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Will I Be a Good Coach?
● My mental model of projects was that of a set of big machines that worked 

separately but in lockstep, each part producing a raw product to be ingested by 

another part of the machine and eventually spitting out a complete and finished 

product.

● In my world, project management was essential, serious business because 

project managers orchestrated the workings of the whole machine.Everything 

about getting projects done was complicated and big, and I was convinced it had 

to be this way. I couldn’t imagine what a small team working together through 

plans of their own devising could possibly create. It just seemed too flimsy for 

getting “real work” done.
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Will I Be a Good Coach?
I was convinced that my perceptions of agile had been dead wrong and that my mental model of project management 

was simply outdated.

● the agile team start from scratch

● but they built an important piece of functionality that was immediately usable and started returning hard-dollar 

value to the company right away

● They had produced “real work,” the kind that the project management machine would have taken many months to 

spit out. 

● it was higher quality than what usually comes from the machine

● the best part? They did it all in 30 days.

● Vice presidents came out of the woodwork to congratulate the team, sincerely thank them, and make sure the 

team understood the value of their work to the company—and to offer the next set of challenges.
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Will I Be a Good Coach?

just thirty days old, the team was more than ready to take on anything the 
company could throw their way

Highly and naturally motivated by their accomplishments together, they could see 

no limit to what they could achieve. Bring it on!

I want every new agile team to have an experience like this team did, or even better. I 

want standing agile teams to leverage agile to the full competitive advantage it was 

meant to provide, far exceeding all expectations with innovative products delivered 

when they matter most. 
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Why agile Coaching matters
“What is my role in a self-organized team?” 

“How do I help the team yet stay hands-off?”

To figure out how to coach from the center, providing just the right touch, you 
must first understand a few things about the world you coach in and the people 

you coach

The problems we face today often don’t stand up to the machine model many of us 
have used in the past.

With the machine model, we believe that we can take any complex problem, break 
it down into its component parts, create each component more or less separately, 

and then bring them all back together in one final integration effort.
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Why agile Coaching matters
The world feels far more uncertain than anyone can remember, and the latest change rocks us 
before we have even settled down from the last change. This is the world we work in.

Also, the people want to know that they matter. They are no longer satisfied with being cogs in the 
machine. They want to know that what they put their effort and thought into yields something 
valuable and that their contributions to it are seen as valuable, too

The people I coach are not motivated by carrots and sticks; they are motivated by a sense of worth 
and purpose.

“Why are we doing this anyway?” and “What good is it to anyone?”

they are exploring every facet of who they are in their quest to become fully integrated and 
complete human beings.
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Why agile Coaching matters
Agile coaching matters because it helps in both of these areas—producing products 
that matter in the real, complex, and uncertain world, and adding meaning to 
people’s work lives

Agile is far more than an alternate project management methodology. It’s 

great for that, but that is also the weakest expression of it.

 teams need coaches who bring to them a clear view of agile done well and a host of 
other skills to make agile come alive for them.
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The agile Coaching Context
Agile itself is sufficient; coaching deepens it.

Described as lightweight, agile frameworks feature a small set of practices to teach, 
which makes it quick and easy to get teams up and running with them, at least with 
the basics

 In my experience, getting a team using agile from scratch within a day not only is 
possible but is common. Agile is lightweight, fast, and simple- deceptively simple

Agile is easy to get going yet hard to do well

Chief among them is that agile exposes the dirt people have been sweeping 
under the rug for years
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The agile Coaching Context
As a way of working, agile seems full of opposites: 

● simple yet challenging,
● lightweight yet mighty, 
● commonsensical yet subtle, 
● easily accessible yet deep.

To coach teams to do agile well, you need not add new artifacts, events, or roles to 
the agile framework you have chosen.

Instead, find things that help express the challenging, mighty, subtle, and deep 
aspects of each element already present in the framework. 

