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Who’s here? 



Some context about Red Gate 

•  ~300 people 
•  13 years old, with long track record of growth 
•  Self-funded, privately-owned, profitable 
•  We sell database and developer tooling in the 

Microsoft ecosystem 
•  ~1,000,000 users 



Red Gate & agile 

•  2007 - lots of scaling problems with our 
software development 

•  2008 – brought in SCRUM and various other 
agile practices 

•  2010 – appointed a Head of Software 
Engineering 

•  2011 – mandated that agile process should be 
used on all projects  

•  2012/13 – all projects are agile; no surprises 
in last 18 months. 



Does Red Gate actually have a C-level suite? 

NO! 



Does Red Gate actually have a C-level suite? 

 [Picture of Simon’s desk] 

MY DESK 



Why would an apparently successful company experiment with 
a weird approach designed for engineers? 



Our team was 
dysfunctional. 

 





Our problems 

Leadership Team (2012) 
 -  No visibility on delivering  
    projects 

 - Lack of trust; people not  
   aligned 
 - Hero to zero 
 - Being the boss of that team  

   was a thankless task 
 - Death marches 
 - No clarified process 
  

Dev Teams (2007) 
-  Big surprises around shipping 

software 
-  Developer is King 
-  Hero to zero 
-  Blame the team failures on the 

individual 
-  Death marches 
-  Project management process 

was left up to the PM 



If the problems are similar, could the solution also 
be similar? 



Red Gate’s agile gurus 



Our initial goals 

 - Team collaboration 
 - Trust 

 - Surface where we are spending time and  
   activities 
 - Share information 
 

 
 
 
The ultimate goal: 
Fix the dysfunction! I knew something was wrong, and this 
seemed like a good way to start solving it. 



Plan A 

 - Super-light daily standup (15 mins) 
 - Intensive observation and coaching from agile PMs (Simon 
and Mark) 
 - That’s it! 



[It didn’t occur to us 
to take a photo of our 

initial whiteboard] 



Plan A II 

 - Daily standup 
 - 16th minute chat 

 - Ground rules 
 - Structure & other sub-whiteboards 



11th October 2012 



17th October 2012 



15th November 2012 



17th December 2012 



What benefits did we see? 

 - We got a lot better at keeping our promises 
 - We slowly became more careful about making promises 

 - We surfaced disagreements earlier 
 - We dealt with small crises very rapidly & effectively 
 - Everyone in the room knew what was going on 
 - Cross-divisional & company issues were tackled much more  

   effectively 
  



What were the results of Plan A II? 

How did we do, measured against our initial goals? 

 - Team collaboration  
 - Trust [improving] 

 - Surface where we are spending time and  
   activities 
 - Share information 
 

 
 
 



11th October 2012 



17th October 2012 



15th November 2012 



14th December 2012 



17th December 2012 





If you take only one thing away from this talk: 

BE AWARE OF 
HIDDEN 

PROJECTS 



Hidden projects are very counter-intuitive 

 - Lots of them 
 - Not prioritised 

 - Single biggest cause of  

   non-strategic activities 
 - I still can’t quite  

   believe this is true! 

 



More examples 







Big acquisition – project management universe size 

Project Managers  
(paired project management 
– gamechanger?) 
Checks & balances 
Reporting 
Expertise 

Software Legals 

Robbie reckons it will take a 
couple of days 



What was the end result? 

Software Project (agile) 
- Fixed scope, schedule and       
quality, 3rd party supplier, new 
for us.   
- Team delivered millions of  
    dollars of value to the  
    company on time and on  
    budget 
 - We did exactly what we set  

   out to do  
 - Purchaser has found nothing  
   wrong (saving us months of  
   anticipated effort) 

Legals (hidden project) 
-  Contract signed six months 

late (which massively 
increased our risk) 

-  $150k legal fees 
-  Massive (!) drain on key 

management time 
-  Numerous other initiatives 

delayed 
-  Death march 
-  Hugely stressful for people 

involved 



Checklist for a hidden project 

 - Other projects have been running more slowly than anticipated 
 - Project doesn’t really belong to anyone 

 - Any time devoted to it seems to disappear 
 - No project manager; no project management artefacts exist 
 - There’s a scapegoat 
 - It started off seeming like a task 

 - Not prioritised or resourced 

 - Someone, somewhere in your organisation, is still angry 
about it 
 

 
 



Hidden Projects 

Last 12 months Happening right now 

Your area 

Multi-area 



Group Exercise – hidden projects? 

