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Agile Distributed Teams 
Building & Sustaining 

Reflect early, reflect often. 

Don't be afraid to learn. 

Kindergarten skills over technical skills. 

Make it visible. 

No head works alone. 

3back.com 

We make teams better. 

Douglas Shimp 
doug.shimp@3back.com 
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 Transitioning at Scale for Product Development 

 Adaptive Strategies for Management 

 Certified Scrum  Training (CSM CSPO CSD)  
 And more 

 Innovation Games™ for Ideation 

 Agile Pathways™ for Organizational and Professional 
Development 

 

Upcoming Public Events: http://www.3back.com/events  

Contact us:  info@3back.com  

The arena of product development presents a great place 

for organizations to develop talented, thinking, and 

enthusiastic people.. Our goal is to help organizations 

develop groups of those people into "well formed teams". 

About Us 

We make teams better. 

Our Services: 

http://www.3back.com/events
mailto:info@3back.com


2 

 © 3Back.com 2008 8/27/2010 3 

When “Distribution” Becomes “Fragmentation” 

Fragmented 

Unified 

Fragmentation: 
when the degree of  

distribution becomes so  

high that team members  

“are on different projects” 
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Tension Between 2 Extremes 

Minimal Distribution… Maximum Distribution 

Minimal Structure… Maximum Structure? 

therefore 
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Fragmented 

Unified 

The Dimensions of Distribution 

G
ra

v
it

y
 

Separation 
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Strong 

Low High 
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One Dimension - Separation 

Geographical, proximity, timezone 

Also culture, skill, experience 

How Separated are your teams? 

Low High Separation 

• Fully distributed team, with local pressures 

• Fully distributed team  

 (each person separate from the other) 

• Colocated teamlets of 2-3 people  

 working remotely from other teamlets 

• 2 colocated teams working remotely from each other 

• On-site, but not co-located 

• Fully colocated, local tools, same culture 
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The Other Dimension: Gravity 

Gravity:   aspects of the Product 

               which increase the focus of the team. 

How strong is the Product Owner? 

How clear is the mission? 

    (Are there “secret missions?) 

How stable is the technology  

    platform? 

How visible is the Product Backlog? 

How unified is the team’s Vision? 

 

Smells… 

How often does the Team talk? 

Are they in tune with each other? 

Is their effort visible? 

Do they learn? 
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Use the Dimensions! 
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20-30m 
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What Do You Pay Attention To? 

Achieving our goal depends on… 
 

What gravity our process creates 

The people we work with 

Our environments  
(distance, distributed, co-located?) 

Our tools  

Which Stakeholders you pay attention to 
Ultimate users -- validate if the product is useful  

Maintenance --  have to live with your Bright Idea 

Business owner -- they are spending the money 



6 

 © 3Back.com 2008 8/27/2010 11 

Agile Project Failure Modes 

Process Fog 
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Distributed: Risk is Higher 

Process Fog 
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Fragmented 

Unified 

The Dimensions of Distribution 
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“Agile Attractors” to Improve  
Separation and Gravity 

Let the Product Lead 

Make it  

Visible 

  Work 

One Bite 

at a Time 

Get to 

“Done” 
Pay Attention 

and Adapt 

Leverage 

Social 

Intelligence 
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Fight Fragmentation With Controls? 

Controls contribute nothing of positive 

value; their singular purpose lies in 

helping us to avoid waste. To the extent 

that they do what they are supposed to 

do, they can generate substantial savings. 

But it must be recognized that controls are 

themselves very costly. 
  
  -- Fred Thompson, 

            The Handbook of Public Administration

            1998, Marcel Dekker Inc. 

“ 

” 
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Taylorism 

“Command as Control” 

“(Defined) Process Compliance” 

“Waterfall” 

Separation of the problem/solution 

Specification up-front to reduce risk 

 

Implications for Distributed: 

“less contact  more risk  

 so, more of the above!” 

