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Welcome
Welcome to a special ‘magazine’
edition of BA Digest.  When we
started the BA Digest bi-monthly
e-mail newsletter in 2016, the aim
was to provide a round-up of
interesting reading perhaps beyond
the core BA topics.

Nearly five years have passed since
then, and countless editions of BA
Digest have been issued, but that
aim is still very much in the
forefront of our minds.  We hope
that you find the articles in this
edition useful and thought
provoking, and our particular
thanks go out to the guest authors
who have kindly allowed us to use
their content. If you enjoy this

edition, you can check out the BA
Digest archive on our website.

In this edition, we’ve thrown in
some fun stuff too that will
hopefully lighten up your day. The
PDF is designed to be viewed on a
mobile phone/tablet, so if you’re
viewing on your PC you might
want to use ‘2 page view’ otherwise
the text might appear large.

Enjoy! Hope to catch up with you
soon,

Adrian

Adrian Reed, Blackmetric

https://www.blackmetric.com/ba-digest/
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(Originally published at linkedin.com,
re-published with the kind permission of
the author.)

Since reading the HBR revelation
that brainstorming doesn’t work, I
have been considering the technique
of brainstorming for
questions (which does lead to useful
outputs from a group). I tried this for
the first time in a workshop recently
and everyone was able to contribute
and found the exercise valuable.

The exercise served as a useful
reminder that the way we phrase a ques-
tion has a huge impact on the format
and content of the answer.

Here are 5 ways to start the same ques-
tion, and how they can be interpreted.

1. Do we...
“I have an idea but I don’t know all the
facts”

This is a closed question and can lead to
a yes/ no response. In practice people
will tend explain or elaborate on their
answer. This can be seen as pre-ques-
tion to what person actually want to say!

2. Why do we...
“This is happening and I want to under-
stand why”.

Can be very dependent on situation/
context. For example whether one to
one, in a group, and who is present. Can
be perceived as confrontational, forcing
a justification, but handled well it can

5 Ways to Ask the Same
Question

Christina Lovelock

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/5-ways-ask-same-question-christina-lovelock/
https://hbr.org/2015/03/why-group-brainstorming-is-a-waste-of-time
https://hbr.org/2018/03/better-brainstorming
https://hbr.org/2018/03/better-brainstorming
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show genuine desire to gain information
and insight from others.

3. Why don’t we...
“I have an idea and I dare you to chal-
lenge it” or “this is so obvious I can’t
believe it doesn’t already exist”.

I have seen enthusiastic people pose
questions in this way - who are then
surprised when others give them
reasons why “we don’t”, rather than
“getting on board” with the idea.

There is sometimes a perceived element
of accusation or blame in this question -
which can lead to a defensive answer.

4. Should we...
“I’m interested to hear both sides of the
argument, I have not made my mind up”.

This is thought provoking and invites
opinions to be shared.

5. How do we...
“I think this is a good idea and I want to
know how to make it happen”.

People sometimes bypass “why” and go
straight to “how” in the desire to “move
things forward” or create plan. Depend-
ing on who is asking this question,
others may provide a solution without
challenging if it is the right question to
be asking.

A worked example (using biscuits):

1. Do we have any
biscuits? (Meaning - I want a
biscuit) Answer: No, someone
must have eaten them all.
(Explaining)

2. Why do we have
biscuits? (Meaning - I am
surprised we have biscuits and
there must be a reason for it/ I
don’t really think we should
have biscuits) Answer: It’s
Steve’s birthday and he brought
them in. (Justifying)

3. Why don’t we have
biscuits? (Meaning - I believe
we should have biscuits but
there don’t seem to be any so
someone needs to explain)
Answer: Because no one asked
for biscuits and there is no time
to get them now. (Defensive)

4. Should we have
biscuits? (Meaning - I could go
for a biscuit, but I want to know
what you think) Answer: We
didn’t ask for any, but I think it
would be nice to have some.
(Opinion)

5. How do we get some
biscuits (Meaning - I want a
biscuit, tell me how we can
achieve that). Answer: I can nip
to the shop if you give me some
money. (Solution)

Conclusion
Think ahead - consider what format of
answer you would like to get and how
your question phrasing will influence it.

It’s not just the words we use but also
our tone, expression and body language,
however more positive language creates
more positive and productive discus-
sion.



6

Which positive question phrasing
works for you?

Christina Lovelock leads the business
analysis practice at the University of
Leeds. She is active in the BA profes-
sional community, attending and regu-
larly speaking at local and national
events. Christina is a BCS oral exam-
iner for the International Diploma in
Business Analysis and is also a director
of the national BA Managers Forum.

Christina is committed to the develop-
ment of future generations of business
analysts, and through the BA Managers
Forum played a driving role in the cre-
ation of the National standard for the
apprenticeship in business analysis.

Christina co-wrote ‘Delivering Busi-
ness Analysis: The BA Service hand-
book’ (available from amazon.co.uk)

https://www.amazon.co.uk/Delivering-Business-Analysis-service-handbook/dp/1780174683/


7

Organisational change is hard at the best
of times, and one ‘warning sign’ I’ve
learned to look out for is when people
position a chosen ‘solution’ as logical,
straightforward and somehow ‘easy’ to
implement. This is typified by the fol-
lowing statement:

“But we’re just <<insert nature of
change here>>, how hard can that be.

It’s not rocket science is it?!”

These types of statements are often hard
to rebut because they are built on logic,
from the perspective of the person that
expresses them. However, they rarely
embrace the complexity of the situation
and environment that is being changed.
Let me explain, with a bit of a curve-
ball example… the tricky issue
of weight loss.

Ever Tried To Lose Weight?

One thing you probably don’t know
about me (unless you’ve known me for
a very long time), is I used to look quite
different to the way I do now. Going
back a few decades, I was somewhat
overweight. If you saw a picture of me
from back then you almost certainly
wouldn’t recognise me.

At the time, I wasn’t happy with my
‘stocky’ physique, and from what I re-
call neither was my doctor. I had high
blood pressure and some other health
complaints that were almost certainly
exacerbated by my size. If we take a
perceived problem like “Adrian’s
weight”, the parameters for a
‘solution’ can be stated fairly simply:
Increase calorie expenditure (exercise)
whilst reducing calorie intake (eating
less and more healthily). I mean, seri-
ously, what can be simpler, right? And
there are so many useful strategies to
achieve this today: diet plans, diet clubs,
gyms, exercise equipment—how hard

The "Solution" Is Simple, Isn't It?

Adrian Reed
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can it be. Someone lacking empathy
might even be so blunt as to say:

“But you just need to lose weight by
moving more and eating less, how

hard can that be?”

The answer, as anyone who
has ever tried to lose weight will tell
you is extremely hard. Having tried to
lose weight many times (and failed) the
issue wasn’t (for me) a lack of under-
standing, or will, it was that there was a
whole bunch of environmental con-
straints and ‘noise’ that made this really
difficult. Looking at a ‘problem’ like
being overweight in isolation does the
patient a major injustice. A patient is
more than a sum of their symptoms and
conditions. There’s far more complexi-
ty beneath.

Doom-Loops: Time For
Some (Rare) Self-Disclosure

You’ve probably gathered that I did
lose weight, and by all accounts rather
a lot of weight. This isn’t intended as a
‘weight loss tips’ article (LOL :)) but I
did want to share with you
the patterns that helped—because I be-
lieve they apply to
other organisational problem situations
too.

Firstly, I needed to understand
the reasons for over-eating. This (for
me) was crucial; ironically the issue
wasn’t so much with weight, it was with
self-esteem and mental health. For a
whole range of reasons, I’d got
caught up into a comfort-eating doom
loop1. I was literally filling a void in my

life with food. Strong words, but I’ll
bet many people reading understand
what I mean.

But the doom-loop was even worse than
this… the heavier I got, the worse I felt
about myself. This, of course, triggered
more comfort eating and we go round
again.

A Doom Loop 2 & 3

Understanding The Doom
Loops

Now, I won’t go into the long and bor-
ing story of how I ‘improved’ this
chicken-and-egg situation but suffice to
say it wasn’t just eating less. For me, I
had to understand the roots of my inse-
curity over self-image. Building the
self-esteem first, step-by-step enabled
me to address the physical health sec-
ond. It was also necessary for me to pay
attention to the environmental con-
straints. This required thinking about
where and when I’d eat, when and
where I’d exercise and lots more be-
sides. But crucially, I looked for seem-
ingly small sustainable changes—and
tried them. Some didn’t work, but luck-
ily some did. I stuck with the ones that
did.
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I’m pleased to say, over time and with a
lot of experimentation, it worked. Look-
ing back, I now realise I created a virtu-
ous circle—as I lost weight my
self-esteem improved even more, which
inspired me to lose more weight. This,
incidentally can become a problem too,
if it becomes too much of a perpetual
flywheel. It’s an important balance—
equilibrium—for each of us to decide.

But This Article Isn’t Really
About Weight Loss

However, as you’ve probably gathered
by now, this article isn’t (just) about
weight loss. The ‘patterns’ from this
story apply to other situations too. Per-
haps you’ve seen a fire-fighting doom
loop in your organisation? Everything
is ‘important and urgent’ so there’s no
time for preventative maintenance….
Which means the organisation will be
perpetually fighting the same (meta-
phorical) fires.

Organisational fire-fighting is impor-
tant, of course, but we should also ask
ourselves “Who or what has the match-
es” and “why do they keep starting
fires”. By looking more holistically,
zooming-out and embracing a range of
perspectives we can help highlight and
work our way through these tricky is-
sues.

