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ABSTRACT

An agile organization adapts what they are building to match their customer’s evolving needs. Agile
teams also adapt to changes in their organization’s work environment. The latest change is the evolving
environment of “hybrid” work — a mix of in-person and virtual staff. Team members might sometimes
work together in the office, work from home, or work in other locations, and they may struggle to
sustain a high level of collaboration and innovation. It isn’t just pandemic social distancing — many of us
want to work from home to eliminate our commute and spend more time with family. Are there
learnings and best practices that organizations can use to become and stay effective in a hybrid world?
An XP 2022 panel organized by Steven Fraser (Innoxec) discussed these questions in June 2022. The
panel was facilitated by Hendrik Esser (Ericsson) and featured Alistair Cockburn (Heart of Agile),
Sandy Mamoli (Nomad8), Nils Brede Moe (SINTEF), Jaana Nyfjord (Spotify), and Darja Smite
(Blekinge Institute of Technology).
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1. Introduction: Panel discussion of agility today

This paper reports on a panel session organized by Steven Fraser (Innoxec) and facilitated by Hendrik
Esser (Ericsson) to discuss XP 2022’s theme “The Future of Work: Agile in a Hybrid World.” The panel
was also inspired by a recent community survey by Fraser and Mancl on “The Future of Conferences”
[1] in an increasingly virtual world. In preparation for the panel, panelists were asked to consider topics
including:

e As pandemic restrictions are loosened, how will work environments and Agile practices evolve,
given that some workers will return to a physical office while others may desire to continue their
work from home?

e What issues are related to surveillance, trust, collaboration, and networking tools?

e What can we leverage from the “Peopleware” inspired writings of Fred Brooks [2], Melvin
Conway [3], Tom DeMarco, and Tim Lister [4][5]?

e What are the key learnings and emergent best practices/hybrid for hybrid work environments for
Agile organizations?

In response to the pre-panel questions, Alistair Cockburn (Heart of Agile, USA) raised several concerns:

e When people do “hybrid-agile,” have they created the worst of both worlds?

e How has something fundamentally about human interaction become a technology challenge,
where tools matter, and tool-usage matters more!

e What are best-practice facilitation skills for effective virtual/hybrid collaboration?
e What is the future of work? How will current company best practices evolve?

At XP 2022, in Copenhagen, the panelists shared their experiences in virtual and hybrid working
environments during the pandemic, software developer survey data, and key ideas from previous
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generations of workplace evolution. Agile values and practices were important, however the panel also
considered broader issues.

¢ Do individuals have freedom of choice regarding their own work environment?
e What are the best ways to organize work teams so they can collaborate effectively?
e How can they best approach creative problem-solving as a team?

“Adaptation” is an important part of agility. Agile teams need to adapt to changes in their organization’s
work environment. The latest change is the evolving environment of “hybrid” work, a mix of in-person
and virtual staff. Team members might work in the office, from home, or in other locations, but there
will always be a struggle to achieve good collaboration and innovation. The motivation for virtual work
isn’t just pandemic social distancing: many of us want to work virtually from home to eliminate our
commute and spend more time with family.

The panel facilitator, Hendrik Esser (Ericsson, Germany), kicked of the discussion of hybrid working
with an interesting anecdote, and his story is partial proof that employees are not necessarily consistent
in their beliefs. In Hendrik’s office, one person who had resisted a return to the office was mandated to
return two days per week. Within one week, his reaction was “I had forgotten how great it is to meet
people by the coffee machine, so I think I will come more often.” Our personal beliefs about our
personal “best” work environment will likely continue to evolve.

Hendrik also noted that the panel would focus more on how to work effectively in a hybrid world —
rather than debating the merits of hybrid versus in-person work.

2. What is hybrid? Individual choice or team choice?

The panel abstract described “hybrid” work as an evolving environment with a mix of in-person
(traditional office) and virtual (remote) work environments.

However, Darja Smite (Blekinge Institute of Technology, Sweden) saw hybrid as two sides of a coin. On
one side, hybrid is about flexibility, the freedom to decide where and when to work. She believed that
freedom is important. However, she also acknowledged that hybrid can be problematic. Everyone
desires freedom of choice regarding workplace, but Darja cautioned, “I see teams with internal conflicts,
with members who have different opinions about where they want to work and how they want to
collaborate.”

Sandy Mamoli (Nomad8, New Zealand) suggested the ambiguity of going hybrid. “We think we can
assume that hybrid is here to stay, but we don’t know exactly what it is going to look like.” She
explained that we will need to explore new ways of working, but we must also balance our own
preferences against those of the team.

