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Summary
“Individuals and interactions over processes and tools.” This statement is one of the most 
important Agile values, and one I subscribe to. But tooling cannot be ignored when applying Agile 
principles. In this talk I will guide you on how to effectively navigate tool evaluation and 
implementation while honoring this Agile principle. To this end I will be focusing on how software 
project collaboration tools, like Atlassian tools I work with every day, should be tuned to best meet 
how your teams work. I'll talk about my experiences coaching organizations that incorrectly 
expected tool adoption would deliver improved process and collaborative culture to their team 
simply as a result of installing a tool.

Manifestos are fun but they can make us dogmaticAfter the agile manifesto hit, I went full on agile. 
I put the science back into computer science. I tried things out to see what would work and when 
things went well I did more of that.I learned a ton, I shipped better software, and I felt more 
connected to value creating and rewarding work than I had for 20 years.But after about 5 years, I 
noticed I started reintroducing some of the practices I had used to manage software development 
before everything went agile.

Welcome! My name is Larry Cummings and I’m a senior atlassian consultant at Isos Technology. 
Isos is software development shop that has been running agile for it’s entire 10 year history.

As an atlassian consultant it’s my job to show teams how to use Atlassian tools to improve team 
collaboration and project management to achieve better results.
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Atlassian’s tools are frequently adopted because they matured during the transition from a 
waterfall based software development process to an agile approach to software development 
approach.

As a result the tools I work with every day are frequently implemented because the teams are 
looking for tools that help them work in an agile process. Atlassian’s tools are excellent tools for 
agile software development teams.

Many of my engagements are for teams that aren’t creating software at all.

I’m going to talk about the importance of tools, and how you can use tools to improve agility. At the 
end of this talk we can talk about specific tool recommendations or experiences we all have had 
with any tools and their suitability within an agile process.

For the presentation part of this session, i’m going to concentrate on how agile values and your 
specific teams and organizations values should be the starting point of you tool selection process.
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Background

I have been underwater for most of my career. People have always given me more work than any 
individual can do themselves, so i learned very early how to assemble teams to get things done. 
That’s how I accidentally became a project manager.

I learned very early to assemble teams to help organizations get all the work done.

I started life as a software developer when no one knew what a software developer did.
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I mean absolutely no one, nut just my Dad. My Dad has no idea what I do, but unlike my mother, 
he never asks, he just assumes it’s “computer stuff” and he’ll never understand it. Which ironically 
is sort of how I feel about his Army career.

We talk about baseball mostly.

When I learned how to do software development you used to have to go to these big buildings and 
they took you into air conditioned rooms full of wires. There were folks that managed you but 
mostly the computers were not very powerful and non one was really sure what you could build 
with them. We just knew the opportunities to build great things was enormous.

That was 1984. I did Fortran and ANSI C programming.
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Around 1995 everyone thought they figured out how to make software, because they figured out 
how to make money making software.

Turns out there really was only one big epiphany from the “.com era” about making software. It 
was agility, and it was codified in the Agile Manifesto.

This should look familiar to most of you.

The first value of the  is the main subject of our talk today.Agile Manifesto

Individuals and interactions over processes and tools
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This value was very important to me. It said to me, and a lot of people at the time, that people that 
successfully build software probably , and that most of the already know how to work together
“process improvement” work being done in the 90's to “help” software development teams was 
bullshit. Specifically it was wrong more often than it was right because it wasn’t informed by the 
way the next generation of software teams actually organized and executed.

There was probably some good process improvement activity somewhere, but there was way 
more process deconstruction that slowed everyone down. We had to defend our industry from 
some seriously flawed assumptions.

The biggest problem, was that the waterfall approach to developing software was driving talented 
software developers out of the industry, which was pretty terrible.

It was also frequently the root cause of shipping some really bad software.

At least it was the root cause that I noticed on projects I was working on.
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Manifestos are fun but they can make us dogmatic

After the agile manifesto hit, I went full on agile. I put the science back into computer science. I 
tried things out to see what would work and when things went well I did more of that.

