
Introducing the Agile VMO  ■  3

short weeks, the coronavirus pandemic forced all of us violently into 
a hyper-VUCA world.

The only way for organizations to survive in this next normal is 
to deliver results more quickly, reducing the time from need to solu-
tion to its absolute minimum. Then they need to quickly adapt as 
necessary to converge on fit-to-purpose solutions to ever-changing 
customer needs. Digital technologies are rapidly redefining product 
development and collaboration in this turbulent landscape, and au-
tomation and globalization issues are driving business disruption. 
Overnight, Zoom became our virtual platform of choice and our 
lifeline for connecting with one another. Now that working from 
home has become the norm, businesses grapple with employee burn-
out and productivity concerns as the delineation between work and 
home life has all but disappeared. To survive in the short term and 
prosper into the future, businesses are rapidly adapting their strate-
gies, culture, processes, and platforms.

These turbulent business conditions require clear strategy, rapid 
delivery, an adaptive mindset, and continuous improvement, all 
steered by strong leadership. Even as vaccines arrive and we begin 
to overcome the pandemic devastation, we know that turbulence will 
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Figure 1.1: Average company life span on the S&P 500 Index (adapted with permission 
from Innosight)
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Introducing the Agile VMO  ■  7

and portfolio levels with the Scaled Agile Framework, Disciplined 
Agile, Large-Scale Scrum, Nexus, or Scrum at Scale.

Scaling these methods from information technology teams to pro-
grams and portfolios has not been enough. Even before the pan-
demic crisis, pioneering companies like Haier Group in China and 
the Vinci Group in France were forging ahead with postbureaucratic 
management. They had blown up their bureaucracy and top-down 
hierarchies, instead employing small, self-managing teams connected 
via entrepreneurial networks. See chapter 7 for more on Haier’s ap-
proach. Can we emulate these pioneers in business agility? Perhaps, 
but the road to success is arduous; it requires clarity of vision, con-
stancy of purpose, and courage and persistence in the execution of 
a new operating model.

Work management, organizational systems, and policies in most 
companies are not appropriately structured to allow value to flow 
across the organization. Instead, in these legacy organizations, every 
single process, organizational structure, and role is designed to sup-
port the current and likely traditional method of delivery. Locked 
into the past, these rigid, hidebound structures stifle the innovation 
and agility crucial for an organization to succeed. This is Conway’s 
law3 writ large—organizations design systems that mirror their own 
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Figure 1.2: Business agility—measuring, learning, and improving
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Introducing the Agile VMO  ■  11

Achieving true end-to-end business agility requires transitioning 
to this new Agile VMO structure, as well as the methodical restruc-
turing of processes and structures along the entire value stream, 
from business strategy to operations and every step along the way.

The VMO has a strategic responsibility to drive organizational 
change and the day-to-day responsibility to help manage a dynamic, 
active portfolio of work in partnership with value stream managers. 
All the VMO’s work functions and its members’ corresponding re-
sponsibilities are listed in table 1.1.

We will cover these in detail in the rest of the book and summa-
rize them in chapter 9. As an applied example, figure 1.4 illustrates 
how this plays out with Disciplined Agile’s program life cycle for a 
team of teams. As a team of teams, the VMO can help agile teams 
using Disciplined Agile define their way-of-working processes, help 
them optimize flow, provide program oversight and governance, and 
support program coordination.5
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EXECUTIVE STAKEHOLDER

EXECUTIVE ACTION TEAM

VMO VMO PROGRAM MANAGER

VMO DIRECTOR

Agile Team
Value
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Figure 1.3: The Agile VMO—an end-to-end, cross-hierarchy team driving business agility
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Table 1.1. VMO Responsibilities

Agile VMO Function Responsibilities

Defining an agile process •	 Establish high discipline as the driving  
goal for all your agile processes

•	 Take a calibrated approach to defining 
your agile processes

•	 Define metrics that support and drive 
dynamic transformation

•	 Develop process controls as natural 
outputs of the process

Organizing around value 
streams

•	 Organize as adaptive networks  
of teams

•	 Define flexible value streams by customer 
journeys

•	 Establish the VMO as a team of  
teams

•	 Fund experience-aligned teams by  
value stream

Adaptive planning •	 Conform to value, rather than comply  
to plan

•	 Plan, deliver, and measure in small 
batches

•	 Measure business outcomes, not stage  
outputs

•	 Sense and respond to business  
conditions

•	 Apply adaptive planning at multiple  
levels

•	 Conduct strategy planning
•	 Conduct portfolio planning
•	 Conduct product and release planning
•	 Conduct Sprint/iteration and daily  

planning
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Tracking and monitoring 
program flow

•	 Understand visual management systems
•	 Track and monitor program flow with 

visual management systems
•	 Measure and improve flow
•	 Drive continuous learning and adaptation

Prioritizing and selecting 
minimally marketable 
products (MMPs)

•	 Plan for a fundamental shift from  
project to MMP delivery

•	 Select MMPs for maximum financial  
impact

•	 Use weighted shortest job first to prioritize 
and select the most impactful options

•	 Deliver the MMP and learn

Evolving a funding and 
governance strategy

•	 Keep your funding model flexible
•	 Provide fixed funding for value streams
•	 Strategize more frequently; annual is  

not enough
•	 Monetize at the feature level
•	 Devise a fixed-cost model for your stable 

agile teams
•	 Adopt business outcomes as key  

governance controls
•	 Utilize a lean business case
•	 Require frequent delivery, and measure 

incremental business results
•	 Recognize that it is fundamentally about 

the time value of money

Managing organizational 
change

•	 Recognize that change is extraordinarily 
difficult

•	 Design and set up a holistic change  
management system

•	 Position the VMO to drive the change

Table 1.1. (continued)

Agile VMO Function Responsibilities
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14  ■  From PMO to VMO

In following chapters, learn how to set up an Agile VMO and 
explore all the fundamental aspects of the VMO’s work:

•	 In chapter 2, understand how to define an agile process at 
your organization.

•	 In chapter 3, explore how to reconfigure and organize 
around value streams.

•	 In chapter 4, implement adaptive planning at all orga
nizational levels, from the top of your organization down 
to your agile teams.

•	 In chapter 5, explore how to use visual management 
systems and other key techniques to track and monitor 
program flow.
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Figure 1.4: The Agile VMO and Disciplined Agile’s team of teams (adapted with 
permission from PMI)
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16  ■  From PMO to VMO

highly visible and competitive digital channels, such as customer-facing 
websites, mobile apps, and voice channels, required a far more respon-
sive model.

In late 2016, the Nationwide Enterprise Digital group began a busi-
ness transformation to further improve speed to market and increase 
flexibility in the highly competitive digital customer-facing channel en-
vironment. Nationwide’s VMO transformation had three key elements:

•	 Realigning the organization around value streams as  
represented by customer journeys, and populating them 
with end-to-end teams for flow, throughput, and customer 
outcomes

•	 Driving collaboration across organizational silos using big 
room planning to minimize the effect of silos and  
dependencies

•	 Prioritizing MMPs to deliver customer value with maximum 
speed and minimum waste

According to Kennedy, enterprise digital teams partnered across 
business and IT to successfully pilot an end-to-end model with the 
Agile VMO that worked directly with end business units and custom-
ers. This model then spread organically to other groups within the 
company.

Summary
The dust is settling on the next normal in our pandemic era. Agile 
methods have provided a rock-solid foundation on which to grow 

STRATEGY BUILD RUNLONG-TERM
PLAN

NEAR-TERM
PLAN

Initiate ImplementSolution
Scoping

Agile
Done
Here!

DDIT

Figure 1.5: Typical agile-only-in-IT antipattern
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Introducing the Agile VMO  ■  17

and evolve an organization. Organizations can drive business agil-
ity in the pandemic era and beyond by understanding true customer 
needs, learning, and moving faster to produce innovative and in-
demand products and services.

As legacy organizations transition to a newer end-to-end agile 
operating model, the roles of middle management need to un-
freeze and not only accept but encourage change. The PMO 
needs to redesign its mission and operation to be more value add-
ing, less bureaucratic, more customer focused, and more in line 
with agile product management and other modern ways of work-
ing. The PMO must be repurposed toward value management. 
To accomplish this, the PMO needs to rapidly evolve into an 
Agile VMO.

Achieving true end-to-end business agility requires transitioning 
to a new VMO team-of-teams structure and methodical restructur-
ing of processes and structures along our organization’s entire value 
stream.

Figure 1.6: Collaboration across silos with big room planning
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22  ■  From PMO to VMO

Establish High Discipline as the Driving Goal for All Your  
Agile Processes
To the uninitiated, agile methods can look like an unstructured 
and undisciplined approach to delivery, but this would be a gross 
mischaracterization and would also represent a lack of clear under-
standing. At their core, agile methods have their basis in lean man-
ufacturing and the Toyota production system as conceptualized in 
figure 2.1. The Toyota production system is the basis for Toyota’s 
amazing success. Toyota reliably and routinely achieves business re-
sults that all organizations desire and need:

•	 high degrees of quality at scale
•	 high degrees of customer satisfaction
•	 low internal cost
•	 consistently high levels of profitability

This consistent level of profitability and quality is one reason why 
Toyota is one of the most studied organizations in the world. Toyota 

Figure 2.1: The Toyota car factory as a model for lean thinking and continuous flow
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Defining an Agile Process  ■  25

such as those in figure 2.3. For example, we might have a goal that, 
after the first six months, all teams are practicing all of the basic 
events and artifacts of Scrum and also have a basic automated smoke 
test in place. The VMO can then add metrics to see where the organ
ization is in terms of meeting this goal.

Six months later, perhaps we are ready to take on an organizational 
goal of effective cross-team planning and cross-team integration. 
Another common management issue is trying to measure too 
many things too early, thereby loading the teams up with too 
many competing priorities and goals. Instead, we might plan for 
new metrics to be put in place only after successful cross-team builds 
have been established. By working this way, the organization is us-
ing metrics to both support and drive the change strategy. Addi-
tionally, we are making current goals and process expectations clear 
to teams.
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Figure 2.2: The agile umbrella
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26  ■  From PMO to VMO

Start with Scrum or Kanban as Your Base Process
In the saying, a journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step. 
The first step in a multiyear agile journey is to establish a base pro
cess, and this is usually Scrum or Kanban or sometimes a hybrid of 
both, ScrumBan.