Footnotes

(1). This would more accurately be
called a ‘reinforcing causal loop’, but I
have refrained from using Systems Dy-
namics terms here. However, I’d highly
encourage folks to take a look at the

wide body of knowledge that exists
around this subject, e.g. the work of Jay
Forrester, Donella Meadows and others.
Donella H. Meadows ‘Thinking in Sys-
tems’ (2008) is an excellent and acces-
sible read, and is also available as an
audiobook. A very brief introduction
can be found in Rosenhead & Mingers
(2001) ‘Rational Analysis for a Prob-
lematical World Revisited’, pp.276-
284). If you are in any way interested in
the environment, ‘Beyond the Limits’
by Donella Meadows (1972) is a classic
read.

A similar, slightly simpler example is
included in Emma Langman’s chapter
of Archer & Pullen (2013) Business
Analysis & Leadership: Influencing
Change. (pp.188-189). This chapter is a
useful overview of some systems think-
ing techniques as they might apply in
business analysis.

Systems Dynamics is of course only
one ‘flavour’ of systems thinking, and
has its own pros/cons. Plus there are
many other aspects/environmental fac-
tors than I could hope to cover in this
short article!

(2) The term ‘doom loop’ is drawn from
Collins (2001) Good to Great. Collins
discusses ‘doom loops’ and ‘flywheels
of growth’.

(3) This article describes my personal
experience of self-esteem and weight
loss. It is absolutely not intended to
imply anyone else should lose (or gain)
weight; this is just my story. Stay healthy
and stay happy.
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For BA related Videos,
Interviews & Webinars subscribe

to Blackmetric on YouTube.

Search ‘Blackmetric’ on YouTube
or visit

www.blackmetric.co.uk/youtube
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(Originally published on the CMC blog.
Re-published with kind permission of
the authors.)

In this article,  Lyn Girvan (CMC)
and Adrian Reed (Blackmetric) sit
down for a virtual cuppa and discuss
agility & systems thinking. We hope
you find the article interesting and
enjoyable!

So what is ‘systems thinking’
and why does it matter?

Adrian: That’s a really, really big and
broad question, and there are many dif-
ferent ‘traditions’ of systems thinking,
as well as debate within the practitioner
community over the precise meaning!
However, for me it’s really about think-
ing in systems. We use the term ‘sys-
tem’ all the time – often to mean an IT
System, but so often the boundary that
matters is actually set much wider than
that. We can have the best IT in the
world, but the reality is that most pur-
poseful activity needs the cooperation
of a range of humans to make it work.

The “systems” that we perceive can be
much, much broader than this. Think
about other times we hear the word
‘system’ — we hear about the ‘health
system’, the ‘system of government’
and so on. The challenge is that the
boundaries of these systems are very
much down to the eye of the beholder.
As a user of the ‘health system’, I might
consider the taxi that the hospital uses to
transport a relative between specialist
departments to be within its scope. Yet
I doubt the taxi driver would consider
themselves within it.

Another important part of systems is
that they have ‘emergent properties’.
They are greater than the sum of their
parts. The components of an aircraft are
interesting, but it is only when they are
connected together that you get flight.
The linkages are crucial. In any kind of
complex system you’ll often get unex-
pected, and unwanted, emergent proper-
ties. You implement e-mail, somebody
invents spam. You burn fossil fuels, you
get climate change…. A series of seem-
ingly small actions in one area can have
all sorts of unexpected and unpredicted
impacts elsewhere. You’ve probably

Agility & Systems Thinking

Lyn Girvan & Adrian Reed

https://consultcmc.com/news-8/
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seen this in your own organisation when
you implement Project X to fix problem
X… only to discover that in fixing
Problem X, a new problem emerged!

These sorts of questions (boundaries,
purposes, impacts, linkages) are all rel-
evant. So often organisations are built
with hierarchies and functions in mind,
not flows and linkages. And as a result,
all sorts of unexpected outcomes occur.

Of course, this is just scratching the
surface.

Lyn: To build on Adrian’s point about
organisations being built using hierar-
chies and functions, this is something
we often see in the structure and gov-
ernance around projects and pro-
grammes that focus scope only on the
end users or beneficiaries of the change.
If we take a systems thinking approach
we will also realise that the project and
programme teams are a critical part of
the system and therefore play a critical
role. It’s not just a case of ‘customers
ask and we will build’, which is a very
transactional way to work. Agile deliv-
ery teams have tried to address this,
recognising the need for cross func-
tional teams with a diverse range of
skills which, when combined, achieve
the ultimate business value. This pro-
motes the need to work with customers
and system stakeholders in a dynamic
way to truly realise the emergent prop-
erties within the system. So you would
hope that the ‘delivery team’ would
recognise that the ‘taxi driver’ in the
health system is part of the system and
that their part in the system would need
to be tested to achieve the emergent

properties, or realise the full business
value.

However, the adoption of agile prac-
tices within many organisations has
been done so in the absence of systems
thinking. If systems thinking were con-
sidered then emergent properties would
include things such as: value realised
early; empowered delivery teams; deci-
sions made by workers at the right time;
and self-organising teams that can
organise around the work and can be
trusted to deliver. In reality, adoption of
agile is treated as a process change, and
behavioural aspects from people within
the system are ignored or not recog-
nised. The lack of foresight to prove or
disprove agile adoption in a wider
systems thinking way often leads to
unwanted emergent properties such as:

● teams over-committing work
leading to underdelivery

● Micro management of under-
delivery causing negative rein-
forcing loops, where poor per-
formance leads to more
management that in turn leads
to poor performance.

It is easy to see how a system thinking
approach and techniques such as causal
loops could help with such an important
organisation transformation such as
agile adoption. Yet, the ability to think
in this way is something that constrains
many organisations from reaching the
business agility they strive for.

How does this relate to
Agile?
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Lyn: Understanding the system,
through systems thinking, helps value
to the customer to be realised earlier.
Through this, linkages between differ-
ent systems and their processes can be
better understood within and across
system boundaries, and can prove or
disprove whether emergent properties
are desirable or not. If not desirable,
agile approaches provide options to
pivot and change direction to discover
emergent properties that are desirable.
This is hard to do with traditional
approaches as the emergent property
does not come to fruition until the end
of the project.

Adrian: I think for me, it’s part of the
difference between “being agile” and
“doing Agile”. In my view, agile
approaches are crucial; but this is one
part of a much bigger picture. For
example, having the ability to deliver
software in a quick, responsive and reli-
able way is crucial. Yet software is just
part of something bigger. The fact that
a car can receive software updates over-
the-air, allowing features to be added
after it is purchased, might be impor-
tant. Making sure the brakes are reliable
is probably far more important. Great,
responsive, software is a poor band-aid
for broken processes and organisational
structures. Yet so often it seems to be
used as such, and this is absolutely no
fault of the skilled teams delivering it- –
it is very much a management issue in
my view.

What is the difference
between ‘Agile’ and

‘Agility’?

Lyn: Agility is what you achieve by
‘being’ agile. Agile is a mindset, a way
of working according to the values and
principles that underpin the agile mani-
festo. Following and/or adhering to
agile methods and frameworks helps
teams ‘do’ agile, but doesn’t mean that
an agile mindset is embraced. Many
teams and/or organisation ‘do’ agile but
never achieve agility. Business agility is
the ability for an organisation to be able
to adapt and change to changes affect-
ing their business that are often outside
of their influence or control. Such
things include changes to regulation, to
service or product demand and political
or environmental change.

Adrian: I agree with Lyn. I would add
that for me agility is the ability to spot
changes coming, figure out a response
to them and then adapt. I’d also (pro-
vocatively) add that in my view organi-
sations don’t just adapt to their
environments…. They also adapt their
environments. Some will do this inad-
vertently, but some will do so deliber-
ately. Blockbuster Video changed the
environment for cinemas. Netflix
changed the same business environment
even further. Many other organisations
are continuing to change the physical
environment through their use and
depletion of natural resources and fossil
fuels. Protest groups and campaigners
are changing the environment and creat-
ing greater awareness, leading to folks
making different purchasing choices.
It’s a constant ‘flux’, but it’s a two way
flux.
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Is there a place for systems
thinking in a business analy-

sis toolkit?

Adrian: Absolutely. Some days I strug-
gle to see the difference between strate-
gic, holistic business analysis and
systems thinking. I think there is a dif-
ference, but the intent is very similar. I
think many of us BAs intuitively think
in systems; the more systems thinking I
read and the more I bring into my prac-
tice, the more I am convinced there is a
lot we can learn as a community from
the systems thinking community.

Lyn: Totally agree with Adrian on this.
Systems thinking is core to what we do
as BAs. Increasingly technology is seen
as the driving force behind business
transformation, exacerbated by the
digital age. Yet without a systems think-
ing approach behind these transforma-
tions we may find ourselves grappling
with unwanted emergent properties that
pose a threat to the customers we are
serving or, worse still, create vulnera-
bilities to our organisations or public
services. Business analysts, armed with
systems thinking in their toolkit, have to
remain at the heart of this, focusing on
the wider system of interest at all times
so we don’t lose sight of the big picture,
related systems or linkages.

What one key take-away
would you recommend

practitioners take on board?

Adrian: Systems thinking is about
“thinking in systems” and there’s a

whole range of tools, techniques,
methods and methodologies for us to
utilise. In my view they make logical
and exciting additions to our toolkit!

Lyn: People working in delivery teams
delivering technology need to wake up
and smell the coffee where systems
thinking is concerned. Technology on
its own is of no consequence until it
operates with ‘the system’. Systems
thinking is crucial to achieving business
agility.

