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Successful Agile transitions depend on a coaching approach just 
as much as the development of a good sports team. One is not 
going to assign the same exercise programs to a pro skier and a 
boxer; the same applies to different software development teams. 

In this study we summarize experiences from two Agile 
transformation projects, a travel website and investment bank 
risk management software. We discuss common points and 
distinctive features in requirements management, innovations, 
customer collaboration and team motivation. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
Luxoft is a large European provider of advanced 

application and product development services. This means we 
work on a lot of projects in very different areas, from 
greenfield development to support and from travel agencies to 
aerospace companies. 

Since there’s a large demand for Agile development 
services from our clients, we started an internal consultancy 
department called Agile Practice. This department provides 
professional support for Agile projects during all phases of 
engagement, from presale activities to staffing, training and 
coaching. 

Our typical model of engagement for existing projects 
consists of a mandatory project assessment phase followed by 
the development of a customized Agile adoption strategy, then 
follow-on training/coaching activities provided by our 
consultants. The author of this paper is one of the full-time 
coaches working for the Agile Practice department. 

While observing Agile processes in different teams and 
providing coaching services, we found some patterns of team 
and customer behavior which are summarized in this paper 
along with some learnings about preferred coaching 
approaches. 

In this study I will compare two cases of successful Agile 
adoptions performed by our department, which are quite 
different due to the nature of the client’s business, project 
environment and approaches used. Both of the projects are still 
in progress, but they have reached a level where further Agile 
transformation can be driven without a need for a full-time 
consultant.  

I will illustrate how Agile coaches can use tailored 
techniques for projects with different backgrounds while 
applying the same values and principles behind Agile 
Manifesto. 

II. OUR APPROACH 
Luxoft Agile Practice doesn’t have anything that could be 

called a standard game plan. Every team we coach has different 
objectives and is driven by different business demands. 

Nonetheless, development of a coaching strategy goes 
through the same milestones and a project assessment is the 
first item in our checklist. We interview client, development 
teams and project manager to understand three basic things 
about them: 

� What is their objective (i.e. what they would like to 
achieve by the end of Agile transformation); 

� Why they think current process is not effective for 
reaching their goals; and 

� How far they are willing to go in their Agile journey. 

The last question is very important to understand how 
passionate team is about changing familiar processes and how 
fearless are the managers (at both client and vendor side) in 
their desire to make things better. 

The next stage consists of a current process overview, what 
is called a “go see” in Lean development. We observe 
development practices, communication chains, and the working 
environment – virtually everything team’s normal process 
consists of. 

After that we come up with a game plan paying attention to 
improvements in team self-organization, retrospectives and 
daily standups, client communication and requirements flow, 
cross-team collaboration, process scalability, quality assurance, 
knowledge sharing effectiveness and anything else linked to 
client objectives. 

Actual coaching starts after this point. 
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III. CASE STUDY – TRAVEL WEBSITE 

A. Product Overview 
One of our clients is a company running a discount travel 

website. Before they adopted agile practices, they used a 
waterfall process with twelve-week releases and a “big bang 
integration” approach. Their regression testing was included 
into a twelve week cycle but was mostly manual. They were 
unable to deploy any piece of functionality earlier or see any 
integration issues until the very end of their twelve-week 
release cycle. 

They had approximately fifty engineers in two locations 
(USA and Europe) with a ten hour timezone difference. 
Developers were working in feature teams with manual testing 
engineers. There was a separate team in charge of tests 
automation. 

All teams were working in a single code base but not using 
any continuous integration system which led to extra efforts 
during integration. 

B. Drivers and Challenges of Agile Adoption 
Our client had a track record of successful delivery for 

more than ten years with the waterfall process so their main 
concern in transitioning to agile was to keep quality at the same 
level while shortening time to market. This called for a shorter 
regression testing cycle, necessitating a wider use of automated 
testing. 

The desire to change priorities for release scope and have a 
potentially shippable product after each two-week iteration was 
another driver for Agile adoption. 

Last but not least, they wanted to improve collaboration 
between the product management team and developers, and to 
increase team motivation and commitment. 

The main challenges we perceived during our assessment 
included bulky requirements coming from product managers to 
development teams, poor understanding of business priorities 
and drivers for the particular features by engineers and lack of 
any Agile (e.g. TDD/BDD) development practices. Team 
members had little to no experience in Agile development 
methods. 

C. Coaching Process 
Initially, we decided on a distributed Scrum approach with 

two-week sprints as our basic framework for the Agile 
transformation due to several factors: 

� A successful track record of distributed Scrum in the 
industry and among other Luxoft clients; 

� Extensive experience in large multi-site Scrum projects 
by our Agile Practice consultants; and 

� Wide-spread knowledge of Scrum thus simplifying the 
task of hiring ScrumMasters and other key staff. 