I learned a ton, I shipped better software, and I felt more connected to value creating and 
rewarding work than I had for 20 years.

But after about 5 years, I noticed I started reintroducing some of the practices I had used to 
manage software development before everything went agile.

Have you ever been told no because “our computer can’t do that”?
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On a good day it’s because it’s a terrible idea and it’s just more polite to say this than “machines 
we use aren’t programmed to improve terrible ideas”.

On a bad day it’s because we forget that the person we’re talking to is more important than what 
the tool can or can’t do.

Besides, you can probably just use division to split the check.

The wisdom of the line, especially the phrase in yellow, below the value list in the agile manifesto 
is super important.

There is value in process and tools, the fact that the items on the right appear on the manifesto, 
indicate that we value them.

I had spent quite a lot of my early agile years avoiding process and tools that weren’t “officially” 
agile.

When I started reintroducing process expertise guidance into my teams and started looking for 
tools to help my teams, I noticed that the tools and process advice were now more likely in tune 
with what we had learned from the agile manifesto.
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Reflecting on my work I noticed that where team values were aligned around things that helped us 
succeed, everyone, not just the software developers, produced better products.

I’m going to spend the rest of my time today talking about how to find a balance where you have 
process and tools but ensure that you value your individuals and interactions more.

Agile software development is in a much better place than it was in 2001. If Agile vs. waterfall was 
a contest, then Agile has “won”.

Once I realized it wasn’t a contest, or at the very least it wasn’t a fair fight, I realized agility was a 
new way of reducing risk and improving results. A way that changed how everyone in software 
development, and later every industry approached how they manage work.
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Also, we need tools and process. The nature of work is changing dramatically and a lot of that has 
to do with the enormous impact technology now has in the marketplace.

I’m going to come back to this in a few minutes, but it’s such funny image I wanted to use it twice. 
We all know we should use tools correctly, but we can all cite numerous examples where we don’t. 
I’m going to assume that we all agree that if there’s a correct way to use tools that implies we have 
intentionally agreed to use the tool.
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Use tools that enhance individual participation and 
especially encourage contributions to your project

Here’s the evaluation criteria that I use to validate tool selection.

I use these every day to ensure that my customers are not confusing using Atlassian’s with “being 
agile” but are rather already being agile first and leveraging the tools Atlassian makes to improve 
their agility.

Participation is all about move through the four stages of the team creating life cycle:

Forming, Storming, Norming and Performing.
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Tools should help you get to performing faster, they can help you with

Forming => we need people that are comfortable using the tools we’re thinking about using on this 
project)

Storming => we don’t like the way our tools do this instead of that, should we change the tool, what 
does the team prefer?

Norming => what are our boundaries, values and social norms?

Performing => how do we know we’re getting where we set out to go? How can we get there 
faster?

Computers count things. There are no end to the metrics you can gather, especially from web 
applications.

Have you ever heard the expression “What’s get measured, get’s done”?

I like to remind people that this is true even if getting that thing done is detrimental to the goals of 
the organization.

Just because the machine can count it, doesn’t mean it’s a metric to be be used to guide 
performance.
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Kathy Sierra created this graphic about individual communication styles.

Always attribute the ideas that improve your team to the people that raised them. It will teach you 
to realize that everyone on the team contributes and it will encourage people to raise more ideas.

One of my favorite aspects of working with tools, is that it can force people to write out their ideas, 
and writing out an idea makes it easier for the whole team to objectively evaluate the idea.

The other thing to remember is that tools provide a new channel for communication and some 
team members will be stronger communicating in channels other are weak in. Having more 
channels helps people find their own way to participate.

Tools can help with alignment, which is about getting everyone pulling in the same direction.

Tools should reinforce what that direction is.
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Tools can’t give you direction, they help you move in that direction.
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Use tools that improve and accelerate the value of 
interactions between your team members

A  team, is a team that is good at honestly communicating on crucial topics.real

Crucial Conversations is a great read on this topic.