Lyn Girvan has over 25 years’ experi-
ence in business and systems develop-
ment and transformational change,
working as a consultant, professional
trainer and practitioner in both public
and private sectors. Lyn has extensive
experience of adding value to organisa-
tions at a variety of levels, from coach-
ing agile development teams through to
advising on Board-level change pro-
grammes. Lyn’s particular strength is
applying her knowledge of change,
business analysis and agile to help
organisations overcome challenging
business problems, such as agile trans-
formation and organisational agility.

Lyn is CMC’s Head of Business Analy-
sis, an Agile Coach with the Scrum
Alliance, a Fellow of the BCS, The
Chartered Institute for IT and a Pros-
ci® Practitioner.  Lyn is an experienced
speaker who has provided numerous
talks and key notes at European and
international conferences over many
years. Lyn co-authored the BCS books,
‘Agile and Business Analysis’ and ‘De-
veloping Information Systems’.
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In early 2020, we were plunged into
lockdown by COVID19. As we head
the last quarter of 2020, many of us
continue to work from home and while
others explore hybrid working possibil-
ities, with some in the office for at least
some of the time. In this changing envi-
ronment, virtual leadership remains key
to success for business analysts. I define
any team with at least one person geo-

graphically remote from the others as a
virtual team. And while a business
analyst might not line-manage a huge
team of people, they definitely need to
lead by connecting with people, engag-
ing them with the vision, and motivat-
ing them as stakeholders.

Let’s explore a few ways to apply
virtual leadership:

Ten Top Tips for Virtual
Leadership for Business Analysts

Dr Penny Pullan
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1. Encourage others not to work like
robots, and model this yourself.
Avoid the temptation to arrange all
day workshops with everyone
sitting in front of their screens. We
know it doesn’t work - people lose
focus and productivity as the hours
tick by. If you want people to work
at their best from home, encourage
them to take regular breaks to relax
and eat properly, so you all can be
fresh and well-nourished, able to
focus and be productive throughout
your workshop.

2. Choose a facilitative leadership
style. I think that this is easier for
BAs as we tend need to be facilita-
tive, rather than being directive. It
probably helps that most of us are
not line managers! Instead, BA
leadership is more interested in
making it easy for every stake-
holder to do the best job they can
for the change we are working on
together.

3. Develop understanding of your
stakeholders, and yourself. Start
with self: what are your preferences
when it comes to keeping in touch:
phone, video calls, chat? What are
your strengths and your weak-
nesses? What about your own
biases? What about your stakehold-
ers and other members of your
project team? Work out what suits
all of you together and come up
with team norms for communica-
tion, so everyone is clear and feels
involved.

4. Build common ground, to connect
diverse people even if they are far
away. In virtual teams, many of the
aspects that stand out when you’re
in a room together are less promi-
nent online. Ethnicity, generation,
appearance, nationality all take a
back seat for once. Try using other
aspects to build rapport and con-
nection across the team. Compare
what people can see out of the
window, the hobbies they took up
during lockdown, how they keep fit
in this COVID time. Find common
strands and use them to build
rapport and ultimately trust.

5. Be clear, and make sure that people
understand what you mean. Be
clear on how you’ll be working
together. Be clear on the point of
every meeting and its objectives.
Be clear on what’s happening
when. Be clear what actions people
have agreed. Generating this clarity
will mean it takes more time to
prepare for meetings and for any
communications than you would
have done pre-COVID.

6. Engage stakeholders in meetings.
Most virtual meetings go on for far
too long and are deadly dull.
Instead, draw people in by using
memorable stories and presenting
information in narrative forms. Use
visuals over words when present-
ing, and annotate your slides as you
go – there are options for this in
both presentation and remote
meeting technology.
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7. Use different-time (asynchronous)
working as well as same-time meet-
ings (synchronous). Did you notice
how, at the start of lockdown,
people used virtual meetings almost
exclusively, so much so that a new
phrase entered the language:
‘Zoomed out’! Being in back-to-
back virtual meetings is not the best
way to work virtually and it isn’t
sustainable. Use asynchronous
ways of working together, sup-
ported by tools such as recordings
of meetings, chat, discussion and
collaboration tools, to allow people
to join in and do the work when it
suits them, rather than having to
join meetings all day long. It suits
people with diverse needs and who
work best at different times. It’s
motivating and breaks the cycle of
endless video calls!

8. While technology helps, it's not the
be all and end all. It’s true, we need
technology to connect, just as we
need electricity to able to live in a
house. Electricity, though, doesn’t
make a house a home. It is the same
with virtual technology. It enables
us to connect. Focus on the other
things that make an effective team.
Like virtual leadership…

9. Use your senses. Most of us only
use our eyes and ears when working
virtually. A powerful way to bring
in other senses is to send out a
parcel for your next meeting or
social event. Delivered by post to
each team member, it might contain
little treats of food and drink to
open for the meeting. Of course,

make sure you know each person’s
dietary preferences and restrictions
so you order appropriately.

10. Things will go wrong. They always
do, even for business analysts!
Monitor what is happening and be
on the lookout for early signs of
conflict, loss of morale or poor per-
formance. Stay calm and help the
group when you encounter troubled
waters. It’s much better to become
aware quickly and then put things
right, than only find out once things
have gone really sour.

As the world tentatively steps back into
in-person and hybrid teams, a key chal-
lenge is that we need to work hard to
keep a level playing field for all work-
ers, including those who remain virtual.
Good virtual leadership will help you
do this, while delivering change with
others.

Dr Penny Pullan was forced to go
virtual nearly 19 years ago when 9/11
stopped her from travelling for months.
Since then, she’s worked virtually and
helped others to learn the skills to do so
effectively through her company
Making Projects Work Ltd.

www.makingprojectswork.co.uk

Her book: ‘Virtual Leadership: Practi-
cal Strategies for Getting the Best Out
of Virtual Work and Virtual Teams’ has
become a bestseller in the pandemic
and is a CEO Today top five book for
lockdown.

www.koganpage.com

www.makingprojectswork.co.uk
www.koganpage.com/product/virtual-leadership-9780749475963
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(Originally published on the KBP
media blog. Re-published with kind per-
mission of the author and is an excerpt
from How To Be An Agile Business
Analyst, a book that explores how to
apply your business analysis skills in an
agile manner so that your team solves
the right problems with the right
solutions. Get the book now to uncover
ways to add value to your organisation,
make your team more effective and
build a more rewarding career.)

You are not an agile business analyst
just because you have a working
knowledge of Scrum, you are able to

write user stories, or you got a certifi-
cation.

You are an agile business analyst when
you consider your context so that you
use appropriate techniques. You learn
more about your customers and users
and their needs. You learn more about
the constraints that your stakeholders
want to apply to your project.

You are an agile business analyst when
you help your team focus on
delivering maximum outcome with
minimum outputs and use that
outcome to define success and measure
progress.

What Is an Agile Business
Analyst

Kent McDonald

https://www.kbp.media/go/blackmetric-agile-ba/
https://www.kbp.media/go/blackmetric-agile-ba/
https://payhip.com/b/z3qa/af5f07848b917f1
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An outcome is the change you’re trying
to introduce to the world. It’s why you
started a project to make changes to
your product. Outputs are the things you
produce—like requirements and the
related deliverables and artifacts—in
order to satisfy that need, or the solution.

As an agile business analyst, you no
longer define your role as eliciting and
analyzing requirements and producing
artifacts (output). Instead, you position
your team to deliver the desired
outcome by keeping them focused on
that outcome, building a shared under-
standing, and making sure decisions get
made.

You no longer define the goal of your
team as producing outputs; it’s to reach
a specific outcome. A successful team
seeks to maximize outcome with
minimal output. That way, you get as
close to the desired change in your
organization and your stakeholders’
behavior as possible with the least
amount of initial and ongoing work.

You are an agile business analyst when
you use tried and true business analysis
techniques to build and maintain a
shared understanding of the problem
your team is trying to solve. You use
most, if not all, of the analysis tech-
niques you’ve used before, but you use
them for different reasons.

You don’t use an analysis technique to
produce an artifact that serves as the
primary (perhaps sole) means of com-
munication. You use analysis tech-
niques to build and maintain shared
understanding between the team and
stakeholders. If you produce an artifact

to remember what that shared under-
standing is, great.

Instead of using Visio alone at your
desk, you use a whiteboard collabora-
tively with your team and stakeholders.

Yes, business analysts elicit and docu-
ment requirements, but those activities
are just means to an end. Analysis is
about understanding your stakeholders
and their needs, identifying the best
solution for satisfying those needs in
your context, and then building a shared
understanding of that solution. Require-
ments play a part in that work, espe-
cially around describing the need, but
they are certainly not the end product.

When the teams I worked with thought
that the business analyst’s sole respon-
sibility was requirements, my role was
diminished and I lost the ability to make
sure the team delivered the right thing.

Things were different when I stepped
up, sought to understand why we were
working on the project in the first place,
and then made sure everyone on the
team had the same understanding. The
project went better, I enjoyed my work
a lot more, and I found I had much more
influence on that project and in the
organization.

You are an agile business analyst when
you make sure decisions get made,
whether you have the responsibility for
deciding or not.

You are an agile business analyst when
you use short feedback cycles to
learn about your users’ needs and
adjust your product accordingly.
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You learn at each step of the software
development lifecycle. You learn about
your solution when you build parts of it.
You learn about your solution when you
test it. You learn about your solution
when customers look at it and users use
it.