Coaching was a joint effort by our Luxoft Agile Practice 
and another consulting firm hired by the client. 

The agile transition started with one day of training on 
Agile principles and values and Scrum framework to make sure 
everyone was on the same page regarding basic artifacts and 
ceremonies and their meaning. 

The next step consisted of joint product discovery 
workshops with the development teams and their product 
owners (PO). 

 

Figure 1.  Result of a product discovery workshop 

Then, a two-week backlog inception sprint facilitated by 
dedicated coach from either our Agile Practice or the on-site 
consulting firm covered the following topics: 

� Verbalization of mid-term product goals (next six 
months); 

� Discovery of product vision and mapping it to the 
product goals; 

� Creating a product backlog consisting of features and 
selecting features for the first release; 

� Creating “user personas” to rewrite features in user 
story format (which led to some features being dropped 
as unimportant and some split or merged); 

� User story estimation using the “affinity estimation” 
[5] technique and prioritization based on importance 
and estimates; 

� Discussion of acceptance criteria for each user story 
selected as high priority for the first development 
sprint; 

� Brainstorming sessions to explicitly fix the “definition 
of done” and “definition of ready” contracts between 
team and PO; and 

� Planning sessions for the first development sprint. 

This inception sprint led to the much better understanding 
of product goals and user profiles by engineers, which, in turn, 
raised their motivation. Another important outcome of these 
workshops was an increased accuracy of development and 
testing estimates due to better quality of requirements. 

Next, we aimed to ensure sustainable product quality 
through increased automation. First, dedicated tests automation 
team members were assigned to feature teams and automated 
tests became part of the definition of “done”. Then we ran 
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focused TDD workshops to make sure all team members 
understood this approach. We helped teams to deploy 
TeamCity as a continuous integration server (with results 
visualizations shown on plasma screens in every team space) 
and started a pilot project to use TestNG (instead of JUnit) and 
Cucumber tools to improve test quality. This ensured smooth 
integration and ability to start manual regression testing much 
earlier. 

The last step was to help teams drive the change with 
external support. This was achieved by hiring dedicated chief 
ScrumMasters in both project locations and mentoring team 
ScrumMasters to the level they could effectively facilitate all 
Scrum ceremonies and lead the “inspect and adapt” process. 

D. Agile Transition Results 
As a result of three-month coaching activities, the 

following results were achieved: 

� Time to market shortened from 12 weeks to 6 weeks; 

� Quality remained at the same level (no increased 
regression) due to better coverage with automated 
tests; 

� Better collaboration on product design between teams 
and PO; and 

� Teams motivation and commitment increased due to 
deeper understanding of product vision and goals. 

At this client, teams are now continuing to refine their 
practices without the need of dedicated coach full-time 
presence. However, there are skilled ScrumMasters working 
within teams and a coach spends several hours per sprint 
discussing the process with team members and project 
manager. So the teams aren’t on their own and could rely on 
our support if things go wrong. 

IV. CASE STUDY – INVESTMENT BANK RISK MANAGEMENT 
TOOL 

A. Product Overview 
Our other client is one of the largest investment banks with 

tons of internal software products used in all areas from data 
management to algorithmic trading. There’s a lot of 
bureaucracy in project management and a strict hierarchy of 
requirements communication is built in to their process for 
developing custom software.  

They had a greenfield project to build a risk management 
dashboard application for bank management. The software had 
to use data feeds from different sources and present them in the 
visual manner. Due to the importance of the project and lack of 
an established process for Agile engagements between this 
client and our company, the client asked for a coaching support 
for offshore teams to ensure they followed a Scrum process and 
were making the most out of it.  

We started development on this project with a distributed 
project team. Two Scrum teams were in the USA, two teams in 
Europe (two different locations) and business users were in the 
UK. However, due to the nature of their stakeholders’ business, 

development teams didn’t have direct contact with their users 
and had to follow bank-wide requirements communication 
policies. 

B. Drivers and Challenges of Agile Adoption 
Several explicit requests from the project stakeholders 

helped determine our choice of distributed Scrum process: 

� Develop self-organized teams which understand 
business goals and priorities; 

� Use a scalable approach which allows for quick 
performance increase as needed; and 

� Have as early releases as possible. 

There was also a potential by-product of this successful 
Scrum implementation: it could be used as a study case of 
successful Agile adoption in order to drive transformations in 
other parts of the bank. 

