Role agreement in scaled multiple team organizations
DERK-JAN DE GROOD, Squerist

Clear expectations on what to expect from the Product Owner (PO), Scrum Master (SM) and IT managers are key for an effective
collaboration. Derk-Jan shares his experience and gives practical tips to on how to align expectations in a scaled multiple team organization
where every team and manager has their own opinion.

1. INTRODUCTION
Many agile teams and organizations are struggling with executing the various roles in an appropriate way. Scrum
Masters that book the meeting rooms but fail to challenge the team. IT managers that control the team rather
than facilitating them. Product Owners that lack the power to really own their product and say no to demanding
stakeholders. The examples are countless. During my coaching I always focus on getting the roles clear. In this
report I will share my efforts to get role agreement in larger multiple team organization, where management is
in a transition from traditional management toward agile leadership. Where opinions and maturity vary from
team to team and exceptions rule.
2. ROLE AGREEMENT IN SMALL ORGANISATIONS
I have guided several organizations that were quite new to agile and had a small IT department. In some
organizations I was the only agile coach, which gave me a unique position. It made me a single source of truth as
it comes to agile practices. Many times, the advice I gave on the role of the Product Owner and the Scrum Master
was accepted without much debate.
2.1 The CEO: “I will tell the stakeholder that I asked for the PO to say no”
One organization I worked for had trouble with completing their work. I gathered the business stakeholders to
discuss the production deployments. I wanted to know how the last deployment towards production had gone,
what process was followed and what problems they had encountered. One of the business managers, she was
from marketing, started to frown. “I don’t think we got anything towards production this year,” she stated
shamefully. Fact was that the team was approached by everyone for everything and was not able to work on
items long enough to decently finish anything. Predictability was low, as was the image of the IT department.
I sat down with the Product Owner to see how we could improve this. He shared what he did, and it became
clear that he spent most of his time executing administrative tasks in the workflow system. This was a good
attempt to have the team working on the most valued items, but still the team hardly got things finished. The
team was distracted by ad-hoc request from the stakeholders that asked them to switch to new urgent tasks
before they could finish complete what they were working on before. One way to improve the value delivery of
the team is create a focus in the team. We decided that the team would only take work from the PO and that he
would prioritize all request from the stakeholders. For this to work it was crucial that the PO would understand
his role and commit to it. I sat down with him to discuss the function the PO has in the Scrum system. Step one
in the process was to gain a mutual understanding of what makes the role effective. Rather than making a
function description I decided to make a mission statement. I used this to assess the drive and ambition of the
employee. We are working with people after all and it’s important to assess whether the person in question likes
to be a Product Owner and understands what comes with it.
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Mission statement: As a Product Owner, I …
q Have a clear product vision and roadmap that I can explain towards stakeholders, management and
teams.
q Work with the team(s) to translate the vision into smaller items that can be implemented.
q Explain the team(s) what is meant by the items, what its significance is and what is needed for it to
contribute to the vision.
q Maintain the product backlog in such a way that priorities are clear at all times.
q Decide what items have priority and will be worked on in the next sprint(s).
q Ensure that short-term benefits are balanced with long term investments required for a sustainable
deliverance of quality solutions with value and balance development, ops and improvement tasks.
q Stimulate stakeholder participation during e.g. refinement and review.
q Make progress and the team(s) velocity transparent towards the stakeholders
q Verify whether the created functionality actually yields business value/benefits.
q Maintain contact with other teams so that dependencies are managed and reduced.
Figure 1: Example mission statement of the PO