•  5mins of silent brainstorming 
•  5mins in groups to populate the chart with 

your projects 
•  One person from each table reports back to 

the group – where are your projects clustered 
and which was the biggest one? 



Back to Plan A II… 

We quickly realised that we 
weren’t allocating our time 

well as a team.  



28th February 2013 



Important 

Urgent 

Driving 
Vision 

Day-to-
Day 

Reactive 

CRISIS 



Wise words from our CIO 

Strategy is your day 
job, not your evening 

job! 



Plan B  

 - 15 minute standup 
 - Swim lanes – place high-priority projects at the top of the     

   board and day-to-day tasks at the bottom 
 - Cycle of planning 



13th March 2013 



Did it stick? 

NO! 



The Galbraith Conundrum 

We got a lot of value out of 
using agile processes, and we’ve 
tried to do something similar 
before, but we didn’t manage to 
make it stick either time. 



Open questions 

1)  Is the nature of running a 
business very different to 
running a project with a single 
goal? 

2)  Are we really just too lazy to 
work on the stories and the 
backlog? 



Group Exercise – why did I fail? 

 - 10mins of rapid-fire questions (answered in a  
   sentence or less) 
 - 3mins of silent brainstorming 
 - 10mins in groups to produce top 3 reasons 
 - One person from each table to give a 1- 

   minute account of why I failed 



Reflections on using agile with my team 

Successes Failures Lessons 

CIO Success (a >3 year 
problem) 
 
Chicago tax demand 
(small crisis) 
 
Alignment 
 
Trust and truth telling 
 

Making this work was 
itself a hidden project 
 
A twelve-person team 
killed it 
 
We didn’t spend nearly 
enough time on the 
backlog or stories 
 
We centralized power 
 
It was a bit of a daily 
drag 
 

Facilitation – we gave 
up far too early. Need 
to commit to months of 
effort. 
 
Hidden projects 
 
Team needs other 
characteristics 
 
Time is more easily 
misallocated as an 
executive 



What I’ve learnt from this 

You agile dudes are the 
answer to some really 
big management 
problems! 



It’s up to you! 

-  Despite the huge number of business books available, there 
are virtually no books about the mechanics of running a 
company or a leadership team. 

 
-  Leadership and business is considered purely in terms of 

strategic and critical ideas; process and practice are taken as 
read. 

-  This is an interesting business opportunity because the people 
suffering from these problems are already overpaid. 

-  Agile is the most likely contender to fill this void - and many of 
you are perfectly-placed to take it forward! 



Some predictions [@galbraithsimon #Agile2013] 

 - By 2023, 2013 leadership practice will seem as backward as  
   waterfall. A revolution in leadership will have taken place. 

 
 - In 2018, the CEO of a large public company will be fired  
   because of their “backward” leadership practice. 
 

 - By 2015, there will be job titles which reflect the job of  
   facilitating the CEO (if there aren’t already!). 
 



Simon Galbraith 
CEO & Co-Founder, Red Gate  
 

@galbraithsimon 

Thank You! 



Group Brainstorm Activity 

Map your leadership team’s 
dysfunctions. 

 
(Chatham House Rules) 



Checklist for dysfunctions 

−  Does it prevent people from doing the right thing for the 
company? 

−  Are the decisions being made and the overall strategy aligned? 
−  How quickly can decisions be made? [Think Goldilocks – too 

quick and too slow are both dysfunctions]. 
−  Is it clear who makes them? 
−  Are the public reasons why things don’t work the same as the 

actual reasons things don’t work? [The private reasons are 
probably dysfunctions!] 

−  Is every crisis a crisis? 



Personality 

Capability 

Process Behaviour 

[Dysfunctions 
checklist] 



Personality 

Capability 

Process Behaviour 

The team contradict each 
other 

The team is impulsive 

The team are all marketers, 
and don’t get technology 

The CEO pushes ideas that 
haven’t been sanity checked 

[Dysfunctions 
checklist] 