We had much more freedom on this project on the technical 
aspects, allowing for early use of best practices such as TDD, 
continuous integration and a rather smooth move to automated 
UI testing. However, there were a number of difficulties in 
requirements management. Actual stakeholders weren’t 
available for the teams due to many reasons and they used 
another consulting company in the UK to gather their 
requirements, design UI and communicate them back to teams. 
Even more requirements were provided from risk management 
subject matter experts in London. 

On the other hand, the US-based product owner had a direct 
link to the stakeholders’ steering committee so all teams had a 
single source of priorities and a high level backlog. 

These inefficiencies led to a long time to market (about 
twenty weeks) whereas the development release cycle took less 
than half that time (research one week, three two-week 
development sprints, and one hardening sprint). 

C. Coaching Process 
1) Forming the Team 

We used the same coaching model as previously, having 
dedicated consultants at both sites (USA and Europe). The only 
difference was that on-site consultants were part of the 
customer’s own deliver excellence center so that they were 
much better informed of company policies and communication 
procedures. 

We decided to build maybe not the most effective but a 
sustainable delivery model at first, and then remove roadblocks 
after that was in place. So our first step was to hold 
Agile/Scrum training at both locations to make sure all the 
team members shared the same values and used the same 
iteration and release frameworks. 

The next step was to level the meaning of a story point for 
all teams by having joint teleconferenced estimation 
workshops. We made sure all team members understood that 
we estimated the complexity of a task rather than time to 
complete it. After everyone was on the same page, we found 
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ourselves in a position to measure velocity and plan release 
scope with the product owner. 

Another action was finding the right persons for the 
ScrumMaster role in every team. We discussed use cases of 
impediments removal, team organization and process 
experiments to make sure everyone understood that the 
ScrumMaster has different responsibilities than a team lead or 
lead engineer. 

We decided to have a proxy product owner (PPO) in every 
location due to several factors: lack of knowledge in business 
area among team members, data complexity (thus requiring 
some analysis prior to development) and limited availability of 
subject matter experts (so that they could have single point of 
contact within development teams). 

Step by step, we made our way to the sustainable delivery 
process with a nine-week release cycle consisting of one 
research week, three two-week development sprints and one 
two-week hardening sprint. While it was acceptable for the first 
stage, we continued to look for ways to remove waste from the 
release cycle and shorten requirements communication chain to 
minimize time to market (which actually meant time between 
when a feature was initially discussed at the steering committee 
and subsequently released into production). 

2) Scaling the Process 
We faced several new challenges after the initial team 

formation was complete. The project stakeholders asked for a 
further expansion (up to 9 teams). That caused too much 
pressure on the PO (from a requirements perspective) and 
Agile coaches (from the process practices perspective). This 
project definitely needed to become decentralized with local 
expertise in both Scrum and requirements management in order 
to grow in size. 

We decided to hire a dedicated chief ScrumMaster for 
every location (one for US and two for Europe). Each chief 
ScrumMaster was focused on just three teams and collaborated 
with coaches and other chief ScrumMasters to share and learn 
best practices from other locations. This fixed a number of 
organizational issues by allowing the chief ScrumMasters to 
focus events like joint retrospectives, Scrum of Scrums, etc. 

Another activity we did in parallel was to take the burden 
of explicit requirements management from the PO’s shoulders. 
As the number of teams grew, it became obvious that one 
person controlling all the requirements flow quickly became a 
bottleneck. 

However, while being fine with direct communication 
between proxy POs (one per location) and subject matter 
experts, the PO was concerned about visibility of requirements 
flow and about expectations management clarity. We made 
sure he had a clear view of the process by doing the following: 

� Creating visual management boards reflecting the 
status of each user story or epic along with indication 
of the team and PPO responsible for it; 

� Coaching proxy PO’s on backwards communication of 
stories at risk due to incomplete or updated 

requirements or due to unveiled technical complexity; 
and  

� Clearly defining “ready” ensuring teams had the full 
understanding of the functional requirements, UI 
agreements and data structure before starting a sprint. 

Last but not the least (and we are still in process of 
implementing this) was the development of a “stop and fix” 
culture, making sure all the code is production-ready and fully 
tested (includeing regression testing) before the end of sprint. 

Our current challenge is to eliminate the need of “hardening 
sprints” by reducing the number of outstanding issues to a 
minimum. XP rules [1] are being actively promoted in 
development, manual testing is being replaced with Selenium 
WebDriver tests, and teams are encouraged to take fewer 
stories into development if they feel they won’t be able to 
deliver them with appropriate quality by the end of sprint. 