If so, the second step is an assessment of how the PO performs in the current situation. This creates coaching
goals where we can work on. In this case I wanted to empower the PO to set clear priorities for the team. This
implied that he had to agree to step up in the organization and say no to ad-hoc requests that came from business
stakeholders approaching the team mid-sprint. Luckily, the Product Owner was open for this, and although he
liked help with filling in his role, he was eager to embrace the mission statement. The third step was to anchor
the role in the organization. I encouraged the PO to sit with the CEO and explain him his mission and what that
would mean for the organization. Main goal of this meeting was to have a buy-in and support. We explained the
CEO that when the PO would start saying no to stakeholder, they would likely complain to the CEO. After two
sessions we convinced the CEO about the benefits of an empowered PO and agree that would a stakeholder
complain, he would explain that the PO was doing his job. “I will tell the stakeholder that I asked for the PO to
say no” The CEO concluded.
During the following sprints we had introduced sprint goals, increased predictability and the team was
finishing things for the first time.
2.2 The Scrum Master: “I’d rather be a developer, but no one else wanted to do the job”
The role of the Scrum Master is interpreted in many different ways. On the high end the SM is (almost) equal to
the Agile coach. On the other end of the spectrum the SM is reduced to a facilitator that books the room for the
retrospective and reminds his teammates that they’re late for the standup.
One of my clients was a small bank. Within this organization the Scrum Master role was undervalued. It was
implemented as a part time role that was limited to the absolute minimum. Therefore, it was not a challenging
role and had low status in the organization. The Scrum Master admitted: “I’d rather be a developer, but no one
else wanted to do the job.”
Analogue to the approach with the PO, we sat down to discuss the added value of a good Scrum Master. Using
a mission statement we discussed the mindset and responsibilities that come with the job. “It’s not about chairing
the daily stand-up, it’s about making sure team members effectively exchange information in order to meet their
sprint goals” I explained. In the mission statement we deliberately used terms like empower and ensure to make
a distinction between “doing” and “making things happen. We went thought each of the points and discussed the
implications, challenges and also the personal growth it would lead to.
During the sessions we agreed that the SM role can be quite challenging and interesting, but when asking if
she liked the described role better, she didn’t confirm. I tried to persuade her by offering to work together in
making her a great Scrum Master, offered some training and coaching. But, it was a clear case. This lady did not
want to be, and thus most likely would never become a good Scrum Master. Armed with better understanding of
the role management started to look for a better candidate.
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Mission statement: As a Scrum Master…
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q
q

I facilitate and support the team when working in accordance with the agile principles
I aim for a self-managing team and I do not take on a team leader or project manager position.
I help to translate the agile mindset and principles into a practical working method
I am driven to keep the team sharp and critical
I continuously look for ways for the team to improve themselves
I help to break down planned improvements in realizable steps
I ensure a good team culture, a save environment and shared values
I empower the team and the PO so that they can work on the correct and sufficiently refined backlog
items
I protect the team against disruptions so that they can perform on agreed work items
I strive for organization-wide collaboration where clients, stakeholders and the team each have a
crucial role
I give feedback to team members when they act not according to their role
If I also have a development role, I give priority to my SM role and I take an objective view.
I take impediments away, so that we can work unhindered as a team
Figure 2: Example mission statement of the SM

2.3 Lessons learned
In both situations I gained results by drafting a mission statement with the Product Owner and Scrum Master.
We used this mission statement to align expectations and get support from management to act according to it.
Additionally, describing and discussing the role enabled targeted coaching or made clear whether the person in
question was the right person for the job. Both situations have in common that these were small organizations
which made it was possible describe the roles without too much discussion.
3. ROLE AGREEMENT IN LARGE ORGANIZATIONS
The next experience I would like to share is one with a large organization. I was working with four agile coaches
in a department of 20+ component teams. Not one of the teams was alike. The teams were working with different
techniques, systems and showed a wide variety of maturity, autonomy and culture. Some teams could work
independently, while other teams were stuck in a web of dependencies and constrains. The department was led
by a large management team of nine managers, each responsible for two or three teams.
The department was challenged by role conflicts between managers and Product Owners. Some Product
Owners were ambitious and wanted to increase their mandate. They felt being held back and were frustrated.
Some junior Product Owners were quite uncertain and relied heavily on their manager. Some managers were
content experts, they acted as a Chief Product Owner (CPO) and had taken over the stakeholder management. In
these cases little room was left for the PO to prioritize and own the product. Other managers were the teams
hierarchical manager and, at the same time, their primary stakeholder. They were dominant in their double role.
In most cases this led to frustration and did not help the teams to perform.
Based upon the successes in previous organization I was eager to pull out the mission statements again. But
in this versatile setting that didn’t work. We organized a session with a few Scrum Masters and Product Owners
and got stuck in the discussions. The difference with the previous experiences became clear. In the smaller
organizations it was easy to get alignment on the role descriptions. In this setting, it would be hard to achieve a
collective understanding and agreement. With 20+ Product Owners and 9 managers, there would always be
someone disagreeing or claiming to be the exception. We played with the idea of creating a formal role
description and make it mandatory, but decided not to. We wanted autonomous teams, not limit and frame them.
We wanted to help each team to become more effective, not force them to comply to a standard. Additionally, we
expected hard times in aligning the management team. Therefore, we left the path of creating (and
superimposing) a single truth and focused on connecting and aligning each manager and PO couple. We retraced
to our initial goal: empower the PO and teach the manager how to become a leader rather than manager. In the
next session I describe our approach.
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3.1 Defining topic that we need alignment on between manager and Product Owner
Rather than describing the role of the manager and the Product Owner, we identified topics where role conflicts
were seen to happen or were expected. This resulted in a list of topics that we used as basis for a delegation and
responsibility dialogue.
Topic