These are all feedback cycles, and you
want them to be as short as possible so
you can learn quickly and make sure
you stay headed in the right direction.
To make the most effective use of those
feedback cycles, you don’t want to get
too far ahead of what’s getting built next.

There’s certainly value in understand-
ing the breadth of what you’re trying to
deliver, but you don’t want to dive deep
on everything too soon. The key phrase
is “a mile wide and an inch deep,” fol-
lowed by repeated cycles of “an inch
wide and a mile deep.”

Establish the general parameters of
what you’re going to tackle and then do
deep dives on small aspects of the
overall solution when you need to.

Let’s take a closer look at the five things
that make you an agile business analyst.

How To Be An Agile
Business Analyst

As a business analyst, you have proba-
bly wondered how agile impacts your
work. You may look at the popular agile
frameworks, notice that business ana-
lysts aren’t mentioned and wonder
whether you fit.

The key is to not focus on the frame-
works and prescriptions, but rather to

apply your business analysis skills in an
agile manner so that your team solves
the right problems with the right
solutions. How To Be An Agile Business
Analyst shows you how.

Read How To Be An Agile Business
Analyst to uncover ways to add value to
your organization, make your team
more effective and build a more reward-
ing career.

Consider context
“It depends.”

The annoying, but honest, answer given
to most questions about product devel-
opment. If someone provides that
answer and stops there, they’re trying to
avoid the question.

If they say that and then continue to
explain what happens in various situa-
tions, they are admitting the impact of
context in product development.

The impact of context prevents best
practices from being a real thing. The
term “best practice” frequently
describes techniques or processes that
were successful for one team or organi-
zation and are being copied by others.

Unfortunately, what works for one team
may not work as well in your situation.
Many environmental factors can play a
role in the effectiveness of a practice for
a given team. For this reason, I typically
say “appropriate practices” or “good
practices,” emphasizing the fact that
there really are no best practices across
all situations.
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Your team has to consider your envi-
ronment, your organization, and your
product when choosing which proc-
esses, practices, and techniques you’ll
use, so you can be sure you’re doing
whatever will make them successful—
and skipping anything that’s not neces-
sary.

Perhaps considering context is the only
real best practice.

Focus everyone on
maximum outcome with

minimum output
Outcomes are changes in the world that
happen because of your work. With
internal products, outcomes show up as
changes in the organization or in your
stakeholders’ behavior. You deliver
outputs in order to achieve some out-
come. Outputs can include code, tests,
requirements, and documentation.

Gojko Adzic suggests another way to
describe outcomes and outputs. You
can look at outputs as effort spent or
invested and outcomes as what your
customers get as a result of that invest-
ment.

Because outputs are typically easier to
measure than outcomes, most teams and
organizations measure progress and
define scope by the number of outputs
produced. But it’s possible to produce a
large number of outputs, spending a lot
of money in the process, and still not
reach the desired outcome.

It’s better to focus on the outcome that
you want, and then as a team determine

the minimum outputs necessary to
deliver that outcome. This shortens the
time required to deliver the outcome,
reduces the cost of producing the out-
come, and decreases long-term costs, as
you have fewer outputs (code, tests,
documentation) to maintain.

The secret is to build a shared under-
standing of the problem your stakehold-
ers are trying to solve (outcome) and
then determine the most appropriate
solution (output) for realizing that out-
come.

Don’t take all stakeholder requests ver-
batim; instead, dig a little deeper to
understand what’s behind each request.
Observing people at work is a great way
to dig deeper. You may not immediately
know what to ask about, but you’ll
notice things when you watch your
users.

Consider the information you get from
talking with and observing your users,
then decide whether the stakeholder
request is relevant to your given solu-
tion. If it is relevant, determine the
underlying need that the stakeholder is
trying to satisfy, and tackle that need. If
the request is not relevant, explain to the
stakeholder why it’s not appropriate to
address right now.

Once you understand the outcome
you’re trying to deliver, as well as the
assumptions underlying that outcome,
use that information to guide what you
do next. Select the outputs (often
expressed as features) that allow you to
make progress toward the targeted out-
come, or that help validate assumptions.
Which aspect you focus on first
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depends on how far along you are
toward reaching the desired outcome.
At first you’ll spend more effort validat-
ing assumptions (you can also think of
this as reducing uncertainty), then deliv-
ering features that you know provide
the value you seek.

The key point here is to identify value
first, then iteratively identify the fea-
tures that you need to deliver that value.
Don’t brainstorm a big list of possible
changes and then try to figure out how
much “business value” each feature
could contribute. Measuring value at the
granularity of a user story is very diffi-
cult and wastes effort. Too often, a team
spends time overanalyzing the value
points associated with a story when they
could easily have made a priority deci-
sion in another way. By working from
outcome (value) to output (features)
instead of in the other direction, you’ll
have fewer items to manage at any point
and you’ll avoid the tricky business of
assigning value to any specific change.

In addition to delivering only required
outputs, deliver those outputs using
only necessary activities. In practice,
this means that the approaches your
team uses should be barely sufficient
(with adjustments along the way as
needed, based on experience).

Don’t get too hung up on the arcane
semantics of modeling techniques.
You’re using models to aid with com-
munication and build a shared under-
standing. Imperfect is okay as long as
everyone involved in the discussion
understands what the model conveys.
You can always chat to clear up any
confusion.

Complicated processes or frameworks
are rarely good ways to address com-
plexity. The more complicated a
process is, the less likely people are to
follow it effectively—and, perversely,
the more likely they are to hide behind
the complicated process, to the detri-
ment of the entire team. Keep your
processes simple, and adjust them as
you learn.

Build and maintain shared
understanding

In a good collaboration, team members
commit to meeting a joint goal, and
they’re not afraid to step outside their
area of specialization to help others on
the team. All team members have a
specialty (such as development, testing,
or analysis) on which they spend a con-
siderable part of their time. But when
the need arises, they should be able to
jump in and work on something else to
help the team meet its overall goals.

As a business analyst, this might
involve:

● facilitating whole-team
collaboration

● helping other team members
improve their analysis skills

● helping other team members be
more effective with discovery

● using team member and
stakeholder insights to aid in
analysis
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● helping out with testing and
documentation when other team
members get stuck

● taking advantage of different
perspectives

Don’t hoard all the analysis work for
yourself, or restrict your team members’
contributions to it.

Make sure decisions get
made

Success in many types of organizations
(for-profit, not-for-profit, governmen-
tal) depends on making well-informed,
timely decisions. When I’ve worked on
successful projects in successful organ-
izations, the one common characteristic
was clear decision making. Conversely,
in less successful cases, a common
factor was poor (or nonexistent) deci-
sion making.

An important aspect of decision making
is who makes the decisions. That person
should be as informed as possible and
be in a position to make the decisions
stick. In many organizations, the people
expected to make most decisions—sen-
ior leadership—are not the best
informed; leaders may not have the in-
depth knowledge required to make a
good decision.

You can resolve these issues by spread-
ing decision making throughout the
organization. This helps ensure that the
people with the relevant information are
the ones who make certain decisions. A
prime example is teams deciding the
best way to approach their work, assum-
ing they have the proper understanding

of the desired outcome and understand
the constraints under which they must
work.

Operate in short feedback
cycles to learn

Unlike operational work, internal
product development rarely uses
directly repeatable processes. When
you’re engaged in operational work,
such as assembling a vehicle or process-
ing a claim, many of the steps can be
copied directly from one unit to the
next. Identifying improvements
becomes easier because there is very
little time between cycles of a particular
set of work tasks. Operational work is
repetitive and fairly predictable; you
can always learn how to do it better.

In contrast, no two product develop-
ment efforts are alike. Even if you get
the opportunity to work on multiple
products, the lessons you learn from one
probably aren’t exactly applicable to
another. You can note patterns and
trends, but each experience will be a
little different.

A focus on continuous learning, with
iterations being a key component,
reminds your team to stop every so
often and figure out what they can
revise. This also helps you identify
meaningful milestones, with progress
shown as actual working output rather
than intermediate artifacts.

It’s important to validate assumptions
early in your project, so you can deter-
mine whether you have identified the
right solution to the right problem.
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Asking your stakeholders for feedback
is helpful but, due to the influence of
cognitive biases, they could give you
misleading information.

The Build-Measure-Learn loop pro-
vides a way to validate assumptions in
conjunction with talking to your stake-
holders. It also encapsulates the overall
approach to building and getting feed-
back, which is a key aspect of the
guiding principle to reflect and adapt.

Figure 1. The Build-Measure-Learn
loop echoes Walter Shewhart’s Plan-
Do-Study-Act cycle but emphasizes
getting through the cycle as quickly as
possible so the team can validate
assumptions and test hypotheses about
solutions.

Quick cycles through the Build-Meas-
ure-Learn loop can help your team
reduce the uncertainty that often comes
along with products. Start by tackling
the biggest or riskiest assumptions. Eric
Ries calls them the “leap-of-faith
assumptions,” but it may be easier to
think of them as the assumptions that, if
proven wrong, can significantly reduce
the chances that you deliver the desired

outcome. For example, when I was
working on a recent product we identi-
fied outside as the biggest source of
risk, so we chose to build those inter-
faces out first, even though the related
data were used at different points in the
overall business process.

It’s also helpful to keep a mindset of
identifying the right solution rather than
iterating on a known solution. One way
is to ask, What is our biggest unknown
that would drive a change to our priority
list?