D. Agile Transition Results 
We spent four months on this project and are still working 

on some outstanding issues but the most important results 
we’ve achieved so far are: 

� Our project is used as a showcase of Scrum adoption 
within bank (and some new projects are being started 
using the same approach); 

� The project could be scaled quickly without need of 
more PMO overhead; 

� Feature teams are working independently and deliver 
business value with a coordination only at business 
priorities level, simplifying integration and eliminating 
the need for manual regression testing; and 

� The requirements communication chain has been 
shortened, allowing quicker delivery of business value 
(from 20 weeks down to 12-14 weeks). 

Our goal is to achieve 6-week release cycle with total time 
to market of 10 weeks or less within next 3 months.  

V. COMMON POINTS IN TEAMS COACHING 

A. Joint Coaching Efforts for Multi-Site Projects 
Classic Scrum projects with one or several teams co-located 

with a product owner are common and have proven 
efficiencies. However, with a lot of projects now outsourcing 
their development totally or partly (sometimes even to several 
vendors at once), teams face achallenge of sharing their values 
and using common practices. 

While smaller projects can establish and evolve their 
practices without dedicated facilitators, larger distributed 
projects need specialized coaching teams physically present in 
every location to achieve the best results. 

B. Growing Internal Agile Expertise 
We find that the role of an Agile coach changes over time. 

As one could see from our two case studies, coaching activities 
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can be mapped to the Tuckman’s stages of group development 
[2]: 

� Forming: In this phase the coach is responsible for 
team assessment and leveling (i.e. ensuring every 
person involved into development project shares the 
same values and understands drivers and goals of 
process change). In some cases, especially in a 
greenfield project with new teams, the coach could 
also participate in a staffing process and/or coach 
project manager in order to get people with an Agile 
mindset hired. 

� Storming: This phase doesn’t always require an 
external consultant as the teams leverage standard 
framework described in numerous sources, like the 
popular “Scrum and XP from the Trenches” by Henrik 
Kniberg [3]. However, this approach is efficient if 
some team members have already practiced Scrum on 
successful projects which may be not the case for 
traditionally-minded organization like an investment 
bank. The role of an Agile coach in this phase is to 
help teams build basic process and train local 
ScrumMasters for every team to help facilitate. At the 
end of storming, teams should be able to leverage 
inspect and adapt practices for sustainable 
improvement that they themselves initiate. 

� Norming: In this phase the team is already functional 
and utilizes Scrum framework at Shu level [4]. There’s 
a need for an experienced ScrumMaster who can 
observe team practices and share his experience of 
doing the same things more efficiently or overcoming 
certain process issues. If there’s a distributed project, 
there’s also a need for a person who can invest more 
time in cross-team coordination and practices 
alignment than the typical ScrumMaster who is more 
focused on daily project practices and issues. I believe 
a dedicated coach is a best fit for such a role. 

� Performing: In this phase, the team is able to function 
smoothly and make changes without advice. I believe 
it doesn’t need a dedicated coach anymore. 

There’s a major difference between sports teams and 
development teams here. While teams playing the same sports 
are rivals, they cannot effectively share their best practices as 
those provide them with competitive advantages. On the other 
hand, that leads to the team being isolated from community and 
needs for a dedicated coach to learn new techniques and 
improve over time. 

On the contrary, development teams, even from different 
organizations, are much more integrated into a worldwide 
knowledge sharing community and have many opportunities to 
learn from other teams. That is, while lifelong learning is 
essential in software development as well as in sports, when a 
software team reaches certain level of maturity, it doesn’t need 
dedicated coach to learn. 

C. Sharing Long Term Goals 
Often, there’s resistance to communicating long term plans 

to the development teams. One reason for this is that such plans 
(along with product vision) are not well-understood by product 
management or business stakeholders. 

Understanding how the product they’re building will be 
used and how it’s going to be developed over time is essential 
for maintaining team commitment. But what is even more 
important, explicitly stating product vision and goals helps the 
business to understand mid- and short-term priorities and build 
the right product.  

D. Built-In Quality 
Building the right product is essential but building the 

product right helps to maintain a sustainable development pace. 
Test automation (including acceptance tests) and continuous 
integration save valuable resources from wasting efforts on 
manual regression testing, allowing extra time for stabilization 
and avoiding confrontations between developers and testers, 
blending them into an effective cross-functional team. 

VI. DIFFERENCES BETWEEN CONSUMER AND ENTERPRISE 
PRODUCT TEAMS 

A. Direction of Agile Adoption 
Looking at both case studies from a bird’s eye view, one 

might notice completely different powers driving Agile 
adoption in consumer product companies and in enterprise 
automation projects. 