Definition
Hiring and Firing personnel, Performance management, Transferring members between
teams.
The Quality of the product delivered by the team incl PO and Scrum Master. Quality includes
all aspects related to the product. Quality perceived by the Customer, Quality of the
underlying IT, Quality of the content.
Managing the budget for e.g. Team (personnel), Contracts, Exploitation, etc. Managing the
contracts with e.g. suppliers and service providers.
Defining the product roadmap and managing dependencies with other teams.
To continuously stimulate the team to learn new things, skills, capabilities. To look for ways
to improve the team and its impact.
Being the primary contact with the stakeholders in order to involve them, stimulate
collaboration, and ensure that the team is working on the right things.
The usage of customer value to maximize the team's output.
Ensuring correct usage of Agile principles, mind-set and procedures, striving for a healthy
team culture, so that the team delivers maximum value.
To identify, provide overview and eliminate impediments so the team can work unhindered
without disruptions on the agreed work items

HR
Quality of the Product
Budget & Contract
Roadmap & Planning
Continuous Learning &
Improvement
Stakeholders
Customer Value
Flow of the team
Impediments

Figure 3: List of topics that we used in the delegation and responsibility meetings

3.2 Delegation and responsibility dialogue: “Who does what?”
We organized a series of moderated sessions with each of the Product Owners and their manager. Since we had
to have twenty sessions, we divided the task among us agile coaches. Aim of each meeting was to discuss the rate
of autonomy and assess the understanding that the manager and the PO had on their own and each other’s role.
These meetings created an opportunity for the Product Owner and the manager to discuss expectations and
agree upon 'who does what'.
The meetings were supported by the template shown in Figure 4. From left to right you see the topics as listed
in Figure 3. Next are two sliding bars, that were used to indicate where the responsibility of this topic belongs.
By using two sliding bars, one for the current situation and one for the desired situation, we created a discussion
on expectations and improvements. The next three columns are for the PO and Manager to add opinions and
agreements.
When discussing the role of the Product Owner (PO) you can use the following template to discuss
the rate af automony and asess the way the manager and the PO experience the way the role is
shaped. The main goal is to discuss expectations and agree upon 'who does what'. Feel free to add
extra Topics if you feel this would help to complete the picture.

Topic

HR

Budget
&
Contract

Responsibilty lies with
PO
Manager

Definition
Hiring and Firing
personnel, Transfering
members between teams.

Managing the budget for
e.g. Team (personel),
Contracts, Exploitation,
etc.
Managing the contracts
with e.g. suppliers and
service providers.

Write down a smiley to indicate wheter you are
satisfied wiht the current situation,
or add notes to make explicit what you like / dislike

How the PO likes
the current
situation

How the Manager
likes the current
situation

Write down any
agreement that you
make in order to get to
the desired situation
(which may be within a
week, month,
quarter,...).