Drivers of Process Calcification  

SYSTEM 
REQUIREMENTS 

SOFTWARE 
REQUIREMENTS 

ANALYSIS 

PROGRAM 
DESIGN 

CODING 

TESTING 

OPERATIONS 
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Discussion: Your Experience 

What has caused teams to fragment  

(individuals separate, team loses focus)? 

 

What was management’s reaction? 

 

What happened to the Team? 
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Increasing Gravity 
(focus provided to the Team by the Product) 

G
ra

v
it

y
 

Weak 

Strong 
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Attractor: “Let the Product Lead” 
Product Owner must enable this! 

Create more gravity by: 

Strengthening Product Owner’s leadership  

on the Product:  more often, more clear 

Normalizing gravity from team-members 

Beware of powerful personalities 

“There are no leaders on this team!”  

Chickens & pigs – get all pigs all on the team 
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Increasing Gravity With Visions 

Vision answers 3 questions: 

What is the problem? 

What is the solution? 

Why is it the right solution? 

 

Example: 

“A new dataset creation system which produces all our 

current data products, to the same level of quality, but 

with modularity and maintainability so that new product 

creation time is less than 30 days.” 
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The (Entire) Product Backlog 
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The Visible Backlog 
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Visible Backlog Spreadsheet 

Distributed: Google Docs, Sharepoint, Excel “sharing” 
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Attractor: Get to “Done” 

Deliver complete “slices” of the system 

Iterate over robustness 

Use solid engineering practices 

Working infrastructure as needed 

XP practices 

 

“Done” has more gravity than “to do”! 
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Attractor: One Bite at a Time 
Sprint 

Product 

Sprint 

Product 

Sprint 

Product 

Sprint 

Product 

With Sharp definitions 
of Done! 

We gain confidence and can ship it!! 

Each Sprint should 

yield a  

potentially-shippable 

product increment. 
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Incomplete Bites - When Done is Fuzzy 
Sprint 

Product 

Sprint 

Product 

Sprint 

Product 

Can we ship 
this Product? 

We need sharp edges, 
to build our product.  

Sprint 

Product 

Load Testing 

Security Use Documentation 
Technical Debt 

Good Naming 

Not Done 
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…to you? 

…currently, in your project or organization  

 

Does “fidelity” or “robustness” help? 

What are barriers to understanding  
this concept? 

 

 

 

When has lack of “done” hurt?  

When has it helped? 

Discussion: What Does “Done” Mean? 
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Decreasing Separation 
(perceived physical, cultural, time distance between team members) 

Separation Low High 
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Attractor: Make It Visible 

Enable self-organization and emergence by Making the 
product and the process visible to everyone working on it 
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Visibility via Collaboration Space 
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Example: Virtual “War Rooms” 
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Example: Wiki Backlog 
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Keep good rhythms, 

retrospect to evaluate 

Attractor: Pay Attention and Adapt 

The Team must own 
their protocols and 
tools to fulfill the 

needs of the Product 

 © 3Back.com 2008 8/27/2010 34 

Adapt Team Protocols 

What’s a Protocol? 

How is it different from a  

Process? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Protocols are for interactions! 

Team 

Member 

Team 

Member  

SM 
 

PO 

 

Product 

 

Plan 

 

The 

Org 
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10 min “come” 
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Exercise: Team Protocols 

Evaluate these team protocols: 
 

Response Time 
Purpose: all team members know what each other is 

doing 

Agreement: 1 hr email 4 hrs phonecall 

Code Coverage 
Purpose: to ensure that our product is easily maintainable 

Agreement:  All code shall be covered by Unit Tests at no 
less than 90% 

Status Reports 
Purpose: org is aware of impediments and can respond 

Agreement: team will update condition of project  
“green, red, yellow” daily 

 

…Others you’ve seen? 
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Example: TDD & Code Review 

Continuous Integration & TDD 
“Being truly test-driven makes a positive difference in quality 

and maintainability” 

“Tools/practices can help shift focus from individual tasks to   
 team deliverables” 

   -- a Fully-Distributed Team using Java 

Product 
Increment 

Plan 

Team 
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Example: Interaction Media 

• Email 

• IM / IRC 

• Cell Phone 

• Videocon 

• IM with Whiteboarding 

• Good Land Line 

• Face Time 

R
ic

h
n

e
s
s
 

R
is

k
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Example: When to Daily Synch? 