Scrum is a well-defined process for new product development. 
These practices can easily form the basis of a standard agile delivery 
process for individual teams and even teams of teams. We highlight 
Scrum because it is by far the most popular of the agile delivery pro
cesses and it has a fairly well-understood and accepted set of prac-
tices. The Scrum process, as it is commonly practiced, has five events 
that every team should be practicing and at least four core artifacts 
that are natural outputs of the process and that each team should 
be producing. Figure 2.4 and tables 2.1 and 2.2 outline the elements 
of commonly practiced Scrum.

Scrum seeks to instill a rolling-wave planning cycle where we plan 
out several weeks of work, execute and deliver that work, then plan 
the next few weeks. For plannable work, this can be great. However, 
in many areas, planning even two weeks’ worth of work may be al-
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Figure 2.3: Calibrated agile process road map
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Table 2.1. Scrum Events/Ceremonies

Scrum Event Description

Release 

planning

A timeboxed planning session that answers several key 
questions: What is the goal of the next release, what 
functionality will be in the release, and when will that 
release happen? While not a required process step, release 
planning is commonly performed.

Sprint 

planning

A short planning session that answers two key questions: 
What can be achieved in the upcoming Sprint and how can 
it be achieved?

Sprint A timebox of one month or less during which a done, 
usable, and potentially releasable product increment is 
created.

Daily Scrum A daily 15-minute event, also called stand-up, for the team 
to synchronize activities and create a plan for the next  
24 hours.

Sprint review Is held at the end of the Sprint to inspect the product 
increment and adjust the product backlog if needed.

Sprint 

retrospective

Happens after the Sprint review and addresses what went 
well during the Sprint, what could be improved, and what 
the team will commit to improve in the next Sprint.
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Figure 2.4: Basic Scrum process
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28  ■  From PMO to VMO

most impossible. A prime example is operational support. In the 
support world, planning can be extraordinarily difficult because we 
don’t know what is going to break tomorrow, how impactful the 
breakage will be, or how complex the solution will be. Support is 
often a very reactive function. The problem for us as leaders then is: 
How can we manage the unplannable?

Another agile method that is quite popular for operational work 
is Kanban. Kanban is interrupt driven and is the obvious choice for 
operational work and also most work that is not new product devel-
opment. In Kanban, we don’t lock the scope for even two weeks. 
Instead, we continuously reprioritize the work as it comes in. Our 
product owner sets priorities from day to day or even hour to hour 
and the team simply pulls the highest item off the list and works on 
it until done. We also impose work-in-progress (WIP) limits to pre-
vent the team from working on too many items at once. By focus-
ing on just a few top priority items at once, the team can achieve a 
continuous flow of delivery that is very reactive to the latest chang-

Table 2.2. Scrum Artifacts

Scrum Artifact Description

Product backlog An ordered list of everything that is known to be needed in 
the product. It is the single source of requirements.

Sprint backlog The set of product backlog items selected for the Sprint. 
It makes visible all the work that the team needs to 
meet the Sprint goal. The backlog has enough detail that 
changes in progress can be understood on a daily basis in 
the daily scrum.

Burndown chart A chart showing the number of stories or points still 
remaining to be completed within the Sprint.

Product 
increment

A body of inspectable work. The increment must be usable 
by customers. The entire point of scrum is to deliver a  
done increment.
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30  ■  From PMO to VMO

Take a Focused, Minimalist Approach to Scaling
When all of our individual teams operate with a relatively simple 
but powerful level of Scrum or Kanban discipline, we can begin to 
scale multiple teams in order to support larger and more complex 
efforts. When we scale, we combine the efforts of many teams into 
a single, larger endeavor or program. In these cases, the estimates, 
plans, and approaches that each team uses must somehow inte-
grate well with the approaches that other teams are using. Beyond 
the individual team goals and plans, there need to be program- or 
product-level goals, plans, estimates, and schedules.

Larger agile programs need another level of process events and ar-
tifacts that integrate the efforts of the individual teams. This will 
add yet another layer of estimation, planning, and reporting, and it 
is difficult if not impossible to avoid this. Luckily, scaling methods, 
including the Scaled Agile Framework (SAFe) and Disciplined Ag-
ile, provide reasonably holistic ways to deal with both team level and 
program level planning and management. The several scaling ap-
proaches available have many common elements. Some elements 
common to all scaling methods are outlined in figure 2.5
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Figure 2.5: Common elements of agile at scale
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Defining an Agile Process  ■  33

ness agility. We will discuss this topic in more detail in chapter 7, but 
for now, the message is that we need just as much focus on business-
side value metrics as there is on delivery metrics

Unfortunately, business results or outcome metrics are lagging in-
dicators in that they do not provide any measurement of success 
until after delivery happens. This feedback occurs way too late to be 
useful on traditional waterfall programs, because by the time we get 
the feedback, the program is over. However, there is one important 
way that the VMO should address the lagging indicator problem on 
agile programs: deliver early, deliver often, and measure business re-
sults repeatedly.

Using agile, we should be able to deliver something of value to a 
customer early and start to get fast and useful feedback as shown in 
figure 2.7. We do this over and over again and use that feedback to 
make each incremental release of the product better and better. Bet-
ter can mean many things: increased customer usability, enhanced 
functionality, simplified functionality, and improved internal busi-
ness results. Many organizations have a very misguided approach to 
agile in that they do not require that their programs deliver to pro-
duction frequently enough. They go through many Sprints of devel-
opment and try to maintain a single release near the end. This is 
basically just waterfall development and little more.

VALUE

COST

Figure 2.6: Balance value and cost
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34  ■  From PMO to VMO

Agile is a feedback-based system, and the most reliable feedback 
is from real users, not from internal people who claim to speak on 
behalf of customers. To be agile, you need to deliver early and get 
the feedback, and the VMO should enforce this through governance 
and controls. In this regard, actual delivery metrics are critical. 
VMOs should measure how long it is before programs deliver their 
first release and how frequently they release. If there are no releases, 
then we simply aren’t doing agile.

That should take care of the lagging indicator issue to a great ex-
tent. That said, there are some leading indicators that can be mea
sured during these short development cycles that might have value 
in predicting the likelihood of early delivery and of quality.

The classic Sprint and release burndown charts are great indica-
tors of basic progress against scope and schedule (figure 2.8). Sim-
ply, a burndown chart shows what remains, while a burnup chart 
shows what has been done. The Sprint burndown gives an indica-
tion of short-term schedule performance. The release burnup gives 
an indication of longer-term schedule performance. They are both 
beautiful in their simplicity, yet sadly, many so-called agile teams 
neglect to produce them.

Sprint velocity is another simple and powerful metric that tries 
to show how predictable our teams are. Sprint-over-Sprint compari-
son of planned versus actual delivery measures what the teams esti-
mated that they could get done versus what they actually got done, 
Sprint by Sprint, as shown in figure 2.9. Ideally, we’d like our teams 
to eventually get pretty good at being able to plan out what they can 
get done. The reality in many organizations, however, is that some-
times they get a lot done and sometimes they get zero done.

Figure 2.7: Incremental delivery
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Figure 2.8: Sprint and release burndown charts

Problems can arise when teams have highly unpredictable deliv-
ery. It is hard to hit a planned delivery date when teams cannot reli-
ably predict their velocity. Oftentimes, the issues are not the team’s 
fault. Just because a team cannot deliver what they planned does not 
mean the team is underperforming. There are often environment is-
sues, data issues, network issues, team members getting pulled out 
to do other work, constant changes in priority, teams being asked 
to juggle three different efforts at the same time, and other things 
outside of their control that are causing the problems. Agile meth-
ods are fantastic for finding and highlighting all of the issues that 
keep us from delivering.
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36  ■  From PMO to VMO

Look for Patterns in the Metrics across Teams
Individual teams and their scrum masters and product owners will 
need to review their own data and develop action plans for continu-
ous improvement. The VMO, however, should look a level up from 
the individual team metrics and try to uncover organizational pat-
terns that are impacting multiple teams. If there are just a few teams 
that are struggling, then those particular teams may need attention 
and focus. In our experience, we usually see the opposite: most of 
the teams are struggling to deliver. If there are many teams that are 
unable to meet commitments, are experiencing serious issues, or have 
unpredictable delivery, then the problems are not with the teams 
themselves. When many teams experience challenges, this is a clear 
sign that larger organizational issues outside of any one team’s span 
of control are at play. Basically, leadership and management issues 
are not being adequately addressed.

Sprint 10 Sprint 11 Sprint 12 

ESTIMATIONDONE

. . . . . .

Figure 2.9: Estimation versus done in Sprint-by-Sprint comparison
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Table 2.3. Sample Metrics by Area

Metric Area Sample Metrics

Business 

metrics

Capture intended versus actual business outcome metrics per 
release or per quarter. These are the most important metrics but 
are often the most lacking. Examples include
•	 account sign-ups
•	 reduced help-desk calls
•	 improved customer satisfaction surveys
•	 improved customer retention
•	 growth in application usage

Program 

metrics

•	 Number of integrations and system demos. It is only by 
integrating early and often, and by demoing the full system, 
that we can really know where we truly are in terms of progress 
and quality. All other interim metrics are guesses at best.

•	 Feature-level progress. Features for the upcoming release will 
often be broken down into several lower-level user stories, and 
it can be advantageous to track how much of the planned 
feature is being delivered versus what was planned. This 
indicates the completeness of the feature.

•	 Release burnup chart. Shows the cumulative point value of user 
stories planned for the release that are done as a function of 
time. By looking at this chart, we can estimate how much of 
the overall cumulative planned work for the release will be 
done by the planned release date. This indicates the complete-
ness of the release versus what was planned.

Team 

metrics

•	 Points planned versus points delivered by Sprint in order to 
assess predictability

•	 Sprint burndown to assess short-term schedule performance
•	 Release burnup to assess long-term schedule performance
•	 Mixture of work item types to measure how much of the team’s 

time is being applied to new-value delivery versus defect fixing 
or maintenance
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Defining an Agile Process  ■  39

priorities easily visible to all, as illustrated in figure 2.10. Taking 
a photo of team walls and regularly posting it to an internal wiki 
could potentially serve as evidence that the process is being followed 
without having to resort to creating time-consuming and soul-sapping 
documents that few are likely to ever read. By the 2020s pandemic 
age, most of us have transitioned to working from home and are us-
ing digital boards in tools like Jira. This has made process compli-
ance easier, since all artifacts and reports are available in the tools 
themselves. Simple process controls such as these are not onerous or 
draconian or bureaucratic; quite simply, they are natural outcomes of 
good and disciplined execution of well-accepted agile process.