What we agree
upon

Current
situation
Desired
situation
Current
situation

Desired
situation
Figure 4: Fragment of the template used to support the delegation and responsibility meetings
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As could be expected from an organization with so much unique teams, the results of the meetings varied a
lot. Some managers and PO’s were already quite aligned, and the meetings yielded little insights. Some Managers
and PO had not yet taken the time for such a dialogue. These sessions helped them to get better alignment and
also yielded improvements. E.g. One PO was encouraged to do more stakeholder management, and another got
more mandate to handle supplier contracts. One of the managers committed himself to step out of the content
and wanted to encourage the team to define their own solutions. Each of these improvements were identified
and put on the coach assignment backlog. So that we agile coaches could help the PO, the manager, and the team
to become more effective.
The result of the delegation and responsibility meetings was that we reduced the role conflict between the
managers and the Product Owners and identified improvements that we could work on. It confirmed the wide
variation that existed in the department. But rather than starting a fight over the best theoretical model, we
encouraged the managers and PO’s to align with each other and define improvements. As agile coaches we
volunteered to coach and monitor these improvements in daily operation. For this purpose we set up the
triangle-meetings.
3.3 Triangle meetings: “Who do you think should deal with this challenge?”
The delegation and responsibility meetings were a starting point for role alignment, but the sessions were a
snapshot made at one particular moment. We expected that during daily operations much more small topics
would surface. So, rather than having another series of delegation meetings, we set up an experiment with more
operational meetings. In order to extend the reach of our intervention we included the Scrum Master in session
as well. Hence, they were called triangular meetings.
The triangular meetings were set up with two goals. The first goal was to empower the team and to ensure
that the PO, Manager and the Scrum Master could facilitate the team as effectively as possible. The second goal
was to guide the participants with filling in their role. As agile coaches we could observe the way the participants
interacted and help them to improve their collaboration. At the same time we learned about the struggles of the
team. From our position we could guide the PO, SM and Manager with finding the right solution, or engaging an
experiment to learn. We could also help the participants with filling in their role. In this meeting we could also
actively monitor the improvements that were identified during delegation and responsibility meetings. We could
address when e.g. the PO went too much into detail or when the manager was tempted to deal with the suppliers’
contracts, etc. “Who do you think should deal with this challenge?” would be a typical question for the agile coach
to ask and create a better understanding of the PO, SM or Manager role.
From: "Derk-Jan de Grood" <d.degrood@squerist.nl>
Date: Friday, 3 April 2020 at 21:21
To: PO, SM and Manager
Subject: Invite to triangular meeting
As discussed, I invite you to the triangular meeting. The aim of this meeting is to improve the cooperation
between the PO, SM and manager, so that the team can work more effectively on creating value. During this
meeting we discuss with PO, SM and manager how the team is doing. Below I added a checklist with possible
topics that can be reviewed during the meeting. Depending on the subject, we can plan concrete actions or
discuss how the team can best be supported.
For example, discuss:
q What the team needs most
q Where most of the time has gone into
q The progress of the Initiatives
q Continues improvement: progress & improvements
q Effectiveness of the ceremonies
q Impediments
q Team spirit and agile mindset
q Disturbances
q Collaboration with other teams
q How did we strengthen each other in our role?
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The triangular meeting was a meeting for the PO, SM and Manager. We put the Agile Coach in the middle as
facilitator but emphasized that the responsibility of organizing the meeting was with them, not the agile coach.
This enabled us to build a strong organization that did not depend on the agile coaches but on independent
teams. Drawback of this was that some managers liked the setup very much and had lively regular meetings,
while other managers were too busy. They couldn’t make time to have these meetings or regularly canceled them
at last notice. Unfortunately, I did not manage to address this with the management team and get a clear
statement on this behavior. The triangular meetings were therefore for the willing and the results of the set-up
varied. Some teams strived and became better and more effective. They had a platform to discuss performance
and collaboration. Some teams were stuck in their old behavior and made little progress.
Product Owner

