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			Part One – Imperative One: 
Engineer the Process

			The Room

			I walked into a large enterprise technology organization and felt it before anyone said a word.

			You develop a sense for it after enough engagements. The energy in the hallway. The way people answer, “How are things going?” with a pause that’s just a half-second too long. The stand-up that runs forty-five minutes because nobody knows how to end it. The backlog that’s more archaeology than planning: items from eighteen months ago sitting next to items from last Tuesday, nobody quite sure which ones still matter or who’s working on them.

			This team was on fire. Not the good kind.

			No cohesive process. No visibility. Work appearing from everywhere: instant messages, hallway conversations, emails flagged urgent by someone three levels up who hadn’t talked to the team in months. Engineers heads-down on things nobody had formally prioritized, doing their best to triage an inbox that never got shorter. Managers trying to report on progress they couldn’t measure. Leadership making decisions based on gut feel and whoever had talked to them most recently.

			And yet, officially on paper and in the language of the organization, this team was high performing. They always delivered. That part was true. What the label didn’t capture was what delivery was costing them.

			A small number of engineers were carrying the weight of the entire operation. Not because they were assigned to. Because they were the ones who couldn’t say no, or wouldn’t, or had been doing it so long it had become their identity. They were the ones who answered the instant message at 10 p.m. Who caught the bug before the release. Who stayed late, came in early, and never quite finished anything because something more urgent always appeared.

			

			The rest of the team wasn’t failing; they were invisible. Work wasn’t balanced. It was gravitating, the way work always gravitates in the absence of a system, toward the people who would pick it up regardless of the cost.

			Leadership saw the delivery. They didn’t see the distribution. From the outside, the machine was working. From the inside, a few people were the machine, and they were running hot.

			Here’s the part that made it complicated: those engineers were proud of it. Heroism had become the culture. Being the person who saves the release at midnight wasn’t a warning sign; it was a badge. They were burning out and wearing the burn like an honor.

			That’s one of the hardest things to fix. Not because people don’t want help. Because the thing that’s hurting them has also become the thing that defines them.

			They tried to fix it. That’s important to understand. This wasn’t a team that had never looked at the problem. Leadership had issued the edict: become agile. A vendor had come in before me: textbooks, frameworks, Scrum by the book. Stand-ups, sprints, story points, retrospectives. The full methodology, delivered with confidence and a slide deck.

			It didn’t take.

			It couldn’t take. You cannot install Scrum on a team with no foundation and expect the framework to create the foundation. Scrum assumes a functioning backlog. A shared understanding of capacity. A culture of transparency that makes the ceremonies meaningful. This team had none of those things, not because they were incapable but because nobody had built the infrastructure that makes the methodology possible.

			The vendor taught them how to run sprints. Nobody taught them how to see their own work first.

			The team knew it hadn’t worked. They were skeptical, reasonably and with earned skepticism, about whether anything would. But underneath that skepticism, and this is what I saw when I looked for it, they wanted to fix it. They had been trying to fix it with the wrong tools. They were smart, capable, and completely without a system that let them do their best work.

			

			That changes everything. You can’t install desire. You can’t train people to care. When it’s already there, your job becomes much simpler: build the infrastructure that lets it out.

			That’s what Imperative One is about.

			Where We Start

			Before you can build anything, you need to see everything.

			Not the sanitized version of everything that makes it into the weekly status report. Not the highlights and the escalations and the RAG status that everyone’s gamed to stay amber because red triggers too many uncomfortable conversations. Everything needed to be visible: the actual work in flight, who was doing it, how long it was taking, what was blocked and why, and how much of it was never formally requested by anyone with authority to request it.

			Most teams in chaos aren’t failing because their people are bad. They’re failing because their system is invisible. Work flows in through a dozen channels. Priorities shift without announcement. Heroism gets mistaken for health, and the engineer who saves the release at midnight becomes a success story instead of a signal that something is broken.

			The first imperative is ruthlessly practical: engineer a process that captures the data you need without slowing the doers down. Not a heavy process. Not a bureaucratic process. A lightweight, disciplined infrastructure that makes work visible, makes capacity real, and gives everyone, from the engineer to the VP, the same view of the same truth.

			The rules that follow are how you build it.

			Some of them will feel obvious in hindsight. Most of the best ones do. The challenge was never knowing what good looked like; it was having the discipline to build it under pressure, when the fires were still burning and everyone wanted to skip the foundation and go straight to the solution.

			You can’t skip the foundation. That’s the first thing this team learned. It might be the first thing yours needs to learn too.

			Let’s start at the beginning.

			Rule 1: 
Stack the Dishes Before You Build Anything

			The Story

			The first thing I did was take everything away from everybody.

