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This article is for those who are already convinced that going agile is the right path and who are now  faced 
with the challenges of doing it in large scale projects. Projects that have large product backlogs with several 
feature areas developed by a team consisting of several sub teams, all working against delivering one single 
great product. This is a rather grand theme and I will not try to cover it all in this article, there is literature out 
there doing it better. What I will do is, in 15 bullets, highlight areas worth reflecting upon when going largely 
agile. By actively reflecting on these areas, and possibly running a workshop discussing them, you have already 
taken some great steps towards successful agile in the large team. 
 
 

How to scale the agile implementation in the organisation? 
 
1. Basically, there are two ways of rolling out the implementation of agile (or any new practices or tools) 
throughout the organisation. You can start small and implement it step by step or you can do a big bang, rolling 
it out to all teams at once. The big bang approach can be the quicker way but is also a risky one to take. It is 
often recommended to “be agile in your agile adoption”, which means doing the implementation iteratively 
and incrementally.  
If you instead start small, you have a chance to establish success in a pilot with less risk and then spread it 
throughout the organisation.  
My experience, with agile as a method as well as with rolling out Hansoft, is that the most common successful 
approach is a combination of the above. Starting small in one or a few pilot projects then, when success is 
achieved in those pilot projects, it creates a pull  on  the rest of the organisation, enabling a rapid big bang in 
the rest of the teams. This of course varies, taken complexity in the organisation, but I have often been 
surprised by how fast that second big bang step can go. 
 
2. Make sure to budget time and resources for the coaching effort needed to support the implementation. 
Team members need time out of their schedules for training but management also need to realise the extra 
effort needed from their side.  
 
3. Someone needs to coach the internal coaches, coaching the scrummasters and teams. This someone is a 
person taking a holistic view of the goal, implementation and progress of the implementation and sustainability 
of the new process. Some organisations have a PMO (“Project Management Office”) with this duty. Making this 
an Agile PMO works great as long as they are all in the same boat. If not, they will be a major impediment. 
 
4. Be careful with who is selected as the internal coach, or in the PMO, and looks after the processes. If this 
person gets this position because he or she didn’t make the cut in the projects, he or she risks doing more harm 
than  good  in the transition. It needs to be a person the teams have confidence in and will follow this person’s 
lead. 

 
  



Working with geographically distributed teams 
 
5. First it’s worth reflecting upon the benefits you want to achieve by a geographically distributed team.  I’m 
here including both internally distributed teams as well as outsourcing of part of the work. Are the benefits you 
want to achieve reducing cost? Is it gaining access to unique competence? Is it the flexibility of rapidly 
increasing and decreasing the number of people in the team without making large hiring commitments?  
 
6. How do you distribute the work? You can organise the work around who is sitting together at one site, but 
you can also deliberately spread the work across a distance, forcing a greater level of cross site collaboration to 
happen. Both approaches have benefits and drawbacks and having an active discussion about this beforehand 
helps to make a deliberate choice for the right reasons. 
 
7. It is important to meet from time to time when having geographically distributed teams. When meeting in 
one place it is more important to get to know each other and establish trust rather than making as many 
project decisions as possible. This trust then helps in bridging some of the communication gaps that come with 
distances. 
 
8. Take culture and language differences into account. Quite obvious, but there are things you can do to reduce 
the problems coming out of this by continuously educating about the other culture and making it somewhat 
playful. 
 
 

Structuring the large work 
 
9. If the product and team is large the product backlog is probably also quite large. Then it becomes 
increasingly important how it is structured. It will probably in effect be a backlog of backlogs and it is defining 
for work what makes up these different feature areas in the backlog. Going from a component based structure 
to a feature based structure takes time and needs to be a deliberate effort. 

 

 



 
 
10. The same thing goes for the composition and organisation of the scrum teams. How are they put together? 
How should they be put together? What benefits and challenges do different alternatives create? 
 
 11. There is a close connection between the structuring of the product backlog and the organisation product 
owners (“PO”). I have found that teams with PO:s responsible for each section of the backlog collaborating in a 
PO-group with a chief PO layer on top tends to be more successful. It is the same thing as with the scrum of 
scrums, when things get big the challenge is to have a good collaboration across the various areas. 
 
 

Achieving a living plan and backlog 
 
A plan that is not living will quickly become useless. Same thing goes for the product backlog. 
 
12. Organise the sprint plan and backlog the way you are actually organised. If you want to change the 
organisation, make sure that happens at the same time as the backlog and that the plan is reorganised, to 
avoid losing buy in for the backlog and plan. 
 

 
 
13. Make sure the plan and backlog reflect reality by making sure it is up to date and match what people are 
doing in the teams(s?). If a tool is used, make sure it is liked by the team. This has been one of the key success 
factors of Hansoft. 
 
14. Make sure all the info is shared and easily accessible for everyone. 
 
15. If the plan and backlog are in a tool it should be flexible enough to match the organisation so that the 
organisation doesn’t have to adjust to the tool. Flexibility also means allowing changes along the way to enable 
continued improvement of processes. 
  
Again, these are just 15 bullets to reflect upon when scaling agile to large products developed by large teams in 
a distributed environment. There are many other things to take into consideration but at least this is a start for 
discussion. Fortunately these discussions can be quite rewarding, both personally for the one passionate about 
agile but also for the success of making agile matter to the bottom line in large teams. 
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