideas before converging on the 
one to use, the quality of their products would increase. So, they might circle 
“Consensus-Driven” on the High Performance Tree and write themselves a 
reminder that doing this well means hearing a lot of ideas first. Getting better 
at being consensus-driven is this team’s next step toward high performance.

A second team has been missing their sprint goals lately. Someone notices 
the word Commitment drawn as one of the roots of the High Performance 
Tree and muses aloud, “I wonder if our problem is that we’re not really com-
mitted to what we say we are going to do.” In the conversation that follows, 
the team discusses how they have been letting extraneous demands on their 
time and energy take away from their feeling of commitment. They recognize 
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that as soon as they let one distraction in, a bunch more seem to follow until 
they are doing everything but what they said they would do. So, they make a 
pact: “From now on, we will help one another push away distractions so we 
can truly commit and deliver what we said we would. We will put aside our 
discomfort and challenge each other when we notice someone has become 
distracted. We will call distractions out for what they are—impediments.” They 
write these words like a banner across the top of their High Performance Tree. 
Truly committing is this team’s next step toward high performance.

As they address their shortcomings and make plans for getting better, 
encourage them to make their reflections and choices equal portions of light-

ness and heaviness. They need not be engaged in 
self-flagellation to prove to you or anyone else 
that they are in the act of improving. Hold out 
to them that the work of becoming high per-
forming can be done with humor, curiosity, and 
appreciation, too.

Approached with amusement or anguish, 
moving swiftly or sluggishly trundling along, 
there are no two paths alike, and you cannot even 
begin to imagine what a team’s path might look 
like in the end. So, it’s best that you don’t try and, 

instead, rely on the team to create the path that feels right for them.
You can tell when the tree has taken hold. It’s when the team talks about 

the tree as a metaphor for themselves and their chosen pathway to high 
performance:

“We can grow if we strengthen our roots.”

“We’re a tree; we can bend.”

“The wind may shake us, but it will not break us.”

That’s when the power of metaphor shines through and becomes some-
thing useful to them, helping them survive turbulent change or reach for that 
next big goal.

another metaphor: Building the Foundation
If the High Performance Tree doesn’t grab you, try a different image. Make 
up your own. It need not be fancy or complicated; straightforward works well, 
too. Scrum trainer and mentor Tobias Mayer uses the imagery of “building a 
foundation” in his classes. It’s a simple list of five things that make Scrum (and 

Over-seriousness is a warning 
sign for mediocrity and bureau-
cratic thinking. People who are 
seriously committed to mastery 
and high performance are secure 

enough to lighten up. 

—Michael J. Gelb
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all agile methods) work. He tells people that if you have these five things, then 
you have everything you need, and the other details will work themselves out 
(Mayer 2009):

Empiricism: Succeed through a rapid progression of failures. Drive by 
hindsight, not foresight.

Self-organization: The people closest to the problem know best how to 
solve the problem.

Collaboration: Foster a “yes, and” mind-set. Re-conceive ideas; do not 
compromise (Austin and Devin 2003).

Prioritization: Focus! Do the next right thing.

Rhythm: Breathe, and the rest will follow.

About using these, Mayer says, “I see these five principles as the foundation 
of emergence, which (metaphorically) is Scrum in flower, blooming. Every-
thing emerges in Scrum: ideas, teams, process, design, architecture, products....” 

Introducing the imagery of “building a foundation” to the team creates a 
rich field for metaphor to surface and for them to generate a vision of their 
journey toward greatness together. See? You need not even call it high perfor-
mance if that closes people down. Journey toward greatness works well, too. 
Perhaps you will hear team members use the imagery you offered to create 
momentum-producing metaphors for themselves:

“Where is our foundation weak?”

“Have we crumbled a bit lately?”

“If we were to lay a new cornerstone today, what would we chisel on it?”

The destination never Comes
An agile team’s journey toward high performance is just that—a journey. The 
team may touch high performance now and then, they may even live in a state 
of high performance for a while, but they have never “arrived” at high perfor-
mance where the story ends. No, the story continues.