Agile Coach

Scrum Master

Manager

Figure 5: Participants of the triangular meeting

3.4

Updating the role sheet
While having spent much time on discussion the roles within this organization, I learned a lot about the
dynamics between the team, PO, SM and Manager. I extended the original delegation template, with the role of
the team and the Scrum Master. In Figure 6, the initial sliding bars of Figure 4 are replaced with a little graph.
The blue dot indicates whether the weight of the responsibility lies with the PO, SM, Manager or the team. The
additional columns each describe how each role contributes to the topic. This led to a nice reference sheet that
we used in our triangular meetings or when boarding a new Scrum Master, for example.
Topic

HR

Quality of the
Product

Budget &
Contract

Definition

Responsibilty lies
primary with

Responsibility of PO

Responsibility of Manager

Responsibility of SM

Responsibility of Team

Hiring and Firing
personnel,
Performance
management,
Transferring
members
between teams.

Input to manager about
the future needs for the
product, allowing both the
manager and the team to
determine the needed
skills and capabilities.
Input (on request) in 360
feedback.

Recruitment, hiring, firing,
empowering and releasing
employees. Determining
teamsetting based on
input team and
helikopterview of
department and strategy.
Developing team to be
future ready. Performance
management of personnel.

The Quality of the
product delivered
by the team incl
PO and
Scrummaster.
Quality includes
all aspects related
to the product.
Quality perceived
by the Customer,
Quality of the
underlying IT,
Quality of the
content.

The Product Owner ‘owns’
the product and is the only
person that can determine
priorities. The PO should
ensure that Quality gets
enough priority. End to
end service is considered a
core responsibility. The
product owner takes coresponsibility for the
sustainability, availability,
security, etc., of the
platform/application on
which the product is
running.
Using his insight in the
costs of the team and
contract to optimize the
ROI of the team. This
includes addressing
expenses on contracts,
facilities and resources

A primary role of a IT
manager is to ensure the
daily functioning of the IT
products or services. He is
responsible for the quality
of the IT environment.
How he/she is fulfilling this
responsibility is different
from the past. The IT
manager is an important IT
stakeholder for the
Product Owner and guides
the teams in Quality of IT
Delivery & Ops Processes.

Coaching on the job about
agile principles and
interpersonal
communications with
team members,
stakeholders and
customers of the product.
Challenging the team to
continuously improve their
WOW and their technical
and interpersonal skills.
Implementing a culture of
inspection and adaption
and identifying and
analyzing
improvement/learning
areas on interpersonal,
process, technology or
organizational level to
continuous improve the
Quality of the product.

Hiring & releasing (both
internal and external)
employees happens with
consultation of the team.
Feedback about
performance and/or
development of team
members is happening
within the team and is
input for personal
development plans.
Quality first! The team
wants to deliver quality
always & everywhere. The
team is taking care of their
product or services. It's
includes all aspects related
to the product e.g. creating
sustainable, secure,
maintainable, healthy
software. The quality of
the product reflects the
quality of the team.

Ensuring a constructive
conflict is possible
between manager and PO.

Providing input for both
PO and manager on
contract needs and budget
if appropriate. For the
needed development the
team advises in priority
and requests time.

Managing the
budget for e.g.
Team (personnel),
Contracts,
Exploitation, etc.
Managing the
contracts with

Signing and managing
contracts both for the
team and suppliers.
Leading in negotiations
and responsible for
contract management for
the organization.
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Roadmap &
Planning

Continuous
Learning &
Improvement

Stakeholders

e.g. suppliers and
service providers.

that do not match
expectations. Making the
team cost-aware.

Defining the
product roadmap
and managing
dependencies
with other teams.

Defining a product vision
and a roadmap. Backlog
ordering and transparency:
Making sure everyone
knows and understands
the product roadmap and
his or her role in it.
Roadmap based on values
/ results not activities.
The Product Owner takes
care of the team(s)
developing and running
the product. He
understands how
investments in quality
tools and practices and
team skills might result in
short term loss in
productivity but often lead
to important mid-term or
long-term gains (return,
reliability, TCO).
Being known as the only
point for requests, priority
setting and holder of the
product vision.