Embed Controls at Multiple Process Levels
As we scale agile to larger efforts with the approach we’ve laid out, 
we will have several levels of process discipline and controls. There 
are the team-level expectations that we discussed earlier. On top of 
that, we will likely need program-level controls to help manage the 
integrated efforts of many teams. And then portfolio-level controls 
are needed to effectively manage the overall flow of work through a 
larger organization. Once again, at each level, the controls should 
be natural outcomes of the agile process chosen. Table 2.4. is an 

BACKLOG TO DO DOING DONE

Figure 2.10: Information radiator
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Table 2.4. Process Controls at Multiple Levels

Organizational Level Sample Controls

Team-level 

process controls

•	 High-level features or epics are captured in an approved 
agile work management tool.

•	 All lower-level user stories, defects, and other 
work items are captured in the tool and are tied 
back to the appropriate higher-level feature  
or epic.

•	 Backlog items that are targeted for the current release 
are estimated in points.

•	 The team produces Sprint burndown charts and release 
burnup charts.

•	 The team tracks Sprint-over-Sprint velocity to measure 
predictability.

•	 The team has demonstrated practice of at least the 
following events:
°	 Release planning
°	 Sprint planning
°	 Daily stand-ups
°	 Sprint reviews
°	 Sprint retrospectives

Program-level 

process controls

The following program-level controls list assumes 
that a SAFe framework is being used. A slightly 
different but similar list should be created for organ
izations that are adopting Project Management 
Institute’s Disciplined Agile, Scrum at Scale, or other 
scaling mechanism. For example, an organization 
practicing SAFe might have expectations such  
as these:
•	 A visible program Kanban that implements the work 

intake and approval funnel
•	 Weighted-shortest-job-first scores that justify the work 

for the coming quarter
•	 Early and frequent release of value to customers
•	 Measured business results from each release
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Organizational Level Sample Controls

•	 Program increment planning events that occur at least 
quarterly with all teams and dependencies and product 
owners in attendance

•	 System integration demos that occur at least quarterly
•	 Inspect and adapt workshops that occur at least quarterly
•	 Program increment planning outputs that result in

°	 Sprint plans for every team for the next quarter’s 
worth of Sprints

°	 stories that are estimated and put into targeted Sprints
°	 dependencies across teams that are captured
°	 risks are identified and a risk management plan  

is in place

Portfolio-level 

process controls

•	 All major investment requests have a lightweight 
business case that includes measurable business 
outcome objectives.

•	 There is a clear and agreed-to way that the business 
outcomes will be measured.

•	 Projects/programs are not weighed or considered 
independently. Instead, all new work requests are 
brought to the table at regular intervals and must 
compete against each other.

•	 Projects/program work in progress is limited to 
available capacity; teams and individuals are not 
expected to support more than two simultaneous 
efforts, and there is strong preference for only one 
effort per team at a time.

•	 The portfolio is visualized in a centralized location so 
that there is broad transparency into the number of 
simultaneous programs and the progress of each.

•	 Business outcomes are openly reviewed and  
measured quarterly.

•	 Objective, measurable business outcomes are the 
primary measurement used to justify continued funding.

Table 2.4. (continued)
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advanced practices allowed the organization to mature and become 
successively more sophisticated in its adoption of agile.

Summary
Scaling agility is difficult if not impossible without a certain level of 
process discipline. Agile methods allow us to move purposefully fast, 
and the faster we go, the more disciplined we need to be about our 
timing and practices. As we scale agility within our organizations, 
we reach a tipping point at which we are no longer able to fly under 
the radar and need to have a more defined, repeatable, and audit-
able agile process. The trick is to not overburden our processes with 
so much overhead that we lose the very agility that we seek. The key 
to scaling success is to maximize the extent to which we execute 
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Figure 2.11: Initial agile practices at U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services
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Even if we can stand up teams that meet Scrum’s guidelines for a 
cross-functional team of three to nine people with a scrum master 
and a product owner, we run into misalignment issues, some of 
which are captured in table 3.1.

If our older industrial-age organizational models are clearly mis-
matched for agile teams and methods, what are the more suitable 
alternatives in our current era?

Organize as Adaptive Networks of Teams
In recent years, a modern-day alternative to the industrial-age 
manufacturing-based organizational model has emerged and is gain-
ing widespread popularity: the understanding of organizations as 
adaptive networks of teams organized around specific goals. Agile 
methods have long posited that small, cross-functional teams are the 
natural way for humans to work and to achieve high levels of team 
productivity and performance. Connecting these high-performance 
teams into adaptive networks of teams allows individuals and teams 
to share information and learning transparently across the enterprise 
and thus adapt quickly and dynamically to change.

Test/QA

IT

Dev Operations

Ops/Infrastructure
Teams

QA TeamsAgile Teams

SLOW LEAD TIME
SLOW DECISION

MAKING

Figure 3.1: Agile teams in a legacy organizational structure
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As shown in figure 3.2, networks of teams can be formed and 
reformed dynamically into different constellations to meet the 
business goals at hand. This flexible networked model assumes 
change is normal and is qualitatively different from the traditional 
linear, mechanistic organizational model that assumes stability is 
the norm.

From the ground up, there is a clear recognition that each team 
or organizational component in the network has an impact on 
every other part as impacts ripple through the larger network. These 
teams of teams are thus set up so that people work together end to 
end across the entire organization to optimize the whole in response 
to changing business conditions. Optimizing the whole value stream 
from the customer’s standpoint is a core tenet of lean thinking 

Table 3.1. Organizational Misalignment with Agile Methods

•	 While agile methods call for small, cross-functional teams (3–9 people for 
Scrum), average team size devolves over time to 25+ people.

•	 While agile methods call for integrated teams with all necessary disciplines 
represented on the core team, testers get pulled out of the formerly fully 
integrated team core, and end up in a separate quality assurance silo.

•	 While agile methods call for team allocation of 80 percent or more for the 
core team to a single effort, team members end up multitasking on two to 
three projects at a time.

•	 While agile methods call for locking down scope within a Sprint/iteration, 
untrained product owners introduce new user stories while Sprints/
iterations are underway.

•	 While agile methods call for accepting responsibility and team members 
handling work assignments among themselves, newly hired project 
managers end up assigning work to team members in Sprint/iteration 
planning meetings.

•	 While agile methods call for daily stand-up meetings to be run by the team, 
they eventually devolve into status meetings for the project managers.
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and one that our VMOs should apply in figuring out how to 
evolve organization models away from the hierarchical and siloed 
model.

How should we handle scaling up from one team to networks of 
agile teams? How can we ensure that those networks of teams can 
be aligned with our business and configured and reconfigured dy-

Figure 3.2: From the industrial to a networked organizational model

W. L. Gore Network of Teams

W. L. Gore has a long history of product innovation ranging 
from heart patches to dental floss and guitar strings. This out-
standing success is largely credited to its lattice organizational 
structure. With the goal of connecting all individuals in the 
company to each other, W. L Gore’s interconnected lattice 
organizational structure has the following features:

•	 A flat hierarchy without formal ranks and title
•	 Multidisciplinary teams that organize dynamically 

around business endeavors
•	 Leaders that emerge on the basis of business needs

In particular, at W. L. Gore scaling is handled in a unique 
way. Through trial and error, W. L Gore found that divisions 
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Define Flexible Value Streams by Customer Journeys
Practically, how should one go about implementing the desirable 
adaptive network-of-teams concept in a modern business or other 
organization? Successful agile organizations tend to organize their 
team constellations around the customer in order to provide fast and 
frictionless cross-functional support and delivery of products or ser
vices. A value stream is the set of steps that are needed to provide 
continuous value to our customers. Organizing around the customer 
using a value stream approach implies the following:

•	 understanding the primary experiences, journeys, or touch 
points that customers have with the organization

•	 creating internal companies within a company that are 
organized into value streams that directly support these 
customer experiences

•	 creating flexible roles and responsibilities that allow these 
experience-aligned value streams to operate in a more 
entrepreneurial fashion

•	 allocating budgets in ways that support the customer value 
stream from end to end and that are aligned with strategic 
outcomes

END-TO-END TEAM

END-TO-END TEAMS

ART 2

ART 4

ART 1

ART 3

ART 5

AGILE RELEASE TRAIN
(ART)

Figure 3.3: Scaling to multiple teams
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value from end to end within the organization to end users. Each 
team has several types of roles:

•	 product management, with product owners led by a 
product manager

•	 user experience experts, assisting product management 
with customer discovery activities

•	 team members conducting innovation experiments 
through direct end-user contact and prototyping

•	 other cross-functional members working on MMPs and 
systematically and progressively breaking them down into 
epics, features, and user stories in an overlapping 
discovery-refinement-delivery process

•	 team members with expertise in production or run activities
•	 team members focused on digital measurement support

This design helps implement what is known as an inverse Con-
way maneuver, and in addition to enabling end-to-end communi-
cation, it helps us eventually overcome issues with monolithic 
systems. Recall from chapter 1 Conway’s law, which famously states, 
“Any organization that designs a system (defined broadly) will pro-
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Figure 3.4: Experience-aligned, end-to-end team model
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In this model, prioritized work flows from customer-facing 
experiments to a portfolio where work is queued for an experience-
aligned team. Customer-facing experiments facilitate value discovery 
and allow us to go from business idea to initial identification of ep-
ics in a structured and disciplined way. The unit of work shifts from 
projects to MMPs. Projects are broken down into the smaller MMPs, 
and the MMPs are prioritized by product managers or product 
owners. By contrast, in organizations that have transitioned to the 
product approach, all product and nonproject work is initiated at 
the MMP level. Teams pull the work as they complete the previous 
MMP and become available. Further upstream, customer discovery 
experiments are run to validate or invalidate actual customer wants 
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MMP

Queued
MMP

Queued Active
MMP

Completed
MMP

Potential
MMP

Queued
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Figure 3.5: Assigning work to experience-aligned teams
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completed before we can begin any delivery, and once we begin de-
livery we are locked into the plan until the end of the long yearly 
cycle.

Why do we lock ourselves into projects we know are failing? Why 
is it so difficult to make necessary and critical adjustments to the 
plan midcourse? The rigid approach derives from an industrial-age 
mindset. Recall the adage “Plan the work, work the plan.” If we ex-
amine the thinking behind that statement, the implication is that 
up-front planning is paramount (“plan the work”), and once plan-
ning is complete, execution in rigid compliance to the plan becomes 
the key to success (“work the plan”). Any variance from the fixed 
plan is frowned on and considered to be anathema. Unfortunately, 
as shown in figure 4.1, this rigid approach locks us into targets that 
change as business circumstances change and therefore locks us into 
failing outcomes.

