
www.xlntconsulting.com   © 2012 Tom Breur 1 

  
 
Tom’s Ten Data Tips – March 2012 
 
Agile Coaching 
Starting with Agile is easy, but doing it really well is hard. It can be 
confronting, too. Agile coaching aspires to enable congruent 
cooperative behavior. When an Agile leader models the value of 
transparency, for instance, this implies owning up to your own 
mistakes and shortcomings, which can be painful. But unless you as a 
coach model these behaviors, how else can you expect this from your 
coachee? 
 
Agile coaching is not for the faint of heart. Agile, done well, invites 
professionals to explore every facet of their existence in a quest to 
become congruent, fully integrated human beings. We all bring our 
“selves” to work and a deep understanding of human behavior is 
required to become as effective as we can be. Agile coaching is about 
who you are and the kinds of behaviors you model.  
 
 
1. Aim For Shared Understanding 
An important element of group facilitation in general, and more 
specifically Agile coaching, is to engender a sense of mutual 
understanding “by default.” A lot of Agile’s effectiveness relies on 
tightly knitted teams working together in close harmony. In particular 
when there is a lot of diversity in the team, it may not be all that easy 
to invite all team members to open up to each others’ points of view, 
values, and needs.  
 
In particular for the Sprint planning, and the more fine-grained 
planning objective of daily stand-ups, everybody on the team needs to 
be aware of each other’s activities in order to meet the team’s 
(ambitious) goals. The whole team commits to all the work in the 
Sprint. This holds just the same for Stories or tasks individuals are less 
comfortable and familiar with, as for the tasks they are (more) likely 
to take on themselves. You may strive for generalist skills within the 
team, but you never really get there for 100%. Nor would that be the 
most efficient way to accomplish the Sprint goals. This makes it even 
more important that people understand each other’s work challenges 
so that they can consciously decide when to let peers sort stuff out 
themselves, and when to offer help. 
 

“turning data into dollars” 
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2. Sharing Observations Provides A Great Start To A Coaching 
Conversation 
There are many ways to start a coaching conversation, not one of 
them necessarily any better than the other. If anything, be flexible and 
versatile. One great way to “connect” is to share your vantage point 
with someone, in particular if your observations carry some important, 
potentially confrontational point. Being truly “present” implies you’re 
willing to share the good, the bad and the ugly.  
 
Somehow, the need for diplomacy seems to have rendered business 
conversations devoid of the directness that is called for in a coaching 
setting. Some people (and even cultures) may not be very comfortable 
with this at all. But a poignant observation, shared in a congruent 
manner, gives a jumpstart to a “real”, unbridled and untamed 
coaching conversation. Then leave it to the coachee to provide the 
interpretation! Something like: “Today, you seemed frustrated and 
impatient during our architecture discussion. Or did I misinterpret your 
fidgeting?” After this opening statement, listening is in order. 
 
 
3. Declare Confidentiality, And Stick To It 
People you are coaching (should) confide in you. They will do this on 
the basis of confidentiality, and this is often expected even without 
explicitly referring to it. When you let people know explicitly they have 
the space to share their lives with you, and that what will be discussed 
stays within those same four walls, they can be free to trust you as 
much as they want to. It’s up to them, to decide what to do with that. 
Be explicit about confidentiality with respect to superiors. Will the 
coaching material be discussed with management, or not? Both 
options can be fine, as long as there is no misunderstanding about 
this. 
 
Needless to say, you can’t ever breach that confidentiality. When you 
declare confidentiality and safety, this brings an obligation on your 
part with it. Trust comes on foot, but leaves on horseback.  
 
 
4. Raise The Bar, And Hold It 
As an Agile coach, you know what it takes to do Agile really well. It’s 
not easy, in fact it’s downright demanding, both at the personal as well 
as the professional level. There always seem to be more reasons why 
it would be OK to cut a corner here and there, and people’s mishap 
invariably provides an explanation or excuse for not quite performing 
up to the standard.  
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As soon as you become a “part” of the team, social pressure and your 
understanding of the situation and people’s lives can seduce you into 
giving in from time to time to these pressures that tempt every team 
to mediocrity. And that is exactly where a good Agile coach will know 
to hold the line even stronger, so that this team can live up to its full 
potential. Nothing less. 
 
 
5. Coach (Senior) Management, Too 
When you coach a team through an Agile transition, management 
should be involved, too. Not only do they have a stake in this change, 
they form an important part of the context that can be involved as 
accountability partners, inspiration providers, and ultimately the 
“judges” of success. So much could change, and things might already 
begin to change. Management is excellently placed to guide and 
sustain this process. 
 
Management will benefit from, and needs to help subordinates through 
that transition. They are also part of the environment that needs to 
adopt new working practices. In a Scrum setting, for instance, explain 
and enforce why during the Sprint (in between Sprint Planning and 
Product Demo) no new requests can be submitted to the team. 
Needless to say, by setting that example themselves, senior 
management provides a very strong role model. By exploring senior 
management’s needs and career plans, you can show them how Agile 
can help achieve those goals. 
 