Almost assuredly, as soon as they start living in high performance, some-
thing will happen to set them back. A team member will get promoted and 
start micromanaging his teammates. The company will reorganize, and a new 
vice president will assert her will over the team’s direction. Someone on the 
team will go on maternity leave, someone will get married and move away, 
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and someone else will simply move on. Every time one of these things hap-
pens, team dynamics will change, and the team will take a step back from high 
performance. 

Given this, teach the team to honor their ability to fully and quickly 
recover from setbacks—even to honor that above the progress they’ve made 
so far or where they currently “are” on their journey. For sure, setbacks will 
occur. Your expectation that they will achieve greatness together, a contagion 
they catch and then expect of themselves, will sustain them even when the 
way is rough.

a refresher
Let’s lock in the ideas from this chapter:

Make sure the team knows that you expect high performance and ●●

long for them to reach for it. 

Ignite their journey with imagery and challenges that allow them to ●●

create their own path to high performance.

Support the next step they have chosen by coaching for their great-●●

ness and believing they can attain whatever they put their effort and 
passion into.

additional resources
Schwaber, K., and M. Beedle. 2001. Agile Software Development with Scrum. Upper 

Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall. Tucked away in the last chapter of this book 
are the Scrum values. Reading the clear and compelling definitions of these 
values is mandatory for any agile coach. Reading them several times over a 
period of time, and considering them carefully, is mandatory for any great 
agile coach. 

Pink, D. 2009. The Surprising Science of Motivation. http://blog.ted.
com/2009/08/the_surprising.php. Want to know what matters to people 
and what this has to do with why they would reach for high performance? 
Watch this short talk to find out. If you want more, get his book Drive: The 
Surprising Truth About What Motivates Us, which goes deeper.

http://blog.ted.com/2009/08/the_surprising.php
http://blog.ted.com/2009/08/the_surprising.php
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Index

A
Accepting one another, servant 

leader, 39
Accommodating conflict response 

mode, defined, 36
Accountability, teams, 113
Adkins, Lyssa

agile coaching journey, 293–297
Admin failure mode, 260
Administrivia, example of rescuing a 

team from, 174
Advising style, 66
Agile coach. See Coach
Agile manifesto, 195
Agile practices, 274
Agile team stages, personal style, 

60–64
Analyzing, conflict, 211–213
Arc of conversations, 92–95
Authority, BART analysis, 191
Avoiding conflict response mode, 

defined, 36

B
BART analysis, 190
Be the rule (Ri), 61, 69
Becoming an agile coach, 9–15
Being

state of, 7
with the team, 51

Bibliography. See Resources, 
references and bibliography

Bones, navigating conflict, 213

Boundaries
BART analysis, 192
manager role, 174

Break the rule (Ha), 61, 69
Building the foundation metaphor, 28
Bulldozer, defined, 176
Burndown chart, benefits, 274
Business value, See also Values

microdefinitions, 99
sprint planning, 126
versus schedule-driven thinking, 

105
Butterfly failure mode, 260

C
Cards, task cards, 148
CDE (Containers, Differences, and 

Exchanges), 175
Challenges, during team 

conversations, 140
Changing, personal style, 67–70
Child success mode, 266
Chronic complainers, 220
Clarity, roles, 179
Coach

coaching agile coaches, 107
defined, 8, 76
interlocking roles, 178
journeys, 287–305
measuring oneself as, 280
pairing up, 194
style, 65
teaching, 176
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Coach-mentor, 75–115
coaching agile coaches, 107
coaching agile managers, 109–114
coaching product owners, 97–107
coaching role, 76
levels of, 78–83
one-on-one coaching, 83–97