			Not as a power move. Not to make a point. Because when I looked at the backlog, I saw something that explained everything: every single item was already assigned. To someone. Over a year old, in many cases. A backlog that was supposed to represent prioritized work in flight was a graveyard with name tags on the headstones.

			Nobody was working from it. Nobody could. It was too big, too stale, and too disconnected from anything that needed to happen today. Engineers were heads-down on items that may have mattered fourteen months ago and hadn’t been revalidated since. New work was coming in through instant messages, email, and hallway conversations, getting picked up informally because the official system was unusable.

			The backlog wasn’t a planning tool. It was a landfill.

			So, I stopped everything.

			I pulled all the assignments. Cleared the board. Told the team: nothing is assigned to anyone right now. We are going to go through this together and figure out what needs to happen in the next two weeks. That’s it. Two weeks.

			The reaction surprised some people. It didn’t surprise me.

			They were relieved.

			Not resistant. Not territorial. Relieved, the way people feel when someone finally says out loud what everyone has known for a long time. Nobody had been comfortable with the system. Nobody had believed it was working. They had been carrying assigned items like dead weight, unsure whether to keep working on them or ask if they still mattered, not wanting to be the one who raised the question.

			Someone raised the question. We went through the backlog together. And what we found, once we started looking, was that a significant portion of it no longer mattered. Requirements changed. Projects shifted. Business priorities moved on. The work was still assigned. The need for it had quietly evaporated.

			We cleared it out. All of it: everything that was stale, everything that couldn’t be validated, everything that nobody could explain why it still existed. What remained was small enough to see, recent enough to trust, and clear enough to act on.

			Then I built the real backlog in Rally. From scratch. With the team. Two weeks of actual work, properly sized, properly owned, visible to everyone.

			That was the foundation. Everything else got built on top of it.

			The Principle

			A kitchen mid-service looks like chaos. Dishes coming in, plates going out, people moving fast in a small space. But the good kitchens have a system, and it starts with the same thing every time: clear the counter, stack the dishes, know what you’re working with before you start cooking.

			You cannot build a process on top of disorder. You cannot make work visible if the system that’s supposed to track it is full of noise. You cannot ask a team to trust a backlog that nobody believes in.

			The instinct, especially under pressure, is to add. Add a new tool. Add a new ceremony. Add a new framework on top of the existing one. That instinct is wrong.

			The first move is always subtraction, clearing the surface so you can see what you’re dealing with.

			This is true of every engagement I’ve ever run. The details change. The principle doesn’t.

			The Rule

			Stack the dishes before you build anything.

			Before you introduce a single new process, tool, or ceremony, stop. Look at what already exists. Pull the backlog. See what’s assigned, what’s stale, what’s real, and what’s a ghost. Clear what doesn’t belong. Validate what does.

			Do this with the team, not to them. The people doing the work know which items are real and which are archaeology. Ask them. Let them help you clear the table. That act alone, going through it together, starts to build the trust on which everything else depends.

			You cannot build Flow on a foundation you haven’t inspected. Stack the dishes first.

			The Human Moment

			They were relieved.

			I’ve thought about that a lot over the years. In a team that had been described as high performing, that had always delivered, that wore their heroism like a badge, the first real act of process leadership landed as relief.

			That told me everything I needed to know about how long they had been waiting for someone to take control. Not to take over. To take control, to say: I see the mess, I’m not pretending it isn’t there, and here’s what we’re going to do about it.

			Sometimes the most powerful thing a leader can do is clear the table and say: let’s start from what’s real.

			That’s where Flow begins.

			Rule 2: 
Stop the Bleeding First

			The Story

			Clearing the backlog was the easy part.

			The harder part was what came next: telling everyone outside the team that for the next two weeks, the answer to every new request was no.

			

			Not “let me check.” Not “we’ll see what we can fit in.” No. The team had two weeks of real, validated, visible work in front of them. Nothing was getting added to that list. Nothing was getting slipped in through an instant message or a hallway conversation or an email marked urgent by someone who marked everything urgent. The boundary was firm. Two weeks. What’s on the board gets done. Everything else waits.

			This is where most process efforts fall apart. Not in the planning. In the protection.

			You can build the most elegant backlog in the world, but it means nothing if the team can’t work it without interruption. Every unplanned item that lands mid-sprint is a small act of violence against the system you’re trying to build. It breaks focus. It breaks trust. It tells the team, quietly but clearly, that the process isn’t real, that the commitments don’t hold, that this is just another initiative that will bend the moment someone important pushes back.