What we need is a more flexible, adaptive approach to planning 
that allows us to plan for the long term and then also allows us to 
adapt the plan as business circumstances change. For large projects, 
that flexibility implies we need a disciplined portfolio management 
process that accommodates the likely politically unpopular action 
of terminating the project entirely if it fails to deliver value. Con-

Figure 4.1: Fixed versus adaptive planning

Dynamic Target,
Adaptation,
Successful Outcome

Initial Fixed Target,
Lock-In, Failed Outcome
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as possible. In an agile organization, our planning shifts to having 
our product owners list and prioritize all the things we need (such as 
features, defects, risks, nonfunctional items) on a product backlog 
and then moving the highest-priority chunks through the system 
and measuring progress at every step.

Larger releases are broken down into product increments, incre-
ments into MMPs, MMPs into epics, epics into features, and fea-
tures into user stories and, within a Sprint, stories into tasks, as 
illustrated in figure 4.3.

We then implement the user stories in timeboxed Sprints of typ-
ically two weeks, delivering a mini product increment at the end of 
every Sprint. Over time, these mini increments are aggregated into 
releases, and those releases are deployed to end users when the prod-
uct owner deems them acceptable for deployment into production 
for use by customers. To achieve fast and continuous feedback, we 
enable DevOps telemetry. That is, following a telemetric approach, 
DevOps tools allow us to record and transmit key data from our 

SMALL BATCHProduct Backlog

Product Backlog LARGE BATCH

Figure 4.2: Moving from large- to small-batch delivery
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products and environments that facilitates real-time feedback and 
monitoring. That data is then used to resolve impediments and also 
as feedback to adapt our plans.

Measure Business Outcomes, Not Stage Outputs
Several decades ago, in our personal experience, programmer pro-
ductivity used to be measured by a lines-of-code output metric. That 
is, the more lines of code a programmer produced, the more pro-
ductive she was gauged to be. Likewise, with testers, the number of 
defects identified was the measure of tester effectiveness. The more 
defects a tester found, the more productive she was gauged to be. In 
both cases, there are underlying issues. Since they were measured 

PRODUCT
INCREMENT

MMP

EPIC

FEATURE

STORY

TASK

Figure 4.3: Sample requirements decomposition on agile teams
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by the output they produced, programmers simply produced more 
code, rather than optimized code. The copy-and-paste function came 
in handy to easily generate more useless code. Testers, for their part, 
identified defects, but were not interested in having the root causes 
of those defects fixed. The more defects they continued to find, the 
more they were recognized and deemed productive. Both of these 
are classic examples of suboptimization driven by a system that was 
measuring outputs at each stage, instead of finding a way to optimize 
the whole system by measuring value as defined by outcomes. The out-
put metrics indicate what we produced (e.g., number of lines of 
code or number of defects found), without giving us any indication 
of the business value we delivered in terms of business or customer 
outcome metrics. An example of outcome metrics that can be used 
at any level in the organization—team, program, or enterprise—is 
illustrated in figure 4.4.

Three very powerful outcome metrics are time to market, cost, and 
business customer satisfaction. These metrics can be combined with 
other output metrics like team velocity and burndown charts. Out-
come metrics, not output metrics, provide the clearest picture of the 
business value delivered.

Sense and Respond to Business Conditions
In an effort to control change, traditional approaches prescribe cor-
rective action to ensure that products and project performance ad-
here or conform to product requirements and project plans. The 
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Figure 4.4: Outcome metrics
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Building a sense-and-respond learning discipline with the OODA 
loop is a great way to extend the agile ethos across organizations from 
end to end. Embedding the OODA learning discipline into our plan-
ning processes allows us to take an empirical approach and sense 
and respond rapidly to changing business conditions. Planning, de-
livering, and measuring in small batches allows us to tightly link 
OODA-style planning to execution, learning, and adaptation. For 
example, businesses such as Mondelez International and Dell pair 
observation via social media monitoring with command centers to 
analyze, orient, decide, and act in real time.9 Next, we will explore 
how the VMO can implement the OODA loop’s adaptive approach 
to planning with its embedded learning at all levels in our organ
izations.

ACT

ORIENT

DECID
E

OBSERVE

Figure 4.5: John Boyd’s OODA loop learning discipline
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We detail next how the VMO can drive rapid learning, adapta-
tion, and overall business agility using a cadenced, multilevel plan-
ning approach.

Conduct Strategy Planning—Scenario Planning,  
OKRs, and MMPs
In agile organizations, execution is always linked to strategy. To ac-
complish this, strategy planning is conducted in a graduated man-
ner. We begin with scenario planning, then build out scenarios into 
OKRs, which then form the basis for product MMPs, as described 
next.

DAILY

ITERATION

RELEASE

ROADMAP

STRATEGY

Figure 4.6: Multilevel agile planning (adapted with permission from Mike Cohn)
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Visualize the Future as a Dynamic Landscape with Scenario Planning
Scenario planning is a strategic planning approach that is used to 
make flexible long-term plans. It arose from the military and was 
pioneered in industry at the Royal Dutch Shell Group. Scenario 
planning helped Shell anticipate, prepare for, and navigate multiple 
crises, including the 1973 energy crisis, the collapse of the oil mar-
ket in 1986, and the subsequent pressure to address social and envi-
ronmental problems. Instead of predicting or attempting to forecast 
a single version of the future, scenario planning analyzes and explores 
a few possible futures or scenarios and delineates the actions to be 
taken for each of them. This analysis of different possible scenarios 
improves decision-making by carefully considering each scenario’s 
outcome and implications. It facilitates a dynamic response in the 
future by ensuring advance preparation for that possible future. A 
good way to begin with scenario planning is to visualize the future 
as a dynamic landscape, as illustrated in figure 4.7.

Then to build on this high-level visualization, we need a diverse 
set of three to four scenarios with different narratives. Each scenario 
needs context, detail, and multiple strategic options to assess how 
likely they are to succeed or fail. Typical details might include key 
assumptions as well as impacts to our programs, finances, and people. 
A bare-bones scenario planning process is illustrated in figure 4.8.

DESIRED FUTURE
OUTCOME

DYNAMICALLY
CHANGING

LANDSCAPE

Figure 4.7: Visualizing the future as a dynamic landscape
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As a simple example of applying this process, we could consider 
the impact of the pivot that most companies made to working from 
home in the spring of 2020. At that time, with the impetus being 
the pandemic, there was massive uncertainty and fear. Not much 
was known about the transmission of the virus, its health impact 
on people, how rapidly it would spread, and how badly the econ-
omy would be affected. Plausible scenarios included a short, V-shaped 
economic recovery with a rapid rebound and a much longer L-shaped 
recession that would take years. It was important to think lucidly 
about the uncertainties and the various options and to prepare for 
possible outcomes. In corporate headquarters around the world, ex-
ecutives were surely conducting this critical analysis of different sce-
narios and their implications.12 How long is the pandemic likely to 
continue? Should we retain physical office locations? If yes, for how 
long? What will be the business and social impacts of a largely re-
mote workforce? What safety processes and personal protective 
equipment will we need when we reopen? What are the legal impli-
cations? Will the current work-from-home trend continue well into 
the future, and what will be its impact on demand for our products 
and services? An example analysis is illustrated in table 4.1.

We can conduct similar scenario analyses at multiple levels: at the 
business strategy level, the portfolio level, the product release level, and 
at the Sprint level. Obviously, the more strategic the level, the wider the 
involvement that will be necessary for the effort. Scenario planning at 
the business strategy level, for example, will require participation from 
stakeholders from all across the organization, such as in marketing, 

Figure 4.8: Scenario planning process
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Table 4.1. Sample Scenario Planning for Pandemic Impact

Business Aspect

Uncertainties and  

Anticipated Impact Action Items

Scenario 1: Quick Recovery by 2020 Q2 End

Probability 5 percent

Business as planned with added preparation and awareness.  

Work from home as an option.

Main products 
and services

•	 May see drop in  
new business

•	 Communicate precau-
tions

•	 Signage and policies 
clearly visible onsite

•	 Digital product/services 
development; for a simple 
experiment, look to future 
to build out a more 
complex course

Headquarters 
presence

•	 Increased awareness of 
virus and potential 
impact on desire to 
work in the physical 
space 

•	 Operational consider-
ations
°	 More handwashing, 

sanitary consider-
ations and reminders

•	 Potential additional 
interest in virtual work
°	 Purchase of supplies 

in advance in case of 
supply chain 
disruption

•	 Prepare signage for office 
locations

•	 Messaging to employees for 
health safety
°	 Signs, email alerts
°	 Illness policy update 

through legal and posted 
both on site and shared 
through digital internal 
communications

(continued)
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Scenario 2: Global Slowdown Extending until the End of 2020

Probability 25 percent

Virtual options a necessity, 50–75 percent drop in business, customers 

not buying new in-person services.

Main products 
and services

•	 Expect 20–30 percent 
drop in business

•	 Need to balance out costs

•	 Accelerate development of 
digital products and services

Headquarters 
presence

•	 Expect in-person 
presence will drop, and 
people will choose to 
work virtually
°	 Operational and 

supply chain 
considerations

°	 Growing load on 
technology team and 
infrastructure to 
switch to virtual

•	 Live and virtual options a 
necessity

•	 FAQs/information page/
policies for employees

•	 Preorder supplies when 
possible to allow for supply 
chain disruption

Scenario 3: Global Pandemic and Recession until 2021+
Probability 70 percent

All in-person work canceled, and most new customer business put on 

hold for several months. Total business shift to virtual, plus bottom line 

significantly impacted in 2020.

Main products 
and services

•	 Business expected to 
drop by 50–70 percent

•	 All in-person customer 
presence will drop 
dramatically
°	 Operational and 

supply chain 
considerations

•	 Begin emergency develop-
ment of digital products 
and services

•	 Accelerate business model 
innovation to pivot core 
business

Table 4.1. (continued)

Business Aspect

Uncertainties and  

Anticipated Impact Action Items
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Table 4.1. (continued)

Business Aspect

Uncertainties and  

Anticipated Impact Action Items

°	 Massive load on 
technology team and 
infrastructure to 
switch to virtual

Headquarters 
presence

•	 Shutdown of all 
in-person presence

•	 All staff will work 
virtually
°	 Operational and 

supply chain 
considerations

°	 Massive load on 
technology team and 
infrastructure to 
switch to virtual

•	 Virtual options a necessity
•	 FAQs/information page/

policies for employees
•	 Preorder supplies as soon as 

possible to allow for supply 
chain disruption

•	 Invest rapidly in cloud 
technology and agile 
methods

sales, operations, and technology. At the more tactical level, scenario 
planning is useful for preparing for different possible Sprint outcomes.