You can’t learn how to manage risk if your team doesn’t feel they can raise risks. A real team 
raises risks earlier, and works together to find a solution if the risk turns out to be real.

Everyone on the team has to understand how their work makes the whole organization successful. 
You need a clearly stated objective that  to achieve the objective motivates and empowers people
together.

At the bottom of this list are things teams need to avoid doing.
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Don't let your tool feature creep your team into waterfall

When I settled on Atlassian’s tools, specifically JIRA their issue tracker and Confluence their 
collaborative wiki, it was because neither tool dictated what my teams process should be. I could 
and still can create a team and pick process we want to use, and then model that process in the 
JIRA and document it in Confluence.

Issue trackers, tend to stay in an agile space more easily than say an Enterprise Resource 
Planning tool.

Really any tool that gives you as much insight into numerical data about who’s doing what can lull 
the inattentive team leader or stakeholder into thinking that the tool is providing the process.

At Isos we use Atlassian’s tools because they help us create better software.

Within the Isos Atlassian practice we help teams realize value from their process and tools but we 
remind them to value them less than their people and interactions.
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1.  

2.  

Use Team Values to evaluate your tools

Tools need to evolve when your team's needs change

If you remember one thing from this presentation it should be this. Valuing People and Interactions 
over process and tools, means that your tools need to evolve when your team’s needs change.

You can come up with as many team values as you like, but i’ve found these two are really 
relevant to tool evaluation:

A value that gives participants permission to challenge the “status quo”.
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2.  A value that aligns the seemingly mundane aspects of the project’s work with the goals of 
the whole organization.

Like the Agile Manifesto, I guide teams with principles I find this is a more expressed as values. 
effective way to keep people focusing on “why” you are doing your work.

We should only use tools that are effective, so these two kinds of values give us a way to decide 
what is and is not effective.
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Please don’t punish people by making them use tools that don’t help them. Your team probably 
knows they're doing it wrong. It’s a dramatic image but it’s exactly how people tell me they feel 
when they are using tools that don’t help their teams improve participation and alignment.
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Tools need to be configurable to your team's processes and 
collaboration values

Just, don’t. Is that really hard to avoid? This should be a no-brainer.

You may end up training the team on the new tool . But if the because it helps the team succeed
only reason your training them is because someone bought it or worse “can get it for free”, just 
start with asking “what’s it for”. Don’t settle for the market segment it’s designed to solve problems 
for “It’s a project management tool” doesn’t answer the question.

If someone randomly handed you a screwdriver and then you asked them “Why did you give me a 
screwdriver?” you would likely not expect to hear “Because it turns screws so you can fasten 
things together.”

“ ” if there is not a clear answer on What’s it for = what problem does it solve for our organization.
that, you won’t be able to train your team because they need context and relevance to their work 
for the training be worth the investment.
By the way “because the team that’s doing the work said they wanted it.” sounds like a terrible 
answer but it’s actually a really good one. (But you still need to know what it’s for to figure out how 
to train your whole team.)
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On the other hand, DO this.

Every single time your team adjusts how it does work, start thinking about how that would affect 
your tools. If it’s a “one off / exceptional / edge case” it won’t come up again, but if it ends up being 
a way that works for a bunch of other situations, it’s going to have an impact on tools.
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Let’s talk about challenges you have with your tools!

Please come by our booth for a T-Shirt!
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Why Isos Technologies is a valuable partner in 
implementing Atlassian Tools for your Agile team

We have great and valuable conversations about tools every day. Isos has Atlassian expertise 
because we've applied agile values to how we use Atlassian tools within our organization's value 
objectives and operational constraints. This expertise in advising your team on how to best 
leverage tools and process within the Atlassian platform is one of the reasons our customers 
partner with us again and again.
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Please reach out to me if you have any questions!

To learn more about our Atlassian Services please visit our website and click on the "Process" link 
in the navigation.