Enter the allied disciplines. 
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The “doing” 
of agile Coaching
we can think of agile as a continuous backdrop—a set of values, practices, principles, 

and roles we uphold as we coach people to use agile well

We become their facilitator, teacher, coach and mentor, conflict navigator, 

collaboration conductor, and problem solver.
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The agile Coaching Context
we don’t bring the full intent of work/life coaching to agile teams because pursuing 

each person’s individual agenda would overshadow the purpose of an agile team

● purpose of an agile team: to frequently produce real results that people 

find valuable

Instead, we use skills from work/life coaching to help each person become the best 
agilist they can become. Thus, we contextualize it for the agile world. 
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The “Being” of agile Coaching
You must know your job as coach and your way around agile and be constantly 

searching for that next breakthrough idea for the team. Just as important as the 

doing” part of agile coaching, though, is the “being” part.

Agile coaching is more about who you are and what behaviors you model than it is 

about any specific technique or idea you bring to the team

agile coaching is 40% doing and 60% being.

The powerful (silent) influence you have because of who you are and how agile 

values shine through your every move should not be underestimated
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The “Being” of agile Coaching
● An agile coach models agile all the time, and just by being teaches all the time

● A good agile coach walks the walk and, in so doing, creates a path the team can follow. 

● As an agile coach, modeling the key behaviors of a good agilist, you are what you’re 
trying to teach them to be. 

● You’re not going to hit the mark all the time. You will make mistakes. You will lose your 
cool and yell. Your mind will wander during the stand-up meeting

● You will skillfully manipulate people into doing what you think is right for the team. 
The most important thing you can do in the face of your mistake is to model the agile 
value of openness. Transparently and with humility, simply own up to the impact of the 
mistake, and apologize for it.
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The “Being” of agile Coaching

Imagine a team that admits mistakes, reinforces their shared values, 
forgives one another, and moves on. Do you think such a team would 

come up with astonishing ideas? I do
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let’s get our language straight
That indicates an important ingredient needed to call oneself an agile coach: 

having coached multiple teams and having seen a range of possibilities and 
limitations and successes and failures across a variety of situations

it honors my previous experience of using Scrum as a base and adding other tools 
that make sense for the situation at hand. That’s why I use it in this book.
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Move Toward agile Coaching 

Although each person’s journey to 
becoming an agile coach follows a 
different path, some of the street 
signs along the way may look 
familiar to those coming from similar 
backgrounds 
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The road from scrummaster to agile Coach 
The ScrumMaster dives into the Scrum depths and brings tools and techniques from 
many disciplines to help the team absorb Scrum’s practices, principles, values, and 
roles

At the same time, the ScrumMaster realizes that a significant amount of time gets 
spent coaching people in the wider organization to support the team and become 
agile themselves

Probably around this same time, the ScrumMaster starts up another team and will 
be the ScrumMaster across teams, which provides new perspectives. Patterns 
emerge, and the common impediments and glories of the teams become evident in 
new ways
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The road from scrummaster to agile Coach 
An agile (or Scrum) coach is 

● Someone who appreciates the depths of agile practices and principles and can help teams 
appreciate them, too 

● Someone who has faced the big dragons, organizational impediments, and has become a coach 
to managers and other outsiders in the course of addressing them

● Someone who can help management at all levels of the organization to understand the 
benefits of working agile

● Someone who has brought ideas from professional facilitation, coaching, conflict 
management, mediation, theater, and more, to help the team become a high-performance 
team the way you always imagined a high-performance team could be when you allowed 
yourself to dream
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The road from Project manager to agile Coach
A project manager and an agile coach are not even as much alike as a house cat and a jaguar. 
They are simply not in the same family. 

❖ A project manager plans and controls, supervising throughout. 
❖ A coach guides.
● &
★ A project manager’s success equals the success of the project. 
★ An agile coach’s success equals the team’s continual improvement and their pursuit 

of high performance. 

The two are focused on completely different things and thus act completely differently.