Jaana Nyfjord (Spotify, Sweden) introduced Spotify’s perspective on virtual work: “Distributed first”
and “work from anywhere.” Spotify encourages a non-traditional work structure. The company desires
that their staff be as creative and productive as possible and enables staff to choose their workplace
structure.

Darja discussed how teams might address the conflicts of work styles. One possible solution is to
reorganize teams. “We ask them to imagine reshuffling the people, letting them decide how they want to
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work. Some teams will be fully off-site teams, some fully on-site teams, and some hybrid teams.” It’s
important “to align team membership with their preferences.”

Nils Brede Moe (SINTEF, Norway) agreed with Darja, “There needs to be some compromise.” Teams
often struggle when people within a single team want so many different things. Nils indicated that
experienced team members can leverage an existing network of contacts for assistance, whether they are
co-located or virtual. However, new team members may work more effectively face-to-face.

Sandy discussed the consequences of compromise. “I have an unpopular opinion: I don’t think it should
be 100% individual choice.” Sandy explained that she has colleagues who say, “I want to live at the
beach, I want to go to the office every Wednesday, and I only think about what’s fine for me.” They may
not think about the bigger picture.

But Sandy believed that a top-down mandate with a single universal rule about virtual working would be
wrong. “I don’t think it should be dictated by managers. I think there needs to be a conversation, with
your peers at least, about what works for us... I want to make sure the whole plan works, and that factors
into my decision. It’s not just ‘me, me, me.””

3. Establishing trust

Alistair Cockburn (Heart of Agile, USA) was skeptical about virtual work. Teams that do not share a
physical workspace may find it difficult to establish trust. Alistair suggested that organizations might
address this with a “budget line-item for building trust.”

This “budget” is about improving the way teams work together. Co-located teams have group activities
to support communication and trust within the team: “If you are co-located in the same city, trust is
[mostly] for free. [ You build trust in the team] when you have a movie night, or maybe a birthday cake.
You don’t get that when you’re distributed.” If distributed or hybrid teams are going to build trust, it will
cost more: company management may need to budget for travel and lodging expenses and/or multiple
team-building events. When a business unit has a budget line-item for trust, the cost of a distributed
team becomes more visible to management.

Hendrik agreed about the value of trust: “I think the topic of trust and psychological safety is super-
important.” The question is “how” to do it in a distributed environment.

4. Teamwork, Creativity, and Execution

Agile practices reinforce the importance of good communication and collaboration, and some of the
practices may even improve morale in distributed teams. Nils pointed this out early in the panel
discussion. “Pair programming is a very important practice. Pair programming is what has kept people
going during the pandemic, because they have pair programming sessions.” Even though everyone
worked virtually, pair programming provided a sense of normality and technical interaction with others.
“We found that pair programming is even better for some doing it virtually, because you aren’t
disturbing others.”

Darja added more information about this from a recent study [6] interview: “We interviewed one person
who explained that his at-home experience depended on the week. He had one week alone at home [not
doing any pair programming]. He wasn’t taking showers; he was sitting alone on the sofa all day. He
was having a miserable work experience, he was not disciplined, and he was very unfocused. Every
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other week, he was paired with someone — working together for most of the day — so he would dress, he
would sit by the desk, he would be motivated to be focusing on work. It was a completely different
experience for the same person.”

Most of the panelists agreed that face-to-face interaction may be necessary for design discussions and
creative problem-solving sessions. Some group activities are much harder to do over a computer
connection.

Alistair desired that organizations considering hybrid work, consider how to keep their people happy and
productive. He gave some examples of creative face-to-face problem-solving sessions — co-design with
two people working together. Most people find it valuable to do be involved in some group design work,
and in agile development it helps to be able to sit and discuss designs with the customer. However, there
needs to be a balance. When people return to the office, “I hope we start to regulate the balance between
‘I’'m OK working by myself” or ‘This is a problem-solving session.’”

Alistair also wondered if quality issues increased during the pandemic. Alistair thought that there has
been a general decline in creativity and a related decline in software quality — affecting the usability of
web-based user interfaces. As a frequent airline customer, Alistair commented: “the user interfaces (Uls)
are horrible. And I’'m wondering whether in the pandemic, the people designing these Uls are all doing it
distributed and they never get their brains together to solve the problems.”

Jaana indicated that her company (Spotify) was already proficient with virtual design work prior to the
pandemic. When the pandemic hit, Spotify had existing virtual collaboration tooling and processes in
place. Teams didn’t change much the way they worked.

Sandy responded that the research literature [7] indicates that “we are more creative if people are
together.” We spark off more ideas when we are together because the framing of a face-to-face meeting
is more inclusive. We have a richer interaction with others in the room. Nils noted the complex
dynamics of a creative meetings: “I think that misunderstandings is the key, that you need to have
disagreements to drive the innovation.” But teams who have worked together in creative brainstorming
sessions might be able to be reasonably productive in virtual meetings: “We see that those who made
that work before seem to make it work while they are distributed.”