Your team should continuously learn
from its experiences if you want to
improve your approach and your out-
come. Specific projects often last longer
than a couple of months. During that
time, business conditions, team member
understanding of the outcome, and the
environment surrounding the product
will all grow and change. Your team
should seek to use that change to its
advantage, to ensure that your outcome
meets the needs of your stakeholders
when the result is delivered—not just
the perceived needs of the stakeholders
when you started.

Project teams have long done postmor-
tems or lessons learned sessions where
team members gather at the end of the
project to talk about what happened—
usually the negative aspects—in hopes
that they can do better next time.

If that end-of-project analysis is consid-
ered a good practice, wouldn’t it make
sense to do the same thing while you’re
working on a product, when the team
still has time to make changes that
affect the outcome? This is the idea

https://www.kbp.media/build-measure-learn/
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behind retrospectives which provide
teams with a mechanism to discuss what
has transpired to date—things the team
did well, along with opportunities for
improvement—and decide what course
corrections should be made.

A recent example
I was the product owner for the initia-
tive to revise the Agile Alliance web-
site, membership, and conference
registration systems. When it came time
to do a deep dive into the membership
aspects of the system, I took it upon
myself to write up all the specifics about
membership— what information we
wanted to track about members, what
rules were relevant, and what types of
memberships we had. It was a short yet
comprehensive set of requirements. I
was admittedly quite happy with them.

Until the delivery team started develop-
ing functionality without seeming to
pay much attention to the requirements.

At first, I was perplexed. Did I not
clearly tell the team where the require-
ments were?

Then I was irritated. Why weren’t they
paying any attention to my carefully
crafted backlog items?

Then it occurred to me that I had
focused on the requirements as an
output, without considering how it con-
tributed to our desired outcome—in-
creased membership. I didn’t talk with
the delivery team to find out the best
way to share information with them as
they built the various aspects of the
membership functionality. We didn’t

have conversations as we went along to
point out the relevant rules and pieces of
information for the specific backlog
item that they were working on at the
time.

So we changed how we communicated.
We still used the rules and data element
information, but we used them more as
reference points in the frequent conver-
sations we had. We started relying on
examples as we talked through the spe-
cifics of a given backlog item. We
found that it was not enough for me to
simply write those examples down. In
many cases, the real advantage came
from talking through them as the deliv-
ery team was starting on a backlog item.

I should have known better than to start
the way we did. But it’s easy to forget
good practices when you’re in the thick
of it and the pressure is on. Here are
some good practices I hope you remem-
ber when you run into the same situa-
tion:

● Take time to talk with your
team about how you want to
work and the best way to
communicate information in
order to build and maintain a
shared understanding. When
you have those discussions,
don’t be afraid to suggest
approaches that your team is not
familiar with if they are
applicable to your project.

● Document requirements
collaboratively during your
discussions, to build and
maintain a shared
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● Stop thinking of analysis in
terms of gathering and
capturing requirements, and
instead think of it as solving
problems and building a shared

One time we can talk about
how

If you’ve been doing business analysis
for any length of time, you’re probably
used hearing that you should focus on
the what, not the how. That is true.
However, when it comes to talking
about being an agile business analyst,
it’s okay to break that rule.

The above discussed five things you
need to do to be an agile business ana-
lyst. Chapters 4–11 of ‘How To Be An
Agile Business Analyst’ describe in
more detail how you go about doing
that.

Kent has very kindly offered a 15%
discount to #BADigest readers. Use
code 'BLACKMETRIC' at payhip.com
to get your exclusive discount.

Kent J McDonald writes about and
practices software product manage-
ment. He has IT and product develop-
ment experience in a variety of
industries including financial services,
health insurance, nonprofit, and auto-
motive. Kent currently practices his
craft with teams in a variety of indus-
tries and provides just in time resources
for product owners and business ana-
lysts at KBP.media and Product Collec-
tive.

Kent is author of How To Be An Agile
Business Analyst and Beyond Require-
ments: Analysis with an Agile Mindset
and co-author of Stand Back and
Deliver: Accelerating Business Agility.

New Words For BAs

To pretend you lost connection
when actually you weren’t listening.

“  Drop-flout  ”

https://payhip.com/b/z3qa/af5f07848b917f1
https://payhip.com/b/z3qa/af5f07848b917f1
https://payhip.com/b/z3qa/af5f07848b917f1
https://www.kbp.media/book/beyond-requirements/
https://www.kbp.media/book/beyond-requirements/
https://www.kbp.media/book/beyond-requirements/
https://www.kbp.media/book/stand-back-deliver-accelerating-business-agility/
https://www.kbp.media/book/stand-back-deliver-accelerating-business-agility/
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When people think of business analysis,
they think of many things, but they
probably don’t think of martial arts or
magic. In this article, Paula
Bell and Adrian Reed talk about these
seemingly curve-ball topics, and their
relevance to business analysis.

When people think about
business analysis, they

probably don’t think about
magic or martial arts. Are
there really similarities?

Paula: Believe it or not, martial arts and
business analysis has many synergies.
When I started studying, training and
teaching martial arts years ago, I started
to realise how I could leverage martial
arts concepts in everything I do. I started
to think about the progression of belt
levels and titles in martial arts and it
became quite obvious to me. Think
about this for a moment. When you start
martial arts you first have to understand
the foundation of what you are studying.
I personally study Okinawan, Japanese
Martial Arts called Ryukyu Kempo
Karate which is a martial arts form
focused on self-protection, leveraging

strikes, covers, and other techniques.
Before you could start learning those
techniques you needed to have a strong
foundation, which focuses on preparing
your mind. Once you have the right
mental state then you can move on to
learning techniques. Demonstrating you
understand those techniques through
applying them to forms and sparring (the
skills), and then finally you see the
transformation (belt level progression
and/or title).

The same is true for business analysts
(BAs). As a BA, you first must
understand your craft (the foundation),
you must learn the different techniques
that are critical for the craft. You must
demonstrate you understand how to
apply those techniques (the skill), and
then you will see not only BA skill set
transformation, but you will also be
integral in transforming the
organisations by building powerful
solutions that align with their strategic
goals. This way of thinking keeps me
focused and on a journey of continuous
learning to strengthen my craft.

Adrian: Magic seems completely
unrelated to business analysis, doesn’t
it? A few years ago, I would have agreed

A Fireside Chat:
Martial Arts, Magic
& Business Analysis
Paula Bell & Adrian Reed

https://www.paulaabell.com/
https://www.paulaabell.com/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/adrianreed/
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with you–but a chance meeting with a
magician changed my perspective, and
there are actually more similarities than
you might expect. I’m certainly no
magician, but based on my limited
understanding of magic, magicians are
ultimately ‘playing’ with constraints.
We all know magic isn’t really possible,
and magic is about ‘bending’ a
constraint in a way that the audience
cares least about, to achieve an outcome
that will ‘wow’ them. A magician needs
to know the constraints of the context
they are working in that can’t be
changed. Close-up magic has different
constraints to magic performed on a
stage. And if the audience can see from
the sides of the stage then there are
different constraints again. It’s also
important to understand the audience–
I’m told that performing magic at a
children’s party is very different to
performing it on a stage!

So it’s about understanding
the effect that the magician wants to
achieve (e.g. “I want to make it look like
I can make this item vanish”),
the audience, the context and
constraints that the trick will be
performed in, and then designing,
building and testing a trick that will meet
those needs.

That sounds, at a high level, a lot like
what we do in projects. So this led me
(out of pure curiosity) to ask how
magicians handle some of these
constraints and concepts, to see if there’s
anything that I could learn.

Can you give us an example
of an idea from magic and

martial arts that we can take
away as BAs?

Paula: There are so many, but the one
golden nugget I would like to share with
you is that it’s not just about knowing
your craft, but the ability to APPLY your
craft. What I tend to see is that
individuals know the concepts of
business analysis, but have a challenge
on how to apply those concepts to
projects. What makes business analysis
interesting is it’s not black and white. I
have been doing business analysis work
for over 20 years and I can tell you that
I have not done two projects exactly the
same. You have to know how to take all
of the information, and your experiences
and apply them appropriately to fit the
project. If you think about martial arts,
you train to protect yourself. However,
HOW you may protect yourself when
the time comes will depend on your
surroundings and situation. You also
don’t have a lot of time to make a
decision as your life is at stake, so you
have to think really fast. There is no way
you will use every technique you have
learned in training, but you do need to
determine which one to use quickly to
save your life. The same is true for
business analysis. If the project has a
different environment (stakeholders,
processes, external factors, etc.), you as
the BA have to determine what is the
best approach, and best techniques to use
to successfully gather the requirements
to solve the business problem. So make
sure you understand that not every
project will be the same, and make sure
you know how to apply the concepts
(techniques) you have learned.
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Adrian: Well, where do I start :). One
thing that always sticks with me is a
conversation I had with a magician who
was frustrated about how some folks in
the magic community focus on specific
tools and methods. He explained to me
that if you’re a ‘professional’ magician,
you just have to use Sharpie branded
markers, and Bicycle branded playing
cards. However the irony is that new
Bicycle branded playing cards are too
perfect for some tricks (they have a high
sheen so have to be ‘worked in’).

Stepping back, the reality is that the
audience won’t notice, they won’t care.
He described how sometimes he feels
that there’s a loop of ‘magic for
magicians’. Fussing and focussing on
things that just don’t matter.

Now, as a BA this hit home because I
wondered whether we sometimes get
caught up in analysis for analysts. Ever
zoomed in to 500% on Visio to get that
line completely straight? I know I have!
Did it matter? Probably not. I think we
need to avoid getting so caught up in
arguments over UML vs BPMN, or User
Stories vs Use Cases that we lose sight
of our actual stakeholders and the
context that they operate in.