Many beliefs underlying plan-driven project management must be deprogrammed before 
one can become a successful agile coach, and a mentor can help you through the transition. 
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Gravity
Generally, the underlying beliefs in plan-driven management are replaced with this simple 
fact: Gravity works

● Clients’ needs change. Gravity

● What the team can do is known only to them and changes over time.  Gravity

● The world moves at an unbelievably fast pace and creates situations no one could have 
foreseen. Gravity

● You cannot make a commitment on anyone else’s behalf and expect committed 
behavior from them. Gravity. 

Agile accepts gravity and accommodates its pull within its very practices and principles. 
Dealing with gravity is built in.
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Project managers using plan-driven tactics attempt to defy gravity.

throughout one’s journey from project manager to agile coach, this central idea must be wrestled 
with and accepted: Gravity works

plan-driven mind-sets:

● Having a mentor help you through this change is critical. An agile coach mentor offers 
in-the-moment coaching to help you see how agile works and to bring it to your attention 
when you inadvertently fall back into your plan-driven mind-sets.

● These mind-sets run deep and come up in so many ways—in the need to tell team members 
what to do, in the built-in reaction to say “yes” to the client’s latest interpretation of their 
requirements and then hope that the team can come through, or in committing to a date and 
informing the team afterward.
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The road from Tech lead to agile Coach 

The basketball coach’s greatest assets are subject-matter expertise and the means 

to transfer that expertise to others. So, too, are the greatest assets of an XP coach

When this agile coach can deftly navigate challenges inside and outside teams and 

move them into the pursuit of high performance on all levels, not just technical 

excellence, he has earned the title. 
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An agile Coach emerges
as you successfully work with agile teams, you begin to change.

Telltale signs let you know that you are emerging as an agile coach.
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Native Wiring
 Let’s call these common characteristics native wiring

ten abilities and mind-sets prevalent in people who have the native wiring for 
coaching:

1- They have an uncanny ability to “read a room.” As soon as they step into a room, 
they can tell what basically happened while they were out. They instantaneously 
read the emotion in the air and know whether all is well.

2- They care about people more than products. Sure, the focus on products is still 
there, but it’s accomplished through caring about people, who, in turn, knowing they 
are cared for and supported in their growth, create great products
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Native Wiring
3-  They cultivate curiosity. They know when they don’t know. They don’t know 
what people are thinking or feeling, and they don’t know why things are as they are. 
So they ask.

4- They believe that people are basically good. Yes, they know the hard cases exist. 
But even the most difficult people are good inside, perhaps just a little further back 
on the road to being a full human being. So, they meet these people where they are 
and help them take the steps they can.
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Native Wiring
5- They know that plans fall apart, so they act in the moment with the team, rather 
than holding on to any one idea or hope about how things should turn out

6. They have a thirst for learning. They know that they are not done growing yet 
(ever).

7. They believe that any group of people can do good things in the world, given a 
growth environment and an audacious goal. They believe excellence exists and is 
worth pursuing.
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Native Wiring
8. They have a low tolerance for institutional reasons that hold people back from 
excellence, the ones that “just are because they have always been.” It drives them 
crazy when someone says, “Yeah, I know it’s a waste of time, but that’s the way we 
do it here.”

9. They believe that disequilibrium is essential. Chaos and destruction are simply 
building blocks for something better. Messiness is expected.

10. They risk being wrong. When they are wrong, they own up to it and move on.
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Becoming an agile coach
● Becoming an agile coach entails education, experience, and practice.  

● “Being” an agile coach in all you do sets a powerful example for everyone you coach.

● Your constant calling to being the best agile coach you can be means that you 
recover from attitudes and behaviors that restrict your team’s expression of agile 
done well

● The paths toward being an agile coach are as many and varied as the places from 
which individuals start their journey.

● The qualities common to most successful agile coaches reflect openness, people 
orientation, and a deep and passionate pursuit of personal and professional 
excellence