Drive Customer Value with Objectives and Key Results
First formulated by Andy Grove in the 1980s at Intel and since pop
ularized by the venture capitalist John Doerr, OKRs13 are a collab-
orative goal-setting mechanism used to set challenging, ambitious 
goals with measurable results. OKRs drive us toward progress, cre-
ate alignment, and encourage cohesion around clear, quantifiable 
goals. An example of an OKR is:

Objective: Grow Third-Quarter Revenue
Key results:

1.	 Generate $1 million in new revenue
2.	Reduce customer churn from 15 percent to 10 percent
3.	 Onboard 100 new clients
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Importantly, the incremental MMP approach allows us to deliver 
business value early and often. From a business perspective, this has 
the powerful potential advantage of delivering faster cash flow and 
greater net present value to our business.15 As Mark Denne and Jane 
Huang note in their classic Software by Numbers, and as illustrated 
in figure 4.9, incremental releases vastly outperform a single, big-
bang release.

We are able not only to reach product or project self-funding and 
repayment earlier but also to generate faster cash flow and great net 

Table 4.2. Sample OKRs for Global Economic Slowdown Scenario

Objective Key Results

Determine 

emerging customer 

needs in the 

pandemic

1.	 Conduct 25 interviews at key regional customer 
accounts

2.	Design and implement survey of 100 worldwide 
customers

3.	Analyze feature usage in key products and services to 
track declines

Innovate rapidly 

with experimental 

product prototype

1.	 Develop fully functional product prototype  
in a month

2.	Support 100,000 simulated visits to new product site
3.	Track feature usage real time via DevOps telemetry

Reduce overhead 

expenses

1.	 Terminate or renegotiate leases for all major 
properties within 60 days

2.	Renegotiate vendor contracts to lower vendor 
expenses by 10 percent

Support growing 

remote workforce

1.	 Hire five site reliability engineers to ensure increased 
online presence is reliable and secure

2.	Transition all employees to Microsoft Teams within 
90 days

3.	Release updated remote worker handbook with 
current work-from-home tools and procedures
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present value by intentionally delivering with MMPs and prioritiz-
ing them appropriately. If we need faster cash flow, and are comfort-
able with lower net present value in the long run, our product 
owners can promote the features that return early revenues. If we 
instead want to optimize for greater net present value and are less 
concerned with lower initial cash flow, product owners can swap in 
other features that deliver those results. Overall, delivering in small 
product increments gives us a much higher degree of control, reduced 
risk, and increases cash flow and value to our business.

Conduct Portfolio Planning—Portfolio Kanban
A proven, time-honored way to visualize MMPs and how they map 
back to our OKRs is with a portfolio Kanban.

Visual management systems, or Kanban boards, are lean artifacts. 
In Toyota’s lean production system, a Kanban board is a big, visible 
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Figure 4.9: Financial benefits of the incremental approach
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Typically, collocated agile teams will use large, physical display 
boards as Kanban boards that show all the work being done. In the 
virtual world, agile life cycle management tools like Planview 
Leankit, Jira Align, and Microsoft Azure DevOps also allow us to 
create online displays that make our work transparent. They allow 
anyone to quickly see all planned work as well as work in progress. 
We can understand what is coming down the pike, review status of 
in-flight work, and easily assess what is under control and what is 
not.

Over the past decade, David Anderson, Dragos Dimitru, Masa 
Maeda, Jim Benson, and Tonianne DeMaria have brought those lean 
fundamentals into the agile space with the introduction of the lean 
Kanban method.

Applied at the portfolio level, Kanban boards help us visualize and 
drive a continuous end-to-end flow of ideas, prototypes, deliveries, 
revenues, and customer feedback. A simple portfolio Kanban, as 
shown in figure 4.10, can help leaders prioritize general demand, 
shortlist and prioritize demand, and feed a program backlog with 
prioritized work ready for implementation by multiple teams.

PORTFOLIO KANBAN:
ESSENTIAL ELEMENTS

Funnel Select Prioritize Program
Backlog

Implement

General
Demand

All Big Ideas/
Initiatives Welcome

Cross-Prioritized

Go/No-Go (defer)

No WIP Limit

Value Statement

Refine
Understanding

Determine
Priority

WIP Limited

Solution
Alternatives

Refine Priority

WIP Limited

Approved
Work

Continuous
Prioritization

WIP Limited

Selected
for

Implementation

Shortlisted
Demand

Prioritized
Demand

Predictable
Delivery

Figure 4.10: Essential portfolio Kanban elements
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OKR: Grow Third
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WSJF Ranking
Approved &
SelectedMap Business CaseEstimation

Figure 4.11: Creating a line of sight from OKRs to MMPs on a portfolio Kanban
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with their stakeholders and teams to create and evolve product road 
maps of desired product functionality laid out over a time horizon. 
As illustrated in table 4.3, strategic OKRs are mapped to monthly 
product goals, then to the delivery of target features every month 
that will help us achieve those goals incrementally.

Importantly, we need to ensure that everyone understands that 
the product road map cannot remain static. It has to accommodate 
uncertainty and change, even as business conditions change. Spe-
cifically, this means that product owners will have the prerogative 
to adjust the timing of the delivery of features, remove features, or 
add new features to accommodate changing business needs while 
meeting strategic outcomes.

Table 4.3. Planning Feature-Release Timing with  
a Product Road Map

Strategic OKR: Innovate Rapidly with Experimental  

Product Prototype

Release 1 Goal:  

A guided retrospective 

MMP that tracks 

improvement and works 

for remote teams too.

Release 2 Goal: 

Make and share your 

own retrospectives.

Release 3 Goal: 

Powerful and beautiful 

improvement visualization 

and reporting.

Target features:
-	 Moderate retros 

locally or remotely
-	 Facilitate and track 

retros
-	 Plan and review 

actions and their 
results

Target features:
-	 More built-in 

retro flows and 
visualizations

-	 Customizable 
questions and 
flow

-	 Tips for 
moderators

Target features:
-	 Visualize Sprint 

rating, happiness 
index, action results, 
customer satisfaction, 
and more

-	 Custom metrics
-	 Track and trend 

multidimensional 
improvement

501-97152_ch01_5P.indd   89 6/16/21   9:36 PM



Adaptive Planning  ■  91

•	 level of effort estimates provided by teams using story 
points for all features

•	 creation of a cross-team master plan for the upcoming 
quarter, typically captured as an increment board, as 
illustrated in figure 4.12

•	 discussion of risks and dependencies and creation of 
mitigation steps

Conduct Sprint/Iteration and Daily Planning
At the tactical level, Sprint/iteration planning and daily planning fa-
cilitate the delivery of value and real-time inspection and adapta-
tion by our agile teams, as described next.

Drive Small-Batch Delivery with Sprint/Iteration Planning
A Sprint or iteration planning meeting is a formal meeting lasting a 
few hours that is held at the beginning of a fixed timebox called a 

SPRINT

3 MONTHS

1 2 3 4 5 6

Risk Dependencies

Figure 4.12: Aligning cross-team releases via quarterly big room planning
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Bud and his team were so successful because they focused on busi-
ness outcomes and applied lean fundamentals along with agile 
practices in their problem-solving. As we saw in chapter 4, sequen-
tial waterfall delivery also generates rework and waste by forcing us 
to work with large batches: large batches of requirements, large 
batches of design elements, large batches of product to engineer, and 
then of course, large batches of the final product to test and release. 
From lean, we know that these large batches cause all sorts of inef-
ficiencies and wastes, including costly handoffs from people in one 
silo to another, product defects, and the inevitable schedule and cost 
slippages. Drawing on this lean fundamental, agile methods have 
institutionalized the concept of incremental product delivery to en-
able small batches, causing value to flow much faster to the customer, 
and upending the traditional iron triangle, as illustrated in figure 5.1.

Making this transition to the agile triangle has brought us sev-
eral benefits. The old model forced us to work in an opaque envi-
ronment without clear insight into dependencies between different 
silos, and with very little knowledge of where true bottlenecks might 
exist. Now we can realize measurable business outcomes as our proj
ect and program leaders closely track and monitor the flow of value 
from idea to delivery, manage dependencies to coordinate this flow 
of value, and aggressively identify and eliminate impediments to de-
livery. In chapter 4, we saw that this model enables us to shift our 
thinking to conform to value instead of complying to plan. Our next 

Figure 5.1: From the iron triangle to the agile triangle
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Figure 5.2: High utilization, low throughput
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Figure 5.3: The effect of utilization on cycle time
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•	 identifying key roles and responsibilities: a VMS owner, a 
core team to drive the VMS effort, and an extended team 
with representation from customers and other stakeholders

•	 identifying the process, program, or product flow from 
inception to delivery

•	 recording OKRs as clear indicators of business outcomes
•	 creating a guide that describes the VMS key elements
•	 establishing an operational process that includes regular 

in-person review, as well a process to capture issues and to 
ensure their resolution

In addition to the physical representation of the VMS on a wall, 
we can capture its facsimile in digital tools like Planview Leankit, 
Jira, or Azure DevOps, as shown in figure 5.5. When our teams are 
primarily distributed, it is common to operate exclusively with the 
digital VMS.

Figure 5.4: Physical VMS visual design and standardization
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Figure 5.5: Digital VMS design and standardization
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We can deploy VMSs at many levels, including the team and pro-
gram and portfolio levels within our organizations.

At the team level, we can use a VMS as a team dashboard and 
capture essential information needed for each team. Items tracked 
on a team dashboard VMS might include Sprint burndown and ve-
locity, high-priority issues, continuous integration and continuous 
deployment results, and team assignments.