 
6. Deepening Observations Need Not Be Accurate 
As a coach you’ll inject observations from time to time that are aimed 
to trigger further thought from the coachees. The important thing with 
these so-called “deepening observations” is that you embed these 
observations with explicit reference to assumptions you’re making, and 
an invitation to the team (or individual) to reflect on them. Making 
your assumptions explicit makes room for alternative interpretations, 
which in itself can set the team out thinking. 
 
Because the objective of deepening observations is not to be “correct” 
or “accurate”, but ‘merely’ to get the team thinking or reflecting, it is 
crucial you leave, or make as much room as possible. Hold the space. 
That way the team can “easily” disagree –which is fine– and then 
share their impressions, thoughts, doubts, or anything they would like 
to put forward. Note that this can happen irrespective of the accuracy 
of the initial observation, as long as the coach remains non-defensive 
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and has allowed explicit room for disagreement on facts or 
interpretation. 
 
 
7. Short-Circuit Complaints 
In every Agile team, during the course of a coaching engagement, you 
as an Agile coach will receive complaints. How do you deal with these? 
More specifically: how do you deal with a team member complaining 
about another one? First of all, conflict is normal and useful, as long as 
it stays constructive. But how do you keep it constructive? Conflict 
“spill-over” often manifests itself as complaints. If you deal with them 
as such, it can help move the team forward. 
 
Since the complaint may be presented as an impediment, you need to 
be wary which of these “challenges” you’re willing to take on. First of 
all: recognize this tendency to ‘pass on’ complaints in disguise as 
impediments. Then surface the complaint. Are you (the coach) really 
needed to pass on the complaint? Probably not. It does nothing to help 
both sides arrive at a more complete understanding of the situation. 
Kindly invite the complainer to discuss his issue with the offender by 
himself. If that doesn’t “work”, offer to come along as you three 
discuss the situation (and sit in to listen). As a lender of last resort, 
you might offer to discuss the issue with the offender. But make 
explicit that you will share with the offender who told you about the 
complaint. Is the complainer not comfortable being mentioned as the 
source? Well, then you have few other options but to ignore the issue 
altogether. The minute you allow yourself to pass on anonymous 
complaints, you become a part of the problem because you hinder 
forces to resolve it. And no ethical coach would want that, right? 
 
 
8. Be Willing To Be Wrong 
When you see a problem or issue coming up, try to float your 
hypothesis in a light and palatable way. Leave it open, amenable to 
alternative explanations. By airing this open attitude, you demonstrate 
the value of collaboration and cooperation by sharing different 
perspectives (interpretations) on the same observations. Don’t grow 
too attached to your own or initial interpretation, but instead leave it 
to the team to determine “the right” (akin to tip# 6) way to ‘see’ the 
facts. The team knows what’s right for them. 
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9. Retrospectives Focus On How, Not What 
Retrospectives are a standard ingredient in Agile methods. Reflecting 
on the team’s performance resembles Deming’s “inspect and adapt” 
cycles. As the Sprint is (still) running, the team focuses on the Sprint 
goals, and they try not to get distracted from that. You, as an Agile 
coach, honor that focus by enabling the team to stay focused. At the 
same time, in your role as Agile coach, you might want to gauge the 
temperature of team mates from time to time. To help the team 
remain focused on Sprint goals, you can stop conversations at a 
“superficial” level, take note of what was said, and input it into the 
Retrospective. 
 
During the Retrospective, the objective is to improve how the team 
works together. Of course, the products that were delivered (or lack 
thereof…) will trigger discussion. Still, try to steer the conversation(s) 
away from the content as much as possible. Sometimes fretting over 
technical details or content can actually be “clever” avoidance behavior 
to not have to face the music. The product became this way, technical 
debt accrued like this, because of what exactly? Those reasons will 
drive at group collaboration and working processes. It’s only 
temporarily helpful to improve some product. But if you can enhance 
the working process, and do so in a sustainable way, the team will 
benefit form this in every iteration to come. 
 
 
10. A Coach Should Help By Not Helping 
It takes a certain kind of personality to become a (good) coach. A 
genuinely caring attitude and sincere interest in people. It helps if you 
enjoy listening rather than talking. If you have a tendency to “help” 
others (which often comes along with these traits), then sometimes 
you might need to keep these tendencies in check. 
 
No matter how adept a coach might be at solving any problems the 
coachee might face, you need to refrain from taking on that burden. 
Any time the coach assumes responsibility for a situation his client 
finds himself in, the act of “helping” actually interferes with a 
coachee’s ability to develop these coping skills himself. Get out of the 
way! Encourage the coachee to explore, try, and experience a tactic 
that works for him to deal with the situation at hand. The coachee is 
and remains the expert in his own life! 