To stimulate the
team
continuously to
learn new things,
skills, capabilities.
To look for ways
to improve the
team and its
impact.

Being the primary
contact with the
stakeholders in
order to involve
them, stimulate
collaboration, and
ensure that the
team is working
on the right
things.
Usage of
customer value to
maximize the
team's output.

Customer Value

Flow of the team

Impediments

Ensuring correct
usage of Agile
principles, mindset and
procedures,
striving for a
healthy team
culture, so that
the team delivers
maximum value.

To identify,
provide overview
and eliminate
impediments so
the team can
work unhindered
without
disruptions on the
agreed work
items

Loyalty of the Product
Owner is with the product
and maximizing the
(customer)value of the
product for the larger
benefit of the company.
Effective, value-based
product portfolio and
prioritization. Validating
the value assumptions that
underlie the product
vision.
In order to maximize the
value that the team(s)
deliver, the Product Owner
ensures that his vision is
understood by the team.
The Product Owner
explains the team(s) what
is meant by the items,
what its significance is and
what is needed for it to
contribute to the vision. A
Product Owner
understands how
investments in quality
tools and practices,
refactoring and redesigns
often lead to mid-term or
long-term increasement of
productivity.
Identifying and solving
impediments on
prerequisites within
his/her own circle of
influence. This is done for
example by having a
focused goal per sprint and
proposed stories to
achieve that goal, but also
by looking and planning
ahead to be in pace with
the organization and
identify potentially
blocking items or risks and
addressing them early on.

Allocating money for the
team and requesting time
from PO for the team if
needed for learning or HR
related subjects.
Helping the PO to define
an effective product vision
by sharing organizational
context and strategies.
Providing input as a
stakeholder and ensuring
the voice of the team is
heard if needed.

Providing tools to the PO
to develop and broadcast a
good roadmap.

Providing input as a
stakeholder. Working
together with PO to
determine feasibility and
clarity on requests.

Contributes actively in the
personal development of
the people. The manager
makes sure the workforce
is learning and developing,
by empowering them to do
so and inspiring them with
the team they can grow
into.

The Scrum Master is
dedicated to create an
environment for learning
in and around the teams
he/she works with.
Identifying opportunities
for learning and
improvement and in
finding ways to engage
teams and the
organization in a culture of
inspection and adaption.

Build, Run and Love IT.
Engineering is a passion,
there is an eagerness to
constantly learn new
things. Within your
specialty and outside.
You’re following new
developments with
excessive interest. The
team has the responsibility
to claim enough time to
learn new things.

Empowering PO with
stakeholders if needed,
ensuring PO is "at the right
table".

Providing tools and
techniques to the PO to
gain influence and manage
stakeholders. Support the
team in getting frequent
and early feedback from
stakeholders if
appropriate.

Ensuring Subject Matter
Experts are present during
refinement. Also getting
feedback early on to valide
that where doing the right
things, right if needed.
Supporting the PO in
learning fast(er).

Empowering PO by sharing
stakeholders and
Customer information.
Helping the PO to define
an effective product vision
by sharing organizational
context and strategies.

Making team, PO and
stakeholders aware of
Value driven portfolio
management. Assisting in
defining, quantitizing and
measuring and using
customer value
throughout the process.

The team knows their
product and their
customers (potentially via
data gathering) to
maximize the customer
value of the deliverables
and make sure the value
assumption can be tested.

The manager is always
looking for opportunities
to let the teams shine. Toil
and unnecessary
procedures in the
organization that are
hindering the team, will be
removed. Always and
everywhere. Managers
play a critical role in
supporting their people so
their teams can deliver
value and focus on value
creation and quality of
their digital products and
services.

The Scrum Master is
responsible for equipping
teams to deliver the sprint
goals and get them in a
flow.
-Guiding, coaching and
facilitating the teams in
applying the NN agile way
of working,
- identifying and analyzing
improvement/learning
areas on interpersonal,
process, technology or
organizational level
- influencing the
surrounding of the team in
order to create flow.