What other similarities do
you see?

Paula: In martial arts we live by the
tenets. The tenets are: courtesy,
integrity, perseverance, self-control and
indomitable spirit. I use these tenets
every day. These tenets keep me
grounded in how I interact with my
stakeholders. Let’s be honest, some days

are better than others, and we are
working with many different
personalities. Ensuring that I always
remember to respect others and treat
them how I want to be treated (courtesy),
remaining honest and staying grounded
in my beliefs (integrity), never giving up
no matter how difficult the task
(perseverance), controlling myself even
when I sometimes want to speak my
mind out of emotion (self control), and
leading with no fear, that warrior spirit
(indomitable spirit). Though business
analysis is technical, it is also very much
interpersonal (even moreso). Martial
Arts has helped me to stayed balanced
on both sides.

Adrian: A phrase always sticks with
me, that sadly I didn’t note down
verbatim when I originally heard it. But
it was something like:

“It’s not just the effect, what they see,
it’s also what they experience during the
trick, and the way that they feel when the
trick is over. The illusion, often that’s
the easy part—the art is in
the whole performance”

I think this is true in projects too. We
need to focus on outcomes. In our world
as BAs techniques such as Critical
Success Factors/Key Performance
Indicators, the balanced scorecard, the
3Es and many more can help us
articulate what success looks like. It’s
also about how people feel during the
project itself. We could perhaps rephrase
this for projects:

“Projects are about more than the
immediate change.
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It’s also about the way we get
there…and what is left after.”

This encourages us to think about
different outcomes from different
stakeholder perspectives (a ‘user’ might
have a different perspective to an
‘owner’, and both sets of outcomes will
need to be considered). It also
encourages us to think about how people
experience projects. It’s ironic in a way,
we talk a lot about ‘Customer
Experience’ and how customers
experience processes. Shouldn’t we also
think about the experience that folks
have on projects?

What is your biggest
takeaway from martial arts

or magic?

Paula: Wow, that’s a hard one. Just one
huh? The biggest takeaway for me is that
it all starts with “ME”. It is up to me to
make sure I’m providing the value
needed for the organisation. No matter
how difficult the project may be, or how
hard it may be to work with individual
stakeholders, it all starts with me. It’s
my responsibility to continue learning
and strengthening my craft, as well as,
give back as much as possible to help

others grow as well. In martial arts you
need others to help you strengthen your
skill and that is no different in your
professional and personal lives.

Adrian: Hmm, good question. For me,
the biggest takeaway isn’t actually about
magic, it’s about learning. If there are
parallels and takeaways for BAs
from magic then
what other communities can we learn
from? The boundaries of business
analysis are only there because we
created them. I think it’s an exciting time
for us to explore adjacent and
intersecting disciplines, and rather than
ask (for example) “Is this task BA or
UX” to say “How could we combine
tools and perspectives from UX and BA
to achieve this?”. UX is just one area, of
course, there are many, many others. I
think it’s a fantastic time for us to
collaborate and share with other
communities.

Paula Bell is CEO CEO/Owner at Paula
A Bell Consulting, LLC. Connect
with Paula on LinkedIN

Adrian Reed is Principal Consultant
at Blackmetric. Connect with Adrian on
LinkedIN

www.badigest.co.uk

If you enjoy this magazine, subscribe to the free BA
Digest newsletter with BA resources from around the web

https://www.paulaabell.com/
https://www.paulaabell.com/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/paulaharris44/
https://www.blackmetric.com/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/adrianreed/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/adrianreed/
www.badigest.co.uk
www.badigest.co.uk
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This article was written in July 2020, in
the midst of the global COVID-19
pandemic.

The past few months have acted as a
catalyst for change in most, if not all
organisations. Projects that seemed
important before the outbreak of
COVID-19 suddenly seemed frivolous,
and I suspect many of us had to re-
evaluate how we do our work in changed
circumstances.
As life slowly gets back to something
that resembles a form of new normality,
we need to start asking ourselves hard
questions about how we’ll handle
organisational change in the future. With
a recession seeming likely it seems
logical that organisations will need to be
adaptable whilst also ‘doing more with
less’. Understanding the real
outcomes, objectives and nature of the
perceived “problems” before a project
starts is more important than ever.

The Danger of the “Solution
Illusion”

I have a confession to make. I have a
house full of gadgets that I bought
because they “seemed like a good idea
at the time”. Until recently I owned three
juicers, which (if I’m completely honest
with myself) is three more juicers than I
ever really needed. They sat gathering
dust in a kitchen cupboard until I
eventually gave them away, clearing out
space for the next gadget-of-the-moment
to fill.

This pattern might seem relatively
innocuous for useless kitchen gadgets
but most organisations are brimming
with their own collections of shiny
“solutions” that were bought on a
whim. Perhaps it’s the unmaintainable
software application that somebody
purchased without understanding
whether anyone actually needed it (or
would use it). Or that fancy electronic
whiteboard which might have served a
useful purpose if only we’d understood
how people use whiteboards (and if only
someone hadn’t used permanent marker
on it and ruined it forever…. ). It’s all
too easy to make a knee-jerk reaction by

Avoiding the “Solution
Illusion” with Pre-Project

Problem Analysis

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-52972901?intlink_from_url=https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/topics/cgemwggl2net/recession&link_location=live-reporting-story
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choosing a “solution”, starting a project
and then focussing solely on
implementing a solution rather than
achieving an outcome. It’s quite possible
to deliver these projects “on time” and
“on budget”—but who really cares if
they are also “off strategy” and “of no
benefit whatsoever?”

Pause Before You Sprint

This is where the art of Pre-Project
Problem Analysis comes into play. This
type of provisional exploratory work
aims to identify the outcomes that are
sought, to understand enough about the
problem situation to identify a range of
possible options. It broadly aligns with
the Strategy Analysis knowledge area in
the International Institute of Business

Analysis’ (IIBA®’s) Business Analysis
Body of Knowledge (BABOK®) Guide.
This brief pause frees us from the mental
shackles of falling for the first “solution”
that we come across; it encourages us to
seek different perspectives and gain a
more holistic view before darting off in
a specific direction. We all hold a piece
of the puzzle but none of us has the
whole view—but hopefully between us
we have enough to define and deliver
meaningful and valuable change.
This doesn’t have to be a lengthy
process, in fact it really shouldn’t be.
Borrowing a mantra from elsewhere, it
is about doing “just enough, just in
time”; taking a thin slice through the
Why, the What and the How. There are
so many techniques we could use, some
that are particularly relevant might
include:

Understanding the outcomes that are
desired, and the nature of the

perceived “problems” from varying
perspectives, as well as the external

business environment

�� Fishbone diagram (for fairly
simple contexts)

�� Multiple cause diagram

�� Causal loops

�� Problem statement(s)

�� Balanced scorecard

�� Etc...
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Of course, this list is not exhaustive and
the specific techniques that are most
useful will depend on the level of
complexity and the context. However,
whatever techniques we use, after taking
a ‘thin slice’ through the why, we ought
to be able to articulate the potential
project—the “Project Concept”—on
a single page. There will be more detail
supporting this single page view, but the
power is in the brevity. A concise yet
precise single page description of the
rationale for making a change, the broad
scope of the change and some possible
solutions. We can literally ensure that
people are “on the same page” before we
proceed. In some cases the solution
options might be so clear that the next
step is to “JDI”—Just do it—and that’s

just fine, we’re able to move forward
with unity and shared understanding. Or,
it might be necessary to further analyse
the possible solution options. That’s a
good outcome too, we have potentially
saved our organisation from investing in
a “solution” that never would have met
its needs. Our quick, lightweight, thin-
slicing has potentially saved us from
painfully falling down a project rabbit
hole.

By briefly hitting the “pause” button to
thin-slice our way through the problem
situation, we cultivate a situation where
we can then step straight onto the gas
and proceed with greater clarity. And
surely, in a world with greater pressures
and fewer financial resources, this has
to be a good thing?

Broad scope of the change. The scope
that ‘requirements work’ will be

conducted within.

�� Roles & Goals

�� Business Use Case Diagram

�� Etc...

Possible options for improving the
situation: Achieving  within

the constraints of 

�� Creative Problem Solving
(Brainstorming,
brainstorming enhancers)

�� Etc...
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When I was asked to write this article, I
had a problem. How do I keep this article
to the requested 500 words? I became a
Business Analyst (BA) after a messy
reorganisation in the area I was working
in 2005. Our local IIBA chapter was
formed in 2007 and became chartered in

2008. I joined IIBA, and that was one of
the best things that happened in my
career. I found my true calling in life.

I have listed below many of the benefits
of IIBA membership:

Why I Recommend Being an IIBA
Member

Judy Alter, CBAP®, FLMI, ACS, PCS, & HIA
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● Access to our Online Library -
featuring 11,000+ titles

● Access to Member-exclusive webi-
nars

● Access to PDF publications, arti-
cles, industry papers, and reports

● Opportunities to connect with other
members at local or international
conferences and Chapter events

● Savings of up to 40%* on globally
recognised professional certifica-
tions

● Discounts on conferences

IIBA Certifications are a global standard
in a landscape that is rich with many
certifications. IIBA members have free
access to the BABOK (Business Analy-
sis Body of Knowledge) that is a glo-
bally recognised. Joining IIBA has made
me at least twice the BA I would have
been. Passing my CBAP® is one of the
three best days of my life. It all started
with joining my local IIBA Chapter –
Heartland in Nebraska. Given a chance
to work on the conference, I was elected
President and served for two terms. I
have since been involved in IIBA Global.