While consumer product teams are usually much smaller 
they also have another major distinction; their product is a 
main company asset and thus most important decisions about it 
are being discussed at the top level. There’s also fewer layers 
of management between the CEO and software engineer so 
process changes and feedback about their effectiveness can be 
quickly pushed both ways. 

Large enterprises with tens or hundreds of thousands of 
employees are naturally much less Agile and have more rigid 
management structure. The nature of software projects in such 
companies is quite different; they help to run the business but 
don’t make money on their own. Having said that, it’s unlikely 
that management board of an investment bank would care 
about process practices for a particular project. Even if it does, 
it’s unlikely that the decision to switch to Agile would be 
supported by every managers inside an IT department of such a 
company. 

My experience shows that Agile adoption in large 
companies should be led by example. Once there’s a successful 
project within a large company, there’s a queue of managers 
from other programmes interested in applying similar 
processes in order to achieve certain business results (budget 
economy, time to market, customer satisfaction indices – any 
of them). 

Innovative approaches for sports teams’ management are 
also driven by successful implementations. One famous 
example is a “moneyball” approach based on sabermetric 
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analysis. It wasn’t widely spread until implemented in an 
Oakland Athletics team. Such fearless passion for using 
innovative approaches (while realizing some of them may not 
work) is an excellent quality for every agilist, especially the 
one who’s driving organizational changes. 

B. PO Role and Drivers for Backlog Changes 
The product owner role in a consumer product could be 

compared with a sports coach knowing his team members and 
the game (or a product) in detail. The best person for this role 
is normally an expert in the product (or a particular feature set 
directed to some market or target audience), has an excellent 
UX expertise and works very closely with the team. In many 
cases the product owner is a single source of requirements for 
the team, more like an XP customer [1]. If there is a need for 
several product owners, they can work more or less 
independently with dedicated feature teams. 

Large enterprise projects normally have a requirement to 
have a single point of contact for business stakeholders. In this 
case (assuming the project covers a wide area of business) the 
product owner cannot be an expert in every subject matter 
automated by project teams. In this case the PO becomes a 
“product backlog owner” responsible for prioritizing business 
requirements and backlog management. This could be 
compared to a sports agent and is fine as long as there are local 
proxy POs inside teams, focusing on particular features, 
analyzing business and functional requirements, supplying 
teams with well-refined user stories and providing smooth 
communication with business experts. 

On the other hand, the PO role in an enterprise project is 
somewhat easier because they know actual users of the system 
and have direct access to them to clarify requirements and 
acceptance criteria. 

The PO of a consumer product team doesn’t have direct 
communication of a market need so that agility in feature 
delivery and frequent review of a backlog is essential. 

The common thing between all successful POs is that they 
enable bilateral communication with their teams and learn from 
their feedback. 

C. Requirements Elicitation Techniques 
Product discovery workshops are an extremely efficient 

technique allowing for quick elaboration of a product roadmap 
and creating mid-term requirements details. However, as most 
efficient tools do, it has certain limitations. One of them is the 
need to have the PO and the team co-located for a sprint which 
might be a budget issue for a distributed project. Another one is 
the nature of a PO role in enterprise projects where you simply 
can’t bring all the subject matter experts in one place with the 
team for any reasonable amount of time. 

Herein is a big difference between skiing and boxing. At 
the end of day, both sports rely on strength and endurance and 
have many similarities in training activities. However, it’s 
much easier to find a sparring partner in your neighborhood 
than a ski track (unless you live in a mountain area). 

Nonetheless, there are plenty of opportunities to exercise 
without actually skiing. Cheaper opportunities may be running 
and doing calisthenics, while more sophisticated training may 
include working out using a specialized ski exercise machine. 

Likewise, when a joint requirements exercise is not 
applicable, an Agile coach should look for more traditional 
ways to organize and refine the product backlog. It could 
involve joint story development sessions with team 
representatives and on-site experts or just a face-to-face 
collaboration between PPO and customers – it all depends on 
environment limitations, company policies and many other 
considerations. For example, communication channel 
enrichment could include using specialized tools like 
interactive whiteboards, video conferences, CI visualization 
screens or any other means to facilitate successful teamwork. 

Regardless, any Agile transformation approach should 
adhere to Agile Manifesto principles and values and provide as 
condensed and useful collaboration between customers and 
engineers as possible. Other than that, anything that helps your 
project is acceptable  as long as it, “doesn’t get you fired and 
you don’t go to jail” – a quote by Dr. Alistair Cockburn. 

Be creative. Be inventive. Be fearless. Be agile. 
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