Collaborating conflict response mode, 
defined, 36

Collaboration, defined, 29
Collaboration conductor, 229–255

building collaborators, 233–237
collaboration versus cooperation, 

231
heart of collaboration, 251
idea surplus, 238
team collaboration muscle, 239

Command-and-control-ism, 
recovering from, 40–43

Comments, potential effects of, 37
Commitment

defined, 25
example of, 27
goals, 124
teams, 106, 120

Communication
defined, 25
violence in, 36

Compassion, in coaching, 82, 89
Competing conflict response mode, 

defined, 36
Complaints

handling, 217–221
hearing, 208

Compromising conflict response 
mode, defined, 36

Conflict, teams’ norms for handling, 
163

Conflict navigator, 203–227
agile coach’s role in conflict, 204
handling complaints, 217–221
handling conflict, 211–217
levels of conflict, 204–211
signs of success, 278
unsolvable conflicts, 221–225

Conflict response modes, TKI, 35
Consent and consensus checks, 223
Constellations, 155
Containers, in facilitation, 118
Contests, escalation path of conflict, 

206
Context of agile coaching, 5–8
Continuous partial attention, 262
Control by release, about, 42
Conversations

arc of conversations, 92–95
facilitating, 136–142
with product owners, 97
starting one-on-one conversations, 

90
Cooperation

team-level, 240
versus collaboration, 231

Coordination, fine-grained in 
stand-ups, 120

Courage, defined, 25
CRACK (committed, responsible, 

authorized, collaborative, 
knowledgeable), 173

Creeping vine success mode, 267
Critical moments, leveraging, 106
Crusades, escalation path of conflict, 

207
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Curiosity, recovery from failure 
modes, 264

Customer. See Product sponsor

D
Daily practice, 52
Daily preparation, 43–46
Dalai Lama, on compassion, 89
Davies, Rachel

agile coaching journey, 288–290
DEEP (detailed appropriately, 

estimated, emergent, prioritized), 
125

Disagreement, escalation path of 
conflict, 206

Distance relationships in coaching, 95
Donuts in the parking lot example, 

100
Dreamer success mode, 267, 268

E
Ear success mode, 266
Empiricism, defined, 29
Environment

managing, 110
safety, 85

Envisioning work ahead, 163
EQ (emotional intelligence), 

about, 39
Escalation path of conflict, 205–207
Expectations

discussing, 113
performance, 21–31

Expert failure mode, 261
Expressions and words, mastering, 41
Extreme Programming (XP), 15
Eye contact, during stand-ups, 122

F
Facilitator, 117–144

agile coach as, 142
conversations, 136–142
retrospectives, 132–136
sprint planning, 123–127
sprint reviews, 128–132
stand-ups, 119–123
supporting the team, 119

Failure, teams, 42
Failure modes, agile coaching, 

260–266
Faith in emergence, modeling of, 247
Feedback

defined, 25
sprint reviews, 128

Focus, defined, 25
Focused listening, 48
Follow the rule (Shu), 60, 69
Foreheads, imagining letters on, 47
Foundations. See Building the 

foundation metaphor
Functional manager. See Manager

G
Games, fostering collaboration, 249
Global listening, 48
Goals

achieving via coaching, 77
business value microdefinitions, 99
commitment, 124
shared vision, 160

Gratitude, serving with, 44
Green Zone and Red Zone, 236
Group Relations Conference, 201
Guardian of quality and performance, 

176
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H
Ha stage, 61, 69
Harman, Kathy, agile coaching 

journey, 301–304
Heckler success mode, 266
Help, asking for in sprint reviews, 128
High Performance Trees, 23–28
“How” aspect of agile coaching, 

279–285
Hub failure mode, 260

I
Ideas, surplus of, 238
Images. See Metaphors
Impediments, raising in stand-ups, 