But Sandy also defended virtual meetings. It isn’t just brainstorming and ideation that steer the creative
process, Sandy explained. The same research studies have found that decision making can be better in a
virtual meeting. “I found really surprising that decision making was better when people were remote,
because there were no distractions — and when they had to do ‘dot voting’ where people would vote on
‘which of those creative ideas to go for,’ the results were better when they were distributed.”

Alistair suggested that in brainstorming and dot voting, people tend to follow their authority figure. With
virtual sessions, voting can be anonymous with “better” results since people are less influenced by
hierarchy.

5. Why come to the office?

The panelists turned to the audience for their opinions about effective work environments which
included:

e Mental health. So I don’t go cubby-crazy at home.
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e Collaboration. Getting together with the other departments.

e Work style. I work in two completely different ways at home and in the office. At home, I am very
focused on tasks and productive, whereas I go to the office because I need frequent coordination
with my co-workers.

e [ like to work remote since I care for my son and take him to and from school. However, I still go
to the office for three or four meetings a month.

e [solation. There were times when I went to the office and almost all my team was remote, or vice
versa. It was terrible and it made me feel isolated.

e Business crisis. Hybrid seems appropriate when everything works, however if your organization
struggles, hybrid is an accelerator of dysfunction.

Nils also reported on data from his study [8] on “return to the office.” “What people want to do has been
pretty stable for the last year. Everyone wants flexibility, but everyone wants an office. Younger people
want to meet other young people, and they want to do that at the office, at least in our survey.”

6. Why should I turn on my camera?

An interesting side topic of the panel was when virtual workers should activate their cameras. Alistair
started the discussion. He explained that he was recently invited to give a guest lecture at a local
university (University of Utah), and that there were in-person and virtual attendees for his talk. He
requested that any online attendee with a question should turn on their camera: “Please do me the honor
of showing your face.”

One person in the audience was Alistair’s son, a University of Utah student, who complained, “I don’t
think you realize how big of an ‘ask’ that was. I haven’t turned on my camera in two years.” Alistair was
amazed to hear how students were so disconnected from human contact during the pandemic.

Darja went farther. She explained that she has seen the same behavior, and not just with young students.
“I have spoken to people in companies who are not that young, and they have not turned on their
cameras for a number of months and haven’t seen their colleagues. I’'m not surprised about the younger
generation. But I was surprised to see that corporate people with seniority would not turn on their
cameras. Not just for someone from a university or a guest lecturer, but for their teammates.”

One explanation, from both Darja and Jaana, is that there are companies who have had to work around
network bandwidth problems for their online meetings. This was an issue for many companies early in
the pandemic. Staff were requested to turn off cameras due to limited bandwidth. Later in the pandemic,
after companies had upgraded their networks, everyone still followed old habits.

The panelists agreed that issues of “psychological safety” may motivate people to keep their cameras
off. Most do not wish to be “surveilled,” eight hours a day. If a meeting is not interesting, it’s easier to
focus on other tasks when no one can see you. Also — working from home with background commotion,
most people prefer to have their cameras off and their microphones muted.

7. How to work effectively in the future

Hendrik concluded the panel with one final question. “What would be your advice to companies and
managers?”’

Jaana suggested that we have an uncertain future, so we should focus on making micro-improvements.
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Sandy believed that we should give teams more freedom and flexibility to decide how and where to
work, but not necessarily individuals.

Nils advocated for more teamwork. We need to solve tasks together and work together more. It’s easier
when you are in the office, but it can be made to work in a hybrid environment.

Darja admitted to being excited to see the transformations to the workplace in the future and how offices
will be reinvented.

Alistair gave some simple advice: Start with two days a week in the office and use that time to maximize
productivity and trust-building.

8. Summary

While the panel offered some practical advice, it reached no firm conclusions. However, it is clear that
the pandemic has changed how we approach Agile today. Practices that once required in-person co-
location have evolved and met the challenge of virtual networking.

A conflict between workers and managers in the post-pandemic drive to “return everyone to the office”
has been reported frequently in the popular media. It may be best to follow an Agile approach: be
flexible and work together as a team whether in-person, hybrid, or virtual. Agile workgroups see
workplace issues that call for team-based solutions, including team members who are reluctant to return
to the office [9], uncertainty about the effectiveness of hybrid work [10], and even concerns about new
kinds of workplace surveillance [11]. Over time, we expect that most organizations will adapt to meet
the demands of a hybrid world.
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