At the program level, we can accomplish tracking and monitor-
ing across teams by creating a VMS similar to the program align-
ment wall (PAW). Illustrated in figure 5.6, PAW was introduced by 
our colleague Bob Payne some years ago and evolved by a client of 
ours to manage the work across a bimodal agile and waterfall pro-
gram of 21 teams in total, with 4 agile and 17 waterfall teams. This 
VMS creates a simple but granular view into delivery by chunking 
the work of multiple teams into one feature at a time. The feature 

Figure 5.6: Program-level VMS: A simple program alignment wall
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represents the one piece of business value that needs to flow from 
the customer; through development, testing, and deployment; and 
back to the customer as quickly as possible without interruptions. 
Specifically, the PAW tracks the flow of work through the system 
by laying it out in a two-dimensional format:

•	 rows represent swim lanes of functionality
•	 columns represent Sprints or iterations
•	 cards represent epics (large chunks of work) and are laid 

out as an overall release plan
•	 dot labels on cards capture interteam and interproject 

dependencies

Note that everything on the PAW is also simultaneously main-
tained in an agile life cycle management tool like Jira or Microsoft 
Azure DevOps.

If your tracking needs are more complex, a more current and de-
tailed version of the PAW is illustrated in figure 5.7. This detailed 

Figure 5.7: Program-level VMS: A more detailed program alignment wall
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PAW tracks features, subfeatures, and tasks along with target dates, 
dependencies, owners, risks, and any other relevant notes.

Measure and Improve Flow
By making all work totally visible, a VMS affords us insights into 
flow and impediments to flow that would not otherwise be possi
ble. In an agile environment, a VMS also enables rapid end-to-end 
feedback that drives continuous learning. As features flow through 
the system, we can measure their lead time, or the time it takes to 
go from initial idea to actualization of value in the customer’s hands. 
As MMPs are delivered to customers, we have the opportunity to 
get their feedback and measure desired business outcomes as speci-
fied in our OKRs.

Flow metrics like lead time are based on the value propositions 
of MMPs that can be incrementally delivered and evaluated, and 
thus they provide excellent indicators of progress toward value de-
livery. So rather than focusing on project outputs as in the triple-
constraints world, we can instead establish business outcomes using 
OKRs and continuously measure the realization of product and busi-
ness. If MMPs fall short of their business cases, as assessed by fre-
quent and thorough inspections (preferably with real target users), 
we can retarget or clear them from the portfolio.

Tracking lead time is the most basic VMS flow metric and an ex-
cellent place to start. As shown in figure 5.8, lead time is the total 
time elapsed between the initiation and the completion of an item, 
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Deploy

Week 1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Week 5 Week 6
0
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15
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A
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Figure 5.8: Lead time and cycle time
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Drive Continuous Learning and Adaptation
What is the higher purpose behind tracking and monitoring pro-
gram flow? Agility, or creating and responding to change, requires 
us to continuously learn and adapt, even as we navigate our turbu-
lent business environments.

Implementing the tracking and monitoring techniques discussed 
in the preceding allow us to drive toward a higher goal: business agil-
ity. With VMSs as organizational sensors and knowledge-creation 
and decision-making instruments, we can track and manage pro-
gram flow to continually learn and adapt and drive business agility.

Summary
Transitioning from the iron triangle to an agile triangle enables a 
mindset shift from project to product, from large to small batches 
of work, and to tracking actual product value and outcomes. VMSs 
allow us to see knowledge work flowing through the value stream 
toward delivery. Blockages and delays in flow become readily appar-
ent when they are made visible.
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Lead Time
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WIP

Backlog

Scope
Change Estimated
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Figure 5.9: Cumulative flow diagram
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Figure 5.10: Cumulative flow diagrams with ragged (top) versus smooth (bottom) flow

VMOs can deploy VMSs at multiple levels, including the team 
and program levels, to track and monitor program flow. Flow-based 
metrics like the lead time for features, defects, risks, and debts pro-
vide a real-time sense of where value is flowing and where it is blocked 
or delayed.
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build it is probably the most important decision an organization 
makes. If the answer to this question is “We want it all,” then we 
can guarantee that we are spending way too much money and tak-
ing way too much time to deliver value. The VMO should be put-
ting strong expectations and perhaps even controls in place that give 
clear guidance to product owners on how to decompose work and 
deliver smaller units of value. For example, the VMO could define 
a set of expectations such as the following:

•	 Projects must deliver functionality to users at least every 
quarter, every month, or every two weeks as appropriate 
for our customer base.

•	 Releases will deploy useful functionality that creates 
measurable value to both end users and our organization.

•	 Product owners will be responsible for ensuring that 
multiple MMP candidate options/solutions are available 
for consideration.

Figure 6.1: Agile versus large batch

AGILE

LARGE BATCH

Feedback Loop
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Figure 6.2: The crowded highway
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Figure 6.3: Portfolio funnel
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means that we get solutions that they value to them faster. How will 
we measure ROI? There are several ways to think about this and 
many organizations take a somewhat simplistic approach of mea
suring how much an effort will pay us back divided by how much 
the effort costs. This is not wrong, but it does ignore a very impor
tant part of modern finance: the time value of money as shown in 
figure 6.4.

Ensure That Time Value of Money Is a Key Consideration
Unfortunately, most organizations do not consider the time value 
of money when making their project investment decisions, even 
though it is one of the most fundamental elements of modern 
finance. The essence of the time value of money is that “A dollar 
today is worth more than a dollar tomorrow.” Dollars that we have 
today are worth more for at least three reasons:

•	 Money that we have now can be reinvested into other 
efforts that further enhance our position.

COMPOUND IN
TE

R
ES

T

Figure 6.4: The time value of money
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Understand the WSJF Formula
The WSJF formula may seem daunting, but it is really quite easy. 
The formula compares each investment candidate against the other 
investment candidates along several different factors. All of these 
factors will go into weighing the investment option, and the invest-
ment that ends up weighing the most is the financial winner. It is 
the financial winner because it generates the most value in the 
least amount of time. The method uses five key factors to help you 
decide which investment option will be the most immediately 
impactful:

•	 User business value: How does this MMP compare to the 
others in terms of delivering business value?

•	 Time criticality: How important is it to have this 
particular MMP done by a specific time compared to 
other MMPs? For example, in tax season, having certain 
functionality in place may be legally required.

•	 Risk reduction: How does this MMP compare to others in 
terms of lowering our risk profile?

•	 Opportunity enablement: How does this MMP compare 
to others in terms of creating new opportunities or opening 
new doors for us?

•	 Job size: How big or complex is this MMP compared to 
the others that we are evaluating? This is a proxy, or a 
substitute, for time and cost.

Putting it all together, we get the WSJF formula shown in 
figure 6.5:

Figure 6.5: Weighted shortest job first formula
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item to all of the others for each factor. Doing all of the scoring for 
an MMP at once misses the point of comparing investments against 
each other to find the best investments.

In figure 6.6, we don’t know what the cost-of-delay ball weighs, 
and we may not need to. We do know that it weighs more than the 
cost-of-investment ball, and perhaps that is all we need to know to 
move forward.

What we do is lay out all of our investment candidates and find 
the one with the lowest user business value and we give that one the 
minimum score of 1 point. We use the Fibonacci sequence for sub-
sequent numbers and then estimate the other MMPs relative to this 
lowest one. Perhaps we think that some other option will generate 
two or three times as much user value as this lowest-value one. If so, 
then we give that one 2 or 3 points. We continue in that fashion until 
we have scored all of the MMPs for user business value, and with 

COST OF
DELAY

COST OF
INVESTMENT

Figure 6.6: Comparative estimation
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that we are done weighing the business value scores for all of our 
MMP candidates.

Now we move to the next column and choose the MMP that is 
the least time critical and give that one 1 point of time criticality. 
Perhaps there are other MMPs that have much greater time critical-
ity, and perhaps they have functionality that absolutely must be in 
place by a certain date. If so, we might give those MMPs many more 
points, 8, let’s say.

The key thing to remember is that to perform the scoring we 
assign relative points in column-wise fashion. What we mean by 
that is that we work vertically down the list by comparing each 
MMP’s business value against all of the others and scoring them. 
Then we go to the next column and compare the time criticalities 
against each other. Then we go through again and do the risk reduc-
tion, and then we go through one last time and compare the job sizes. 
See figure 6.7.

For example, suppose that we had six investment opportunities. 
In the typical and traditional world, we might be inclined to start on 

Investment
Candidate

Business
Values

Time
Criticality . . .

Then Compare
These

Compare All
These

MMP 5

MMP 4

MMP 3

MMP 2

MMP 1 2

1

5

8

2

Figure 6.7: Column-wise comparison
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all of them as they are probably all important. In this model however, 
we want to avoid putting too many cars on the highway and slowing 
everything down. Instead, we are going to select one or two to get 
started with, and we select those that will result in the most upside 
in the shortest amount of time. We would go through the column-
wise comparison and end up with the fully populated table 6.1.

Score the MMPs Using the WSJF Formula
At this point, we have a table that has all of the scores for all of the 
MMPs or features. We use these numbers by putting them in the 
WSJF formula to get the scores as shown in table 6.2. As a reminder, 
the WSJF formula is

WSJF = �(business value + time criticality + risk reduction or 
opportunity enablement) ÷ job size

We perform this calculation for each MMP row, and the MMP 
that ends up with the highest WSJF score wins. It wins because, by 
our own comparisons, it seems to generate the highest combination 
of business value and risk reduction and opportunity enablement in 
the least amount of time. The MMPs with the highest scores are our 
best guess at the economic winners and the ones that we should try 

Table 6.1. Fully Scored WSJF Table

Feature

User Business 

Value

Time 

Criticality

Risk Reduction / 

Opportunity Enablement Job Size

Authentication 3 2 5 3

Authorization 3 3 5 5

User profile 
management

2 1 1 2

Transaction 
management

8 13 2 8

Reporting 1 1 3 3

Auditing 2 2 8 1
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Table 6.2. Scored WSJF Table with Final Rankings

Feature

User Business 

Value

Time 

Criticality

Risk/ 

Opportunity Duration WSJF Rank

Authentication 3 2 5 3 3.33 2

Authorization 3 3 5 5 2.20 4

User profile 
management

2 1 1 2 2.00 5

Transaction 
management

8 13 2 8 2.88 3

Reporting 1 1 3 3 1.67 6

Auditing 2 2 8 1 12.00 1

to do first if possible. From a time-value-of-money perspective, they 
generate the most upside in the least amount of time.

Table 6.2 shows an actual example of a completed WSJF scoring 
table and the resulting ranking. The winning option, “Auditing” in 
this case, has a WSJF score of 12.00 making it the clear economic 
winner over the others. “Authentication” is the next-best-performing 
investment and the lowest-scoring investment is “Reporting.”