			I needed the manager and director to understand that. More than that, I needed them to commit to it. Publicly. To the team and to the organization.

			They did. And then they got tested almost immediately.

			It didn’t take long. A few days into the first sprint, someone senior tried to drop work directly onto the team. Not through the backlog. Not through a conversation with the manager. Directly, the way it had always been done, informally, because informally had always worked before.

			The manager held the line.

			That moment, that single act of a manager saying, “Not this sprint, here’s how to get it into the next one,” to someone with more organizational rank, was the first real instance of servant leadership in this engagement. Not a concept from a slide deck. A decision made under pressure, which protected the team’s ability to do the work they had committed to.

			The team noticed. They always notice.

			

			The Principle

			Every system has a source of chaos. In most teams, it’s the same one: uncontrolled intake. Work arrives through too many channels, from too many directions, with too many people empowered to call something urgent. The backlog never stabilizes because the inflow never stops.

			Before you can build anything that works, you must stop the bleeding. That means one thing: a firm, defended boundary around what the team is working on and for how long.

			The time-box is not a scheduling tool. It is a trust-building tool. When a team completes a sprint, when they finish what they said they would finish in the time they said it would take, something settles. Not just in the metrics. In the room. People start to believe that the system works. That their commitments mean something. That the chaos is manageable.

			But that only happens if the boundary holds. And boundaries don’t hold themselves. They require leaders who are willing to enforce them, not against the team but on behalf of the team. That is what servant leadership looks like in practice. Not a management philosophy. A manager standing between their team and the next urgent request and saying: not this sprint.

			The Rule

			Stop the bleeding first.

			Before you optimize, before you scale, before you introduce any new ceremony or tool, put a firm boundary around the work. Define the time-box. Commit to it as a team. Then ask your manager and director to commit to protecting it.

			If they won’t commit, you have a different problem than process. Leadership alignment is a prerequisite, not a nice-to-have. A time-box that leadership won’t defend is not a time-box. It’s a suggestion.

			When the boundary gets tested, and it will get tested, the response at that moment is more important than anything in your backlog. A manager who holds the line once earns the trust that makes everything else possible. A manager who folds once tells the team everything they need to know about whether this time is different.

			

			Make it different. Hold the line.

			The Human Moment

			The team noticed.

			That’s the thing about servant leadership: you don’t announce it. You don’t put it on a slide or describe it in a kickoff meeting. You demonstrate it, once, under real pressure, and the team files it away.

			After the manager held that boundary, something subtle changed in how the team showed up. The skepticism didn’t disappear overnight; earned skepticism never does. But there was a shift. A small one. The sense that maybe this time someone was in their corner.

			That’s what stopping the bleeding buys you. Not just protected capacity. The beginning of trust.

			And trust, it turns out, is the foundation Flow must be built on.

			Rule 3: Time-Box Everything. You Cannot Measure What Has No Boundary.

			The Story

			The first thing I established after clearing the backlog was a time-box. Two weeks, not because the Scrum guide says two weeks, but because this team needed to stop the bleeding, and stopping the bleeding required a defined unit of time with a clear start, a clear end, and a commitment attached to it.

			Before the time-box, time itself was part of the problem. Work had no boundaries; items sat for months without resolution, requests arrived without deadlines, progress was reported against targets nobody had formally agreed to. You can’t measure progress without a finish line.

			The two-week cadence held through the early phase. Then the data started telling a different story.

			

			As the carryover dashboard matured, one cause stood out: external dependencies. Work that was sized correctly and committed to honestly was still carrying over because something outside the team’s control hadn’t landed in time.

			The conversation about changing the time-box was natural. Not a debate, but a reading of the data. The team arrived at a month, from their own data, through their own reasoning. I didn’t suggest it. I didn’t need to.

			The Principle

			You cannot measure what has no boundary. A real time-box is defined, defended, and measured. The length is a team decision. What doesn’t work is no time-box, or a time-box nobody enforces, or one set by someone who isn’t doing the work.

			The Rule

			Time-box everything. You cannot measure what has no boundary.

			Define a time-box that fits your work. Let the team define the length. Defend the boundary. Measure everything the time-box produces: completion rate, carryover by cause, dependency lag, capacity accuracy.

			The Human Moment

			Several months into the engagement, we sat down for a retrospective. We pulled up the carryover dashboard and looked at it together.

			Most of the carryover items had the same cause: external dependencies. The team saw it immediately.

			“Two weeks isn’t enough,” one of the senior engineers said. Not as a complaint. As a reading of the evidence.

			The answer was a month. The team arrived at it together, from their own data, through their own reasoning.