The team automates
everything which is manual
and reoccurring.
Eliminating all waste
through for example
further implementation of
CI/CD, test automations
etc., without neglecting
team dynamics. Being
aware that build in quality
is more important than
automation, and some
things require intelligent
manual actions.

Empowering the team by
his active ambition to let
the team shine and take
away any impediment that
hinders of slows the team
down. Mostly these will be
impediments on
organizational level that
the team or SM can not
mitigate themselves.
Delivering an environment
with the right set of tools,
free from bottlenecks and
unnecessary procedures.

Although it is not the
responsibility of the Scrum
Master to identify or solve
all these by himself, the
Scrum Master makes it
happen that impediments
are identified and
removed. Primarily by
teaching the team to spot
them and take or request
action. If the solving of the
impediments gets stuck
the Scrum Master takes
the appropriate action to
get it solved.

Identifying and not
accepting impediments,
solving them within their
own circle of influence or
request others to do so
when appropriate.

Figure 6: Role reference sheet for the PO, SM, Manager and team.
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With the sheet we aimed to go beyond the initial delegation question. As can be seen, many topics in the role
sheet are shared responsibilities, and have their blue dot in multiple cells. Rather than asking “Who do you think
should deal with this challenge?” we thought it more effective to seek collaboration and ask, “to what extend is
this person responsible for dealing with this challenge?” Take for example the topic solving impediments. Having
a Scrum Master doesn’t discharge the rest of the team from the responsibility to solve their own impediments.
But especially in large organization, the influence of the team is often limited. Additionally changing ineffective
procedures may cost a lot of persuasiveness and more important valuable development time. The manager could
or should step in and take this responsibility if the impediment outreaches the circle of influence of a team
and/or Scrum Master. But at the same time, it is the responsibility of the Scrum Master to teach the team to spot
impediments and take appropriate action if resolving them gets delayed. Topics like value creation, HR and
continues learning show a shared responsibility. The best implementation depends on the context of the
organization, the formal processes and the maturity of the PO, SM, Manager and team. The reference sheet might
need adaption to make it fit your organization, but I share it since I believe many coaches will recognize the role
challenge and can use the reference sheet in their own organization. It does give you the opportunity to address
the importance of clear roles and facilitate the debate between the involved parties.
4. WHAT WE LEARNED
Clear roles and expectations on the collaboration of the Scrum Master, Product Owner and Managers are
important to effectively support agile teams. In smaller organizations it is relatively easy to get alignment on the
role descriptions. In larger organizations this is much harder, since exceptions rule. Rather than striving for one
truth or super imposing a one-size fits all description, we took an approach where we organized a) meetings
between the manager and the Product Owner to align with each other and discuss improvements in
collaboration and b) facilitated operational triangular meetings to empower the team and to guide the PO, SM
and Manager to better facilitate the team according to the mission of their role.
What I liked about this approach is that we put the performance of the team in a central place and took an
approach that focused on alignment and collaboration, rather than having fierce discussion to establish a single
truth. We did not superimpose a role description but found a collaboration mode that enabled each team to be
effective in their own context. Along the way we learned a lot about the different roles and how they are
complementary to facilitate the team. The triangular meetings set the stage for further learning and
improvements.
What made the approach fragile, was the variation in commitment from the involved managers. Some
managers were too busy and couldn’t make time in their agenda to have these meetings, canceled them at last
notice, or just did not find the agile adoption relevant enough. Learning point is that management commitment
is crucial if you want to make impact and reach beyond the willing teams. In larger organization there is a large
variation between maturity a motivation of the teams. Some will be more effective in embracing agile principles
than others. We have to accept that.
This report described how to deal with delegation and responsibility between the roles of PO, SM, manager,
and the agile team. You can imagine that with the use of scaling frameworks like SAFe® the complexity of the
situation will rise. Product Manager, Product Owner, Release and Solution Train Engineer, System & Solution
Architects, Business Owners and Agile Leaders all swarm around agile teams. Each with their own expectations
and personal preferences. It would be interesting to see how the agile coach community copes with role conflicts
in this wider context. Will an extended role sheet suffice as a good method to guide the debate?
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