Pacific Eastern London Frankfurt 

5a 8a 1p 2p 

6a 9a 2p 3p 

7a 10a 3p 4p 

8a 11a 4p 5p 

9a 12p 5p 6p 

10a 1p 6p 7p 

11a 2p 7p 8p 

12p 3p 8p 9p 

1p 4p 9p 10p 

2p 5p 10p 11p 

3p 6p 11p midnight 

“Supposedly first thing in the morning…” 
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Example: Planning with IM 

Tiny      1 

Small      2 

Medium     3 

Large      4 

Big      5 

Unknown    ? 

 

 “Rock-Paper-Scissors” on IRC  

Size for you, size for me…? Who’s right? 
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“Interactions (Protocols) and Tools” 

Virtual Co-location: 
TWiki  

SharePoint 

CardMeeting.com (stickynotes!) 

Jupiter (code reviews) 

Skype (IM and VOIP) 

Cocinella (IM and whiteboarding) 

…beware email! 

Planning 
TWiki 

SharePoint 

Excel (!) 

Google Docs 
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Example: Distributed Retrospective 

Facilitated Discussion: 
team should just be able to talk 

capture these as they are heard 

make visible (webcast, wiki) 
 

Three Questions 

 “What went well” 

 “Didn’t go so well?” 

 For “not so well” items: 
Team can improve  
 new Story,  
     change Protocols 

Team can’t improve 
 Organizational  
     Impediment 
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Team Protocols & the Team 
Coach/ScrumMaster 

Helping the team select and agree on protocols -- 

"farming" protocols 

Ensuring all team members are using the 

protocols 

Applying the selective pressures to the team 

protocols to keep them from calcifying or  

getting stale 

The job of the Coach/ScrumMaster on a distributed 

team now includes managing Team Protocols: 
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Remember: Use the Dimensions! 
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Remember: “Test” with “Agile Attractors” 

Let the Product Lead 

Make it  

Visible 

  Work 

One Bite 

at a Time 

Get to 

“Done” 
Pay Attention 

and Adapt 

Leverage 

Social 

Intelligence 
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Remember the “Dimensions of Distribution” 
 Gravity – aspects of product which increase team focus 

 Separation – physical, cultural distance between team members 
 

Be “pulled” by the good Attractors: 
1. Let the Product Lead 

2. One Bite at a Time  

3. Make It Visible 

4. Get To Done 

5. Pay Attention & Adapt 
 

 Leverage Social Intelligence  
(Dialogue & Collaboration are “gas and oil”) 

 

Now that you’ve reflected… 

  What 3 things can you take action on in your  
 position to begin reaping some Distributed Agile benefit? 

  Can you implement Distributed Agile right away? 

Where Will You Go Next? 
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 Starting at Scale:  
Transitioning to Agile Product Development for Large Groups 

 Adaptive Strategic Planning And Management 

 Scrum Team Training 

 ScrumMaster Training 

 Agile Requirements Training 

 Many of our engagements are “customized efforts” 
which requires an agile dialog to craft  

 

Upcoming Public Events: http://www.3back.com/events  

Contact us:  info@3back.com  

The arena of product development presents a great place for 

organizations to develop talented, thinking, and enthusiastic people. When 

these same people are encouraged to join a team with open and honest 

dialog, then organizations see an explosion of innovative talent. Our goal 

is to help organizations develop those people into "well formed teams" 

that become innovation engines of extraordinary value. 

Thank You! 

We make teams better. 

Our Services: 

http://www.3back.com/events
mailto:info@3back.com