All the benefits listed above are reason
enough, but my surprise was about the
people. I have developed many new
friends all around the globe. The
network that you can acquire at the local,
regional, and global levels has been
priceless. Some of the people I have met
have become family and a massive part

of my life. That was something I wasn’t
looking for but has been most rewarding.

All BAs should be leaders, and getting
involved in your local IIBA Chapter will
help to sharpen your leadership skills.
The local chapters always need volun-
teers and chapter leaders for their board
of directors. You will get more out of the
experience than you will ever give. You
will find that you will also become a
more successful BA and even a better
person in your career. Getting certified
tells the world you are serious about
being a professional BA.

The world of business analysis will
continue to change dramatically over the
next few years. Some of the changes in
cybersecurity and the ever-changing
landscape of data analytics will open up
new opportunities. The demand for great
BA’s will only get bigger. If you are a
current IIBA member, convince at least
one of your friends to join if you aren’t
an IIBA member, access www.iiba.org
and rectify that. Still not convinced,
contact me and I’ll convince you. I can
be found on email at
theoptimisticba@gmail.com, and my
new website should be ready by the
middle of September at
theoptimisticba.com.

Judy is known as "The Optimistic BA"
and is CEO/Owner at Judy Alter
Speaker & Business Analysis Services
LLC.  She's an experienced and
enthusiastic senior BA from Omaha,
Nebraska. You can connect with Judy on
LinkedIn.

www.iiba.org
theoptimisticba.com
linkedin.com/in/judy-alter-cbap�-lion-??-56a62213
linkedin.com/in/judy-alter-cbap�-lion-??-56a62213
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info@blackmetric.co.uk
+44 (0) 23 9298 4546

www.blackmetric.co.uk

Get up to speed quickly:
Tailored training for BA teams

mailto:info@blackmetric.co.uk
www.blackmetric.co.uk
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At Blackmetric, we specialise in hands-on business analysis
training courses designed by BA practitioners for BA practitioners.
Our courses are highly interactive, with a key aim of embedding
actionable learning.

A particular speciality of ours is the development of bespoke
training courses. We’ll work with you to understand your team’s
specific needs, and we’ll build a tailored course especially for
you. Here’s a sample of just some of the courses we offer.

● Introduction to Business Analysis
● BABOK® v3 Awareness Course
● Pre-Project Problem Analysis
● A Practical Introduction to Use Cases
● Pragmatic BPMN
● Systems Thinking
● Non-Functional Requirements Workshop
● Enterprise (Strategy) Analysis
● Effective Workshop Facilitation
● Business Analysis: Leading from the Middle
● CBAP®/CCBA™ Accelerator

Interested? Get in touch. We’d love to hear from you.
You’ll find more details about our courses on our website.

info@blackmetric.co.uk
+44 (0) 23 9298 4546

www.blackmetric.co.uk

mailto:info@blackmetric.co.uk
www.blackmetric.co.uk
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There is little doubt that social media
platforms have created new ways for
people to interact with each other.
Whether it’s staying in touch with
friends, exchanging holiday snaps or
“debating” the day’s hot political is-
sues with strangers, there’s bound to
be a place for it somewhere in the
social-mediasphere. In fact, if you are
ever feeling brave, scroll down into

the comments sections of most news
articles. Often there is a treasure-
trove of opinion, ranging from well-
considered and well-considered argu-
ments and counter arguments, right
through to knee-jerk assertions from
people who have done little more
than read the headline. Of course,
everyone is entitled to their opinion,

Being a BA in the Screen-
Scrolling Economy: Business

Analyst as Stakeholder Advocate
Adrian Reed
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and this type of forum provides a
useful space for debate.

I was recently drawn into reading the
comments section on an article about
snow (a relatively rare occurrence in the
South of the UK, and one that tends to
hit the transport infrastructure fairly
hard). The comments ranged from con-
structive ideas, through to moral out-
rage, through to individuals expressing
clear objection to certain political ideol-
ogies. To a certain extent, this makes
sense, but I suspect that of the hundreds
of authors of those comments, precisely
(or nearly) zero:

● Wrote to their Member of
Parliament/elected representa-
tive

● Wrote to the service involved
with their suggestions

● Went to the relevant local
council meeting to give a ver-
bal deputation about weather
preparations

● Looked for a charity, or other
type of non-profit organisa-
tion, that shares their views
and volunteered

I’m not for one moment suggesting
everyone should do these things, the
choice on how, whether and how
much to engage with issues is always a
personal one and nobody should feel
under any obligation or pressure.
However, I wonder if the ability to
“share” and “like” something on
social media reduces the propensity to
take other action. In our economy of

endless scrolling, rewarded by an
occasional dopamine hit when
somebody “likes” our post, are we at risk
of being fooled into a culture of
inaction? Sharing that video of the poor
polar bear on the shrinking iceberg feels
like the right thing to do, but is it the
most effective way of creating change?
Are those that are able and prepared to
make a change even watching?!

What This Means For
Business And Business

Analysis
We might logically argue that this phe-
nomena is nothing new, I’m sure people
have been exchanging views and debat-
ing in coffee shops and bars for hun-
dreds of years. And the wider ethical,
practical and policy effects of this pos-
sible phenomenon are far beyond the
scope of this article. However, if we
accept that people express opinion via
social media, then it follows that peo-
ple are expressing opinion about your
company and its services on social
media all the time too.

This is hardly surprising, is it? Yet how
often do projects and other initiatives
tap into this source of insight? I sus-
pect the answer is “not often enough”.

Too often, corporate social media teams
appear to exist for two main reasons:

1. To broadcast corporate mes-
sages and press releases that
nobody really wants to read

2. To placate complaints
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There is nothing inherently wrong with
this approach, but if the scope really is
set this narrow, we miss a golden
opportunity to solicit and analyse
feedback. People often tweet, share or
rant during “moments of truth” that
we’ve got wrong. Of course, solving the
issue for the individual customer is
crucial. Adapting the process or
service so that it never happens again
is a much bigger win.
I’ve written before that complaints can
be a useful form of insight. Social me-
dia is another often untapped treasure-
trove. Each of these sources will repre-
sent only a subset of our customer base,
and we need to ensure that no voice is
marginalised, and of course not every
idea is going to be desirable and
feasible. Yet with careful analysis and
planning we can use this insight to make
a range of relevant testable hypotheses
for change. There is a crucial role for
us to play here as business
analysts: we are well placed to under-

stand different stakeholder perspec-
tives, consider and advocate different
views and ensure that any intervention
proposed will maximise the potential
value across our stakeholder communi-
ties.

By building the capture and considera-
tion of feedback into the very fibre of
our organisation, we enhance our ability
to understand these perspectives, learn,
adapt and stay relevant. By empowering
operational teams and those that are
responding to social media and other
enquiries to capture and escalate trends,
we create a new “listening post” for
customer insight to flow from. By con-
sciously ensuring projects and other
change initiatives tap into this informa-
tion, we can assure better customer
alignment.

In our economy of seemingly endless
screen-scrolling, we would be crazy not
to consider the direct feedback our
customers are giving us. Wouldn’t we?

Albums
For BAs

http://www.adrianreed.co.uk/2018/05/06/beyond-the-hamper-complaints-as-a-source-of-ba-insight/
http://www.adrianreed.co.uk/2018/05/06/beyond-the-hamper-complaints-as-a-source-of-ba-insight/
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(Originally published on LinkedIN. Re-
published with permission.)

Managing and leading teams is hard,
and it is becoming harder as we become
more distributed and need to respond
faster to the demands of our customers.
This article discusses why the skills and
behaviours that mangers need now are
different from those of the past, and
different from how many managers nat-
urally behave. We don’t want to forget
all the good practices, but it requires a
conscious effort to focus on new leader-
ship styles and not slip back into com-
fortable old habits.

The Many Hats of A
Manager

We ask a lot of managers, and being a
manager requires a broad range of
skills, styles and approaches. We can
think of these different approaches as
being like hats. Sometimes we need to

wear an ‘Emotional Support’ hat; other
times it is an ‘Advice and Mentoring’
hat or a ‘Formal Process hat’. We swap
these hats frequently, sometimes
wearing more than one, and we often do
this sub-consciously.

When we are managing agile teams, or
are in organisations keen to work in a
digital, agile or distributed way, there
are certain hats that are critical to
getting the best from our teams: the hats
that help empower them, connect them
with the organisational purpose and
provide inspiring leadership. Unfortu-
nately, there are other hats that can
undermine team performance and clash
with the needs of our teams. The ‘Be
Accountable’ hat, the ‘Define and Task
Work’ hat, the ‘Monitor and Control’
hat or the ‘Report Progress’ hat.

Get the Balance Right

The answer is to think about which hats
enable and empower our teams, and

Where Did You Get That Hat?
Simon Girvan

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/where-did-you-get-hat-simon-girvan/
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consciously wear those more often; and
to think about which hats disempower
or inhibit our teams, and wear those
less. In most real life organisations, it
probably isn’t about avoiding the tradi-
tional management hats completely -
they may still need to be worn some-
times: for instance there may be manda-
tory legal training to be completed, or a
formal process may need to be followed
for sickness absence. But there are
better hats to wear most of the time.

The problem is that those better hats -
those that help us lead teams, align them
with the strategic direction and coach
our people to make themselves better -
are not the default behaviours that have
served many managers well in the past.
Put simply, they feel uncomfortable and
it’s easy to neglect them in favour of
more our favourite, more comfortable,
more familiar hats.