120
Importance of agile coaching, 4
Improvisation games, 248
In the moment, practicing, 46–53
Individual level coaching, 78, 80
Innovation Games, 250
Internal listening, 48
Intervening, in stand-ups, 121
Intimacy

in collaboration, 246
in teams, 221

Investments, managing, 109
Invitation openings to conversations, 

91–95
Issues and risk management, 183

J
Journey lines, 151
Journeys

agile coaches, 287–305
performance expectations, 29
picture of, 10

K
Kearns, Martin, agile coaching 

journey, 297–301

L
Language

of agile coaching, 8
conflict levels, 209

Leadership, servant leader, 38
Letters, imagining on people’s 

foreheads, 47
Levels

in coaching, 78–83
of conflict, 204–211
listening, 47–49

Limits, in coaching, 96
Listening

practicing in the moment, 47–49
servant leader, 39

Love and compassion, in coaching, 82

M
Magician success mode, 266
Manager

coaching of, 109–114
partnering with, 86–88
role, 173–176

Manifesto, agile manifesto, 195
Market of skills, 153
Martial arts, stages of mastery, 60–64, 

67–70
Mash-ups, 9
Meeting half-step ahead, 84
Megaphone success mode, 267, 268
Mentoring, connection with 

coaching, 76
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Metaphors, performance expectations, 
23–29

Mezick, Dan, agile coaching journey, 
290–293

Micromanaging, alternative to, 106
Mind mapping

collaboration, 249
sprint planning, 127

Mindfulness
practicing, 51
recovery from failure modes, 263

Misunderstandings, avoiding buildup, 
222

Modeling
agile, 8, 278
outrageousness, 41
by practicing, 53

Modes, 259–270
conflict response modes, 35
defined, 259
failure modes, 260–266
success modes, 266

Moments, teachable, 170
Multitasking, 262

N
Nag failure mode, 261
Newspaper projection, work ahead, 

164
Non-violent communication, 36
Norms, team norms, 162

O
Observation openings to 

conversations, 91
Observing

sprint reviews, 130–132
team conversations, 136

One-on-one coaching, 83–97, 275
Openness, defined, 25
Opinionator failure mode, 260
Outcomes, being detached from, 40
Outrageousness, modeling, 41

P
Pairing with other coaches, 194, 265
Partnering, with managers, 86–88
Peer pressure, in teams, 119
Performance

coaching for, 278, 281
guardian of, 176
problem solving, 188
timing of coaching, 80

Performance expectations, 21–31
journeys, 29
metaphors, 23–29
setting, 22

Performance reviews
of coaching, 285
partnering with managers, 86

Personal expression, 18
Personal style. See Style
Planning. See Sprint planning
Planning Poker, 249
Practice

failure and success, 268
in the moment, 46–53
success modes, 268

Praise, offering, 42
Preparation

collaboration, 234
daily, 43–46

Presence, cultivating a sense of, 51
Principles, agile manifesto, 195
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Prioritization
defined, 29
product backlog, 101
servant leader, 38

Problem solving, teams, 41
Process level problems, 187
Product backlogs

benefits, 274
prioritization, 101
product owner role in sprints, 125
reviewing, 165

Product owner
coaching of, 97–107, 275
interlocking roles, 179
reviewing product backlogs, 165
sprint planning, 125
teaching role, 171

Product sponsor, 105
Professional coaching, 75
Project management

to agile coaching, 12
issues and risk management, 183
machine model of, 4

Q
Quality

guardian of, 176
problem solving, 188

Questions, during team conversations, 
137

R
Reaffirming agile, 198
Recovering

from command-and-control-ism, 
40–43

from failure, 263–266

Red Zone and Green Zone, 236
References. See Resources, references 

and bibliography
Regrounding yourself, 53
Release level, coaching during, 81
Release planning, benefits, 274
Resources, references and 

bibliography
about agile coaching, 19
agile coach failure, recovery, and 

success modes, 269
agile coaching journeys, 305
coach-mentor, 114
collaboration conductor, 253
conflict navigator, 226
facilitator, 143
failure, recovery and success, 269
mastering yourself, 55
performance expectations, 30
personal style, 70
problem solver, 201
teacher, 181
when will I get there?, 286

