Large Organization Software Development Misconception #2: Are

All Teams Working On Equal Value Stuff?

If someone in an seven-team company had
only a superficial understanding of Scrum,
they might think each team should have its
own segregated list of stuff to do. That
keeps them “productive,” right?

This is a great idea if your goal is to keep
everyone busy. If your goal is to do the
highest priority, highest value work, it
could only be justified if several
implausible things were true:

1. Each team’s backlog would need
to contain the same priority
work, work of equal value. Team
A’s #1 item (A-1) would need to
have the same customer impact as
Team G’s #1 (G-1) item. If you've
spent much time with your eyes
open in real organizations, you
already know that one team’s
work will be more important in
the big picture than another

THE TEAM OUTPUT OWNER
WILL TRY TO ORDER THE
LOCAL BACKLOG TO DELIVER
THE MOST VALUE.
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TEAMS ALSO FALL
INTO THINKING THIS
IS OPTIMAL,

FOCUSED ON OUTPUT. OR
MAYBE TOO COMFORTABLE
BEING TOLD EXACTLY
WHAT TO DO.
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SCRUM MASTERS,
MANAGERS, COACHES,
AND TRAINERS CAN ALL
BE FOOLED BY LOCAL
OPTIMIZAT/ON.

(C) 2019 Michael James (m)). All right's reserved.

team’s work. In real life it’s not hard to imagine the value ratio exceeding 1000 to 1. The
problem will be masked if we have single-function teams (e.g. design only, test only) or
component teams (e.g. back end only) rather than feature teams (nttps://less.works/less/structure/

feature-teams.html).

Each team’s sub-list would have to stay the same priority over time. Even as we learned
more about customer needs, we would not be able to reprioritize beyond the limited
context of each team’s list. We’d have to decide up-front, once and for all, the value of each
team’s type of work. This type of “Scrum” would work if we didn’t need agility. Of course
we could cheat and move items between Team C and Team D’s lists, but that would be
admitting that it’s really just one list we've artificially segregated. (The more common form
of crypto-reprioritization is to yank key people from one thing to another: resource
management. This habit is so widespread, it should be a clue that superficial-Scrum
actually reduces agility, and managers need a way around it!)
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3. Each team would have to complete every item at the same rate. If Team A started #A-3

before Team B started #B-2, they would be working on the stuff we’d declared lower value

at the expense of higher valued work. Have you ever gotten in line at a grocery store and

noticed that latecomers in a different line finished before you?

These are the points that people who
advocate the so-called “Spotify Model”
(aka. Shiny Happy People Holding Hands)
are usually missing: there’s a difference
between feeling productive, and actually
doing the highest value work. Employee
satisfaction is a potentially useful
indicator. But by itself, employee
satisfaction isn’t evidence that the product
development organization can learn and
adapt to reality as it’s discovered. A happy
company that cannot pivot is not Agile.

There may be other justifications for
keeping separate lists. Maybe they really
really really are unrelated products,
though we should be skeptical of this

https:

less.works/less/framework/product.html).
Maybe we're bound by overspecialization
because the skills and knowledge gaps
seem insurmountable. Maybe we’ve made
a management decision to keep our less
capable developers on Team F. Maybe
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BUT THE BENEFIT TO CUSTOMERS
IS LESS THAN IT SHOULD BE.
THERE’S MORE IMPORTANT
WORK HIDDEN IN OTHER
BACKLOGS THAT OUR TEAM
ISN’T LEARNING ABOUT!!
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[ OUR TEAM'S TOP ITEM IS LESS IMPORTANT THAN ]

THE WORK OTHER TEAMS DON'T HAVE TIME TO START!
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[ KEEPING SEPARATE TEAM BACKLOGS ]

— SEPARATE LISTS — HIDES THIS PROBLEM.

ONLY A FEW
TEAMS ARE
DOING THE

MOST VALUABLE

WORK!
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Teams X and Y are on the other side of the world and we’re not willing to give them anything

important. Let’s use Ken Schwaber’s term for these things: organizational impediments.

Gentle reader, I have no idea what you should do in your own situation. I hope I've at least helped

you gain clarity about why Scrum has only one Product Backlog per product, regardless of the

number of teams.
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