			That moment, a team looking at their own carryover pattern and adjusting their own process in response, was the first glimpse of something that would become one of the most powerful tools in the entire engagement. We’ll come back to it in Part Four. For now, when the data speaks clearly enough, the team will listen. Your job is to make sure they can see it.

			Rule 4: Audit the Enterprise System Before You Augment It

			The Story

			Once the team was running their first real sprint, with work visible, assignments clear, and the boundary held, I turned my attention to Rally.

			Rally was the work management system the organization had standardized on. It wasn’t going anywhere. It didn’t need to. What I needed to understand was what it had, what it was capable of, and what gap existed between its potential and how this team was using it.

			What I discovered was a system with good bones being used badly.

			The data model was sound. Work items, hierarchies, assignments, states, sprint containers; the structure was there. But it was being used as a dumping ground, not a planning tool. Items were created inconsistently. Fields were incomplete. The hierarchy between capabilities, features, stories, and tasks was either ignored or misunderstood. Nobody had established standards for how work got entered, so everyone had developed their own habits, which meant the data was too inconsistent to trust and too noisy to act on.

			Rally wasn’t the problem. The absence of discipline around using it was the problem.

			That’s an important distinction. The instinct when you inherit a broken system is to replace it, to bring in something new, start fresh, make a statement. That instinct is almost always wrong. Replacing the tool doesn’t fix the behavior. It just gives people a new place to repeat the same habits while they spend six months migrating data and learning a new interface.

			The audit told me what I needed to know: Rally could do the job. It needed standards, structure, and one critical addition it didn’t provide on its own.

			Capacity.

			Rally could tell me what work existed and who it was assigned to. It could not tell me how much bandwidth those people had. There was no view of team capacity, no way to know at sprint planning time whether the work being committed to was achievable or whether the team was once again signing up for more than any human being could reasonably deliver.

			That gap was not a Rally problem. It was a system design problem. And it explained everything.

			Without capacity data, sprint planning was theater. You couldn’t make a real commitment because you didn’t know what a real commitment looked like. Work got assigned based on availability in the loosest possible sense: whoever wasn’t visibly on fire at that moment, and the heroes picked up whatever fell through the gaps. The system had no mechanism for surfacing overallocation, so overallocation became permanent and invisible.

			I built the capacity management layer in SharePoint. Not because SharePoint was the right long-term answer, and it wasn’t, but because it was available, it was fast to configure, and it solved the immediate problem without requiring a platform change. The data lived where the team could see it, update it, and trust it.

			Rally tracked the work. SharePoint tracked the people doing the work. Together they gave us something neither could provide alone: a complete picture.

			The Principle

			Every organization has an enterprise system. It was expensive. It was standardized across teams. It is not going away, regardless of how much anyone wishes it would. Your job is not to replace it. Your job is to understand it well enough to use it properly, and to identify with precision what it cannot do so you can augment it surgically.

			Augmentation is not a workaround. It is a system design. The question is never, “Is this tool perfect?” No tool is perfect. The question is, “What does this tool do well, what does it do badly, and what does it not do at all?” Answer those three questions, and you’ll know exactly what to build around it.

			The audit is how you answer them. Not a long audit. Not a formal one. A practical one: spend time in the system, understand the data model, map what exists against what you need, and identify the gaps. Then fill the gaps with the lightest possible solution that works.

			The goal is a complete system, not a perfect tool.

			The Rule

			Audit the enterprise system before you augment it.

			Before you add anything, a new tool, a new list, a new process, or a new field, and understand what already exists and why. Map the data model. Identify what’s being used, what’s being ignored, and what’s missing entirely. Then augment surgically, filling only the gaps that matter for Flow.

			Three questions to answer in every audit:

			
					What does this system do well that we should protect and use properly?

					What does it do badly that we need to work around or standardize?

					What does it not do at all that we need to build elsewhere?

			

			Answer those questions before you touch anything. The audit is not overhead. It is the difference between a system that works and a frankenstack that nobody trusts.

			The Human Moment

			The capacity conversation was the first time the team saw themselves clearly.

			When we built the capacity layer and started sprint planning with real numbers: actual available hours per person, actual work sized in time, actual commitment that reflected actual bandwidth; the overallocation became visible for the first time.

			

			It wasn’t a small gap. In some cases, engineers who had been “assigned” to a reasonable-looking list of work were already at 200 percent of their available capacity before the sprint started. They had known it; in the way you know things you’ve stopped saying out loud. But seeing it in a system, objectively and undeniably in numbers, changed the conversation.

			Nobody could call it heroism anymore. The data called it what it was

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
					What specifically improves if you measure this?

					What does it cost the people producing the data?

					Is the improvement worth the cost?
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