Respect, defined, 25
Restarting teams, 168
Retrospectives

benefits, 274
facilitator, 132–136
problem solving, 199

Return on investment (ROI), 98
Revealer, 198, 200
Revealing, in conflict, 215–217
Reviewing product backlogs, 165
Reviews, individual performance 

reviews, 86
Rhythm, defined, 29
Ri stage, 61, 69
ROI (return on investment), 98
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Role boundaries, sprint planning, 127
Roles

agile roles, 7, 170–180
BART analysis, 191
clarity, 179
coach-mentor, 75–115
collaboration conductor, 229–255
conflict navigator, 203–227
facilitator, 117–144
interlocking roles, 178
teacher, 145–182

Rules
for living together in teams, 163
in martial arts and agile, 60–64

S
Safety, in coaching environment, 85
Schedule-driven thinking, versus 

business-value driven thinking, 
105

Scrum
mash-ups with agile and non-agile 

methods, 9
rules, 60
values, 25

ScrumMaster, as agile coach, 8, 10
Seagull failure mode, 260
Self, 1–70, 257–305

about agile coaching, 1–19
agile coach journeys, 287–305
failure, recovery and success, 

259–270
getting there, 271–286
mastering yourself, 33–57
performance expectations, 21–31
questioning oneself, 193
style, 59–70

Self-awareness
as a point of beginning, 34
about, 35–40

Self-organization, defined, 29
Servant leader, defined, 38, 176
Shanghai Quartet, 230
Shared values, 162
Shared vision

conflict resolution, 224
creating, 158–160

Shepherd, defined, 176
Show and tell, sprint reviews, 128
Shu stage, 60, 69
Signs of agile coaching, 15
Silence

comfort with, 41
practicing in the moment, 50

Simplicity, defined, 25
Skills, See also Roles

agile coaching, 272–279
cooperation, 233
market of, 153

Sleep on it, 193
Speaking, practicing in the moment, 

49–51
Sponsor. See Product sponsor
Sprint planning

benefits, 274
facilitating, 123–127

Sprint reviews
benefits, 274
facilitating, 128–132

Sprints
sponsor role in reviews, 112
timing of coaching, 79–81

Spy failure mode, 260
Stages, agile team stages, 60–64
Stakeholders, sprint reviews, 128
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Stand-ups
benefits, 274
facilitating, 119–123

Start-up, teams, 146–169
Story/task board, benefits, 274
Style, 59–70

agile coaching styles, 64–67
agile team stages, 60–64
changing, 67–70

Subject matter expertise, and 
coaching, 95

Success modes, 266
Surveys, team dynamics survey, 189

T
Tai chi, practice of, 59
Task cards, writing or printing, 148
Tasking, sprint planning, 127
Tasks, BART analysis, 191
Teachable moments

sprint planning, 126
using, 170

Teacher, 145–182
agile roles, 170–180
coach role, 176
cooperation skills, 233
new team members, 169
style, 64
teachable moments, 170
team start-up, 146–169

Team conversations. See 
Conversations

Teams
accountability, 113
agile coaching’s relationship to, 34
agile team stages, 60–64
being with, 51

coaching and mentoring, 76
collaboration muscle, 239
commitment, 106, 120
facilitator’s supporting role, 119
failure, 42
intimate nature of, 221
learning about team members, 150
managing, 109
new team members, 169
norms, 162
peer pressure, 119
problem solving, 41
teaching during start-up, 146–169
team dynamics, 188–192
team level coaching, 78
team level cooperation, 240

Tech lead, to agile coach, 15
Timeboxed sprint, benefits, 274
Timing of coaching, sprints, 79–81
TKI (Thomas Kilmann Instrument), 

35
Tone, coaching, 81
Trade-offs, discussing, 113
Trees. See High Performance Trees
Trust, recovery from failure modes, 

263

V
Value check, weakly, 282–285
Values, See also Business value

activity for, 157
manager role, 174
Scrum, 25
shared values, 162

Violence, in communication, 36
Vision

manager role, 175
sponsor point of view, 112
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Vizdos, Mike, problem solving, 184
Volunteering for tasks, 123

W
Weekly value check, 282–285
Wise fool success mode, 267, 268
Words and expressions, mastering, 41
World war, escalation path of conflict, 

207

X
XP (Extreme Programming), 15
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