Recognize That the Highest-Value Request Does Not Always Win
Many of us who have been around the agile community for a while 
may have been taught to prioritize backlog items according to high-
est business value and work on the highest value items first. That 
seems like a commonsense way to prioritize work. However, it lacks 
the critical element of modern finance, the time value of money, 
which WSJF does take into account. In the example in table 6.2, 
the winning MMP has a score of 12.0 even though it only has a user 
value score of 2, making it one of the lowest business value items in 
the list. It wins because it has a great risk reduction score of 8 and a 
very low job size, or duration, of 1. This MMP generates a lot of 
goodness in a short amount of time, so we should strongly consider 
doing it first.
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with precise costs? These delays and activities just slow us down only 
to end up producing a nebulous business case at best.

Large sums are often spent not because it makes good financial 
sense but simply because an important stakeholder is demanding 
some capability. Also, because our financial planning cycle is so long, 
we justify the lack of rigor in the upside by saying we don’t have time 
or that we know our business and what our customers want. How-
ever, we can probably agree that given the huge number of projects 
that fail to meet their stated objectives, we obviously don’t know our 
customer economics very well at all, at least not to the level that we 
are able to monetize their behaviors. In our experience, we need to 
focus much more on the value of the work, why we are doing it, and 
how we will measure the outcome in real terms. Basically there is way 
too much focus on the “I” part of the ROI and not nearly enough on 
the “R.” The result is poor investment decisions that utilize enormous 
sums of money and tie up our limited resources only to result in me-
diocre levels of business improvement. All that said, in most organ
izations, someone is probably going to ask to see a cost.

So How Do We Estimate Costs in This Model?
Traditionally, we use bottom-up estimation to come up with a cost 
estimate. We develop fairly detailed requirements, then estimate 
what it would take to get the requirements done. Then we set all of 

Figure 7.1: ROI formula
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In estimating work, let’s get away from huge spreadsheets with 
row upon row of people, titles, labor categories, rates, allocation per-
centages, and all of that. Instead, let’s estimate in team Sprints. For 
example, we might come up with a ballpark estimate that it would 
take two agile teams and 10 Sprints, plus or minus 2 Sprints, to per-
form some piece of work.

Cost: 2 teams × 10 Sprints × ($120,000/Sprint) = $2.4 million
Time: 10 Sprints × (2 weeks/Sprint) = 20 weeks
Variance: 2 Sprints, which equates to 4 weeks of time 

variance and up to $480,000 in cost variance

Wow, that was easy.
Now we have a defined business outcome, a cost, and a time frame 

and an idea of the uncertainty. This way of estimating is fast and 
easy. When it is combined with early delivery of functionality, these 
practices provide us with two huge benefits. The first is that we can 
quickly see how much of the solution the team was able to accom-
plish and thereby validate our estimate. The second and much larger 
benefit is that we can quickly stress test the business assumptions to 
see if the delivered features are contributing to the expected busi-
ness outcome. We need to stress test the “R” in the ROI to see if it 
still makes sense to even do this work at all.

An important financial outcome of this approach to budgeting is 
that with a set budget in place and a desired business outcome, teams 

Figure 7.2: Cost of the team per Sprint

AGILE TEAM

TWO-WEEK SPRINT = $120,000
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Adopt Business Outcomes as Key Governance Controls
In this model, commitment is at the business outcome level, not at 
the requirement level. Figure 7.3 shows the basic governance process. 
The project is funded to achieve an outcome, so the commitment is 
at the outcome level. The requirements are then allowed to flex in 
order to achieve the commitment. The product manager, project 
manager, architect, and other key parties are now on the hook to 
discover solutions that are both effective and economical and fast. 
Business outcomes should be measured at regular intervals to deter-
mine if the project is meeting its business goals. Wait! Measure reg-
ular business outcomes? That’s too late! The project will be over 
before we can measure against the controls, right? Wrong! Not if you 
are delivering into production often and are measuring feature us-
age and business outcomes. Agile doesn’t mean “development Sprints,” 
it means frequent delivery, getting feedback, and making adjust-
ments based on what the data is telling us.

Bear in mind that we greatly favor a pure value-stream-based 
flexible funding model such as that described earlier. In that model, 
we would fund the value stream at a level that is likely to be similar 
to previous years with adjustments as needed for unusually large ef-
forts or contractions. However, for many organizations, this may be 
too much change too soon. For those desiring a less disruptive 

BUSINESS
REQUIREMENTS

MEASURE INTERIM
BUSINESS RESULTS

REQUIREMENTS
MAY EVOLVE

TO MEET
BUSINESS GOALS

USE AGILE TO
DELIVER EARLY

AND INCREMENTAL
DEPLOYMENTS

QUANTIFIABLE
BUSINESS

OUTCOMES

HIGH-LEVEL
ESTIMATES IN
TEAM SPRINT

“Commitment Is Here”

“This Is the Primary Project Control!”

“Commitment Is Not Here” “Two Teams for 12 Sprints”

Figure 7.3: Outcome-based governance model
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•	 The new capabilities or high-level features that the solu-
tion will provide

•	 The business outcome that will be achieved and how it 
will be measured

•	 The constraints or nonfunctional requirements that we 
need to address

•	 A release road map that gives approximate timing for 
which features will be delivered when

•	 A requested working budget that the team will stay within

We have helped clients implement such business cases, so we know 
this can be done. Some lean business cases have been as small as four 
pages. Such lean business cases not only provide flexibility but also 
are much faster to produce and review. Managers often spend months 
preparing highly detailed business cases. Given what leaders make 
in terms of salary, this is an extraordinary cost in terms of time and 
money. Lean business cases are smaller, faster, and cheaper and can 
be just as effective. If this weren’t enough, they also provide us with 
the flexibility that we need to rapidly adapt to the changing needs 
of our customers.

BUSINESS PROBLEM

New Capabilities or High-
Level Features That the
Solution Will Provide

Constraints or Nonfunctional
Requirements

Approximate Release Road Map
(Approximate Timing of When Features Will Be Delivered)

Requested Working Budget

Business Outcome
(& How It Will Be Measured)

PROBLEM SEVERITY/
IMPORTANCE

Figure 7.4. Lightweight lean business case
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Begin with Leadership Alignment
On top of the challenges provided by this natural neural pathway 
approach to change, there is the added challenge of misalignment. 
Many of us cling dearly to our beliefs. We certainly see this in the 
political realm, and we see all of the societal dysfunction to which 
this can lead. Organizationally, we have leaders and influencers who 
have strong beliefs about how things should be done, and there will 
be disagreement among them. This will lead to fractured and incon-
sistent messages from our leaders, half-hearted or reluctant buy-in, 
or even antagonism (figure 8.1). These fractures are exactly the chinks 
in the armor that will get exploited. The mixed signals from leader-
ship will provide ample opportunity for old ways of working to con-
tinue to thrive. The result is that the change will happen more 
slowly than we would like, or it may not happen at all.

The net result of all of this is that organizational change manage-
ment continues to be one of the most difficult leadership undertak-
ings. Luckily, this fact is relatively well known, and there is a wealth 

Figure 8.1: Misaligned leadership
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to them personally. We often end up delivering the same messages 
over and over again but to new waves of people who are paying 
attention for the first time because it is just now starting to involve 
them directly. People are going to focus on what their leaders tell 
them right now, not what they said six months ago. So we need to 
say it again and again and again. There needs to be a constant drum-
beat and constant reinforcement. Marketing and advertising people 
know this well. They have to create hundreds, perhaps thousands, 
of impressions before a would-be customer is willing to change be
havior and become an actual customer. How should this communi-
cation happen? Omnichannel of course, as visualized in figure 8.2. 
By that, we mean that we need to use every channel available to us 
to get the message across. Here are some examples used by our suc-
cessful clients:

•	 all-hands meetings
•	 corporate email blasts
•	 internal website for the initiative
•	 one-on-one meetings with managers
•	 posters hanging in the hallways
•	 videos playing on big-screen monitors
•	 guest speakers
•	 internal private conferences and webinars

Figure 8.2: Omnichannel communications
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software. They also put pressure on infrastructure, security, and de-
ployment to find ways to accelerate the final mile of delivery.

Process metrics also need to change. Instead of measuring tradi-
tional phase gates, agile organizations need to measure things like 
release burndown, Sprint burndown, Sprint predictability, backlog 
health, and other metrics that should help drive agile behaviors.

Finally, at the organizational level, successful firms make agile 
adoption a measured part of the overall corporate strategy. These 
kinds of goals put pressure on senior leaders to drive the orga
nizational adoption at the macro level.

CASE STUDY: A TALE OF TWO CIOS

Here are examples of how two exemplary CIOs actively drove compre-
hensive and effective organizational change strategies in their organ
izations. Both were supremely successful, and both were trying to 
change culture in very large organizations. Each combined a handful 
of techniques to simultaneously address multiple organizational barri-
ers, as shown in table 8.1.

CIO #1: The first CIO set very high goals to “cut days per release 
and dollars per release in half.” This is a classic audacious goal that 
really forces the organization to rethink their approach. It is difficult to 
change behavior if the same old metrics are being used to measure 

Table 8.1. A Tale of Two CIOs

CIO #1 CIO #2

•	 Set big, audacious goals
•	 Set up an executive action team
•	 Ensured that pilot projects were set 

up to win
•	 Drove an omnichannel marketing 

campaign
•	 Brought in experienced consultants
•	 Provided extended training

•	 Made agile the policy
•	 Tied funding to agility
•	 Ensured that pilot projects were set 

up to win
•	 Brought in experienced consultants
•	 Provided extended training
•	 Measured process discipline
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on linking-pin members to enable multidirectional communication 
between and across the teams and value streams, coordinate criti-
cal work, and hold things together to move the entire organization 
forward. These members will have roles both in the VMO and their 
organizational units and will ensure tight linkages between the 
VMO and those organizational units. The VMO’s pivotal role is con-
ceptually illustrated in figure 9.1.

In this example, the VMO operates at a higher, value-stream level 
and coordinates the flow of value and ongoing organizational change 
efforts across multiple value streams. This particular manifestation 
of the VMO can work much more closely with an executive action 
team to conduct company-wide scenario planning and to develop 

VMO

EXECUTIVE ACTION TEAM

VMO
LEADERSHIP

Linking Pins

Agile Team

Value

Stre
am

Figure 9.1: Create the Agile VMO as a fulcrum for outcome-focused action and change
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Table 9.1. Agile VMO Roles and Responsibilities

Agile VMO Role  Sample Participant Titles Typical Responsibilities

VMO director Director, VP, SVP •	 Set up the VMO
•	 Assign VMO roles
•	 Determine VMO meeting 

cadence, location, time

VMO program 
manager

Program manager, senior 
project manager, project 
manager

•	 Schedule VMO meetings
•	 Run VMO meetings
•	 Create and maintain VMO 

backlog

VMO 
executive 
champion

VP, SVP, CIO, COO, 
CEO

•	 Lead organizational change
•	 Champion the VMO and agile 

transformation

Executive 
action team 
stakeholder

CIO, COO, CFO, CEO

Business owners

Project sponsors

Portfolio managers

•	 Set strategic goals
•	 Communicate strategic 

adjustments
•	 Remove escalated impedi-

ments
•	 Decide to start a new 

investment stream  
(e.g., epic or feature)

•	 Decide to make a substantial 
pivot to an existing investment 
stream

•	 Decide to stop an existing 
investment stream

Value stream 
manager

Program managers

Chief product owners or 
agile product managers

Chief scrum masters or 
release train engineers

Agile enterprise coaches

•	 Manage work intake
•	 Lead work decomposition
•	 Prioritize work at epic or 

feature level on the basis of 
strategic goals

•	 Measure and report on 
portfolio health
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a means to match production with demand. The cadence on which 
agile teams operate represents a heartbeat that we use to ensure that 
key events happen on a fixed, predictable schedule.

As you set up meetings for your VMO, you will need to employ 
both timeboxing for every meeting and a cadence for a core set of 
meetings.

Establish a VMO Stand-Up Meeting and Cadence
Just as General Stanley McChrystal’s daily share-and-care meetings 
(see chapter 3)4 transformed the Joint Special Operations Task Force 
from a siloed ineffective unit into a model for cooperation and agil-
ity, your VMO needs regular share-and-care meetings to build trust 
and enable cooperation across the entire value stream.

Agile VMO Role  Sample Participant Titles Typical Responsibilities

Enterprise architects

Compliance/regulatory/
risk representatives

Operations Leads

•	 Recommend investment 
changes

•	 Track financial performance 
and metrics

•	 Manage resource reallocation
•	 Highlight process improve-

ment opportunities
•	 Drive change management 

actions and communications

Agile team 
representative

Product owners

Scrum masters or agile 
coaches

Team representatives as 
needed to discuss 
dependencies

•	 Report on progress against 
business outcomes

•	 Discuss potential recom-
mended pivots

•	 Raise impediments that 
cannot be resolved at the team 
level

•	 Highlight dependencies on 
other teams or entities

Table 9.1. (continued)
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the basis for MMPs. You will need to facilitate one or more sessions 
with your executive action team to iterate on the OKRs. You will 
also need to get executive stakeholders to identify budget allocations 
at a high level for all the items in the VMO’s portfolio.

Launch the VMO with a Kickoff Meeting
Launching the VMO with a kickoff meeting is an important step 
in setting the tone for the VMO and establishing the gravity of the 
work that it needs to do. Some potential elements for you to include 
in your agenda for this meeting are listed in table 9.2.

Launch an Agile Center of Excellence
As we saw in chapter 8, all successful transformations actively man-
age change. Developing a holistic system and delivering omnichannel 

Table 9.2. Sample Agenda for a VMO Kickoff Meeting

Agenda Item Responsible Entity

Introduce the Agile VMO and executive 
action team concept and details

VMO executive champion

Briefly discuss requested commitments  
of all involved

VMO director

Present organizational OKRs and 
budgets

VMO executive action team 
stakeholders, VMO executive 
champion

Develop VMO team norms and values VMO program manager

Review the value stream manager role, 
and facilitate a brief session to brain-
storm the role’s responsibilities

Value stream managers, VMO 
director and program manager

Begin to develop and prioritize backlogs 
and be prepared to share their near-term 
plans at the next VMO stand-up meeting

Value stream managers

Capture action items for the VMO, 
especially for the next set of meetings

VMO program manager

501-97152_ch01_5P.indd   185 6/16/21   9:36 PM



AGILE VMO: END-TO-
END ENABLEMENT

ARTIFACTS/OUTPUTS

GETTING 
TO 

READY
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DONE

WHO/ROLES WHAT/PROCESS

Figure 9.2: Managing the agile life cycle (adapted with permission from Liam Kane)
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Table 9.3. The Getting-to-Ready Workflow

Workflow Element/ 

Deliverable Purpose and Details

Scenario planning 
and OKRs

Capture strategic themes and OKRs.

See chapter 4 for details on how to conduct scenario 
planning and how to capture OKRs.

Portfolio epics and 
MMPs

Capture and manage most significant initiatives in a 
portfolio using epics and MMPs.

See chapter 6 for details on prioritizing and selecting 
MMPs.

Quarterly budget •	 Establish funding and governance practices to 
increase throughput and reduce costs.

•	 Set financial guardrails around spending and other 
financial considerations.

•	 Allocate funding to value streams.
See chapter 7 for details on how to establish a funding 
and governance strategy.

Portfolio Kanban Visualize, manage, and analyze the prioritization and 
flow of portfolio epics from ideation to implementa-
tion and completion:
•	 Set up visual management system.
•	 Track stages: funnel, reviewing, analyzing, portfolio 

backlog, implementing, done.
•	 Measure portfolio performance in terms of flow of 

delivery, incremental business results.
See chapter 5 for details on how to set up a VMS.

Architectural runway Support continuous flow of value through automated 
build-and-test, continuous integration, continuous 
deployment and enablers.
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and operational communications. Each VMO will have its own set 
of value streams that it manages using an allocated budget.

To scale up to this level with multiple value streams and multiple 
portfolios, we would need an enterprise VMO, as illustrated in fig-
ure 9.3. The enterprise VMO would set enterprise objectives, allo-
cate capacity, and measure results across all functions. The enterprise 
VMO would also interact directly with the executive action team 
and serve as an integration point for the portfolio-level marketing 
and customer relations VMOs.

This scaling pattern and approach is common in organizations 
practicing agile at scale and has proved to be very successful when 
implemented correctly with Disciplined Agile, SAFe, and other 
methods.

Table 9.4. The Getting-to-Done Workflow

Workflow Element/ 

Deliverable Purpose and Details

Program Kanban Visualize and manage the flow of features and 
capabilities from ideation to analysis, implementation, 
and release through the continuous delivery pipeline.

Big room planning, 
program backlog

Help define and align value streams to strategy and 
develop an integrated plan.

Sprint planning, team 
backlogs

Further refinement at the team level for the  
upcoming Sprint.

Daily Scrum Daily synchronization and impediment identification.

Scrum of Scrums and 
product owner sync

Synchronization and coordination across teams and 
across product owners.

Feature delivery on 
agile release trains/
teams

Track delivery of working tested software as the 
primary measure of progress.

Quarterly inspect and 
adapt

Integrate across teams and perform system demos. 
Perform program retrospective across teams for 
improvement.
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Summary
Creating your VMO as a cross-functional, cross-hierarchy team of 
teams, ensuring end-to-end representation with clear roles and re-
sponsibilities, establishing VMO meetings and cadence, and then 
launching your VMO may take several weeks and even months.

However, with the VMO set up with the right people and pro
cesses to drive change and flow work, your organization will make 
strides toward business agility. Reproduced from chapter 1, table 9.5 
captures the VMO’s responsibilities along with ways to get started 
now.

Once your VMO is launched, it will manage the dual elements 
of your larger agile life cycle, getting to ready and getting to done 
on a continuous basis. Should you need to scale the VMO up to 
handle multiple portfolios, you can design and evolve to an enter-
prise VMO structure as described in the preceding.

This chapter takes everything we learned in earlier chapters and 
provides a blueprint for you to set up a VMO in your organization. 

EXECUTIVE
ACTION TEAM

ENTERPRISE
VMO

PORTFOLIO
VMO VALUE

STREAM

AGILE TEAM

Figure 9.3: Scaling Up the VMO to multiple levels with an enterprise VMO
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Table 9.5. VMO Responsibilities and Approaches

Agile VMO Function Responsibilities

Defining an agile 
process

•	 Establish high discipline as the driving goal for all 
your agile processes

•	 Take a calibrated approach to defining your agile 
processes

•	 Define metrics that support and drive dynamic 
transformation

•	 Develop process controls as natural outputs of the 
process

Organizing around 
value streams

•	 Organize as adaptive networks of teams
•	 Define flexible value streams by customer journeys
•	 Establish the VMO as a team of teams
•	 Fund experience-aligned teams by value stream

Adaptive planning •	 Conform to value, rather than comply to plan
•	 Plan, deliver, and measure in small batches
•	 Measure business outcomes, not stage outputs
•	 Sense and respond to business conditions
•	 Apply adaptive planning at multiple levels
•	 Conduct strategy planning
•	 Conduct portfolio planning
•	 Conduct product and release planning
•	 Conduct Sprint/iteration and daily planning

Tracking and 
monitoring 
program flow

•	 Understand visual management systems
•	 Track and monitor program flow with visual 

management systems
•	 Measure and improve flow
•	 Drive continuous learning and adaptation

Prioritizing and 
selecting MMPs

•	 Plan for a fundamental shift from project to MMP 
delivery

•	 Select MMPs for maximum financial impact
•	 Use weighted shortest job first to prioritize and select 

the most impactful options
•	 Deliver the MMP and learn
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Agile VMO Function Responsibilities

Evolving a funding 
and governance 
strategy

•	 Keep your funding model flexible
•	 Provide fixed funding for value streams
•	 Strategize more frequently; annual is not enough
•	 Monetize at the feature level
•	 Devise a fixed-cost model for your stable agile teams
•	 Adopt business outcomes as key governance controls
•	 Utilize a lean business case
•	 Require frequent delivery, and measure incremental 

business results
•	 Recognize that it is fundamentally about the time 

value of money

Managing 
organizational 
change

•	 Recognize that change is extraordinarily difficult
•	 Design and set up a holistic change management 

system
•	 Position the VMO to drive the change

Table 9.5. (continued)

As we have stressed, the VMO is methodology agnostic, and you 
can implement it with Disciplined Agile or SAFe or in smaller organ
izations without a scaling methodology, directly with Scrum and 
Kanban teams.

We designed the VMO in conjunction with many of our clients 
to meet the specific need of ensuring that their agile transformations 
deliver quickly and continuously on their business outcomes. We 
have captured VMO in its current state, and we look forward to 
hearing from you so that we can continue to evolve it together. Best 
of luck on your VMO journey.
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