Let’s do Less of This

So, which hats I am talking about? Let’s
start with those we should wear less
often. We know from Dan Pink that
highly motivated people have auton-
omy, mastery and purpose. And we
know from Google’s Aristotle research
that high performing teams have psy-

chological safety, dependability and
structure & clarity. So, we should be
careful about doing things that inhibit
these behaviours or characteristics.
Sadly, many classic management hats
fall in that category:

● breaking down work and allo-
cating it to team members;

● setting local vision and strategy
without connecting it to higher,
organisational strategy;

● reviewing and correcting work;

● requiring the team to seek
approval before doing some-
thing;

● placing value on input metrics
like headcount, budget spend,
days worked;

● telling the team what to do or
how to do it;

● mandating anything.

Let’s do More of This

Instead, we should try to wear hats that
instil trust, purpose and empowerment
in our teams. This means much more
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collaboration and conversation. We
want the team to be able to come up
with the right path themselves, without
being told. We want them to know why
they are doing the work, and be able to
suggest better ways that they could meet
the organisational goal. We want them
to know how they can improve and
suggest ways to do that. We want them
to make decisions and have the right
information they need to make the best
decisions.

To do this requires wearing our leading,
inspiring and coaching hats much more
often.

Lead and Inspire (then get out of the
way)

Our leading and inspiring hats help
connect the team with the high level
purpose of their work, and help them
contextualise it to their own domain of
expertise. We can use these hats to share
the work of the team more widely,
introduce them to senior stakeholders
and let the team explain how the team is
delivering against their strategy and
why. We can allow the team to suggest
work that would be useful and identify
development learning paths that will
help them build mastery. We can
connect teams with related teams or
people so they can share experiences
and help each other. We can help them
build communities to share practices
and improve how they work.

Most importantly, once we have con-
nected the team with a compelling stra-
tegic intent that they understand and
know how that can deliver against it, we
can get out of the way; let the team get

on with it. We can be there for support,
guidance and to help them ensure they
remain aligned with it, but day to day,
the team can be in control. This gives us
more time to work at a more strategic
level - ensuring the strategy is still right,
evolving and iterating it, and sharing
with the teams what impact their work
is having.

Coach Our People And
Teams

With our coaching hat on, we stop
telling the team what to do. We stop
defining work, allocating tasks or spec-
ifying how they work. Instead, we ask
questions. We ask the team what they
intend to do. We ask them how they will
work towards their goals and we ask
them whether they have everything they
need to succeed.

To do this, we may need to help them.
It isn’t easy to jump from waiting to be
told what to do to being able to analyse
where you are and understand how to
move forward. That’s where the
manager can step in and help. Not by
telling them the answer, but by helping
them get to it themselves. Some of the
questions we can ask include:
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● Ask them to describe what we
are aiming for.

● Check they understand the
goal, and help them put the
goal into their own words.

● Ask them where they are now?

● What are the current condi-
tions, and are they a good place
to start from?

● What would they recommend?

● What do they think the options
are?

● Where should they start from?

Help Them Discover The
Solution

There will be a strong temptation to
shortcut to the right answer. You should
try hard to resist it. You may see the
team heading in a direction you feel is
the wrong one, and you may be tempted
to correct them. You could let them go.
You could let them choose that path and
see how they get on. They may turn out
to be right, but if not, as long as the
impact of the wrong direction is accept-

able, they will learn far more from dis-
covering for themselves that they are on
the wrong path than being told by a
manager.

But sometimes you will need to provide
direction or encourage them to be more
bold. Ask probing questions - “What
else could you do?”, “What other
options are there?”, “What possible
negative outcomes could this lead to?”.

Or if they are really struggling you may
need to make some suggestions: Have
you considered XX?”, “What would
happen if you did YY?”, “Are there
others you could consult with who may
have other ideas?”

And, of course there are some situations
where it is best just to give your opinion
or tell them your thoughts, but since we
are already used to doing that, it
shouldn’t be our first response.

Expect it to be Hard

Leading in this way is hard and it will
feel uncomfortable. Managers aren’t
used to it and teams aren’t used to it
either. Things will go wrong and we
will make mistakes. But if we perse-
vere, we will have teams that are
empowered and high performing; teams
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that are confident making decisions
when they have the right information,
and confident in asking for support or
guidance when they need it.

We will empower people to come to
work to do their best job without being
checked up on, and we will have a
culture where our teams are aligned to
the corporate strategy and inspired to
help deliver it.

If that’s what we want, how can we
start? Firstly, this isn’t all brand new.
Many of us will already be doing some
of this some of the time. We will also
need to wear other hats occasionally.
But almost everyone should see benefits
if they can consciously wear these hats
more often and the other hats less often.

Some Ideas to Help You Get
Started

To kick start this way of leading, why
not pick the next time you are meeting
with your staff members or team? Once
the updates and pleasantries are over,
concentrate the rest of the time on a
coaching style conversations where you
predominantly ask questions and listen
to their answers. Focus the conversation
on a particular goal, and explore it.

Here are some things you could choose
to talk about (but don’t try them all at
once!)

● Ask about what high level stra-
tegic outcomes they (or their
team) are working against. Ask
how their work connects with
it. Talk about whether the work
they are doing right now is the
best contribution they could be
making.

● What big challenges are they
facing over the next 3 months?
What worries them? Ask them
what they can do about it, and
what would make them less
worried. Focus on what they
themselves can do. If there are
blockers from other sources,
ask them what they can do to
help mitigate or remove them.

● Ask about their next big mile-
stone; the piece of work that
will start next, once the current
work is complete. Ask how
they intend to approach it. Ask
what they will learn from their
current work and how they will
do this next task differently.
Talk about what choices they
have, or what options there are,
and help them explore them,
perhaps by stretching their
horizons a bit wider. If there
are two options, ask what
options 3, 4 or 7 would be. If
the work will take 6 months,
ask what could they achieve if
they only had 6 weeks, or 6
days.
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● Ask about other people or
teams they depend on for their
success. How do they manage
those relationships? Talk about
how they could be improved.
Do they feel like partners
working together in pursuit of
the same aim, or transactional
relationships where we task
one another and don’t really
know why?

● Ask how much they feel in
control of their work. What
decisions are theirs to make
and does that feel right? How
would having more (or less)
control affect them? Would it
open up more options? What
would they like to have control
over that they don’t today?

Learn More About Coaching

There are lots of online resources on
coaching that you can study. There are
really good models like GROW,
OSKAR or KIPPER TIE that you can
help you structure the conversation.
Sometimes it can be helpful to share
these with your team so they know
about them, but like all models they are

ideas not rules, so use them if they are
helpful to you and don’t if they aren’t.

There are good videos on leadership
from Dan Pink, David Marquet and
Karim Harbott, A great model is David
Marquet’s Ladders of Leadership that
explains how people and teams go
through several stages between being
told what to do and being able to dem-
onstrate intent based leadership. Some-
times we need to take things one step at
a time.

Sharing

I hope you have found this article useful
and perhaps thought provoking. I’d be
interested in hearing about your experi-
ences and what advice you have to help
us lead our people and teams better.

Simon Girvan FBCS CITP is an agile
coach working in the Public Sector. He
is a subject matter expert on Agile for
the BCS.

He has spoken at various conferences
including Agile Manchester and the
Agile Business Conference. He blogs at
Agile Centre. He is also on Twitter and
LinkedIn.

https://2020.agilemanchester.net/
https://www.agileconference.org/speaker/simon-girvan/
https://www.agilecentre.com/author/simongirvan/
https://twitter.com/SimonGirvan
https://www.linkedin.com/in/simon-girvan-0052289/
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I suspect many people reading this
article will, at some time in their ca-
reer, have had the challenge of
explaining what business analysis is.
We’ve all had that dreaded moment
when we meet someone for the first
time, explain we’re a Business Ana-
lyst, and we’re met with a blank stare
(often with a slight look of confu-
sion… ‘Business…what?’). I am sure
that we have all developed our own
elevator pitch to explain the value
that good business analysis enables.

In the dim and distant past, it was com-
mon to hear people use the ‘bridging’
analogy of analysis. Perhaps you’ve
heard (or even used this) yourself.

There are many variations, but one that
is commonly used is:

“Business analysis is the bridge be-
tween the business and IT”

Whilst this statement has its uses—it is
certainly very succinct and conveys at
least some of what good business analy-
sis can achieve—in reality it describes
only part of the BA role. And there is
a danger that this analogy may be
setting misconceptions.

The Trouble With The BA
Bridge

To explore the trouble with the ‘bridg-
ing’ concept, let’s take an example out-

It's Time to Ditch the Bridge
Adrian Reed



48

side of analysis. Imagine you saw an
advertisement for a private doctor’s sur-
gery. The advert has an authoritative
looking doctor smiling, and a number to
call to make appointments. Beneath the
telephone number, there is a strapline:

“Doctor J. Jones: The bridge between
the patient and the pharmacy”

Now, I don’t know about you, but if I
was visiting a doctor I’d want to know
that she could provide a range of treat-
ment options, perhaps being able to
refer the patient to a whole range of
different medical specialists. Of course
prescribing medication (from the phar-
macy) might be appropriate in some
cases. Yet in others the patient might
need surgery, further diagnosis or scans,
blood tests or even just advice on their
lifestyle. Something in the patient’s en-
vironment might have changed which is
causing problems. Perhaps a new job is
causing stress, which is causing a lack
of sleep, which is causing exhaustion
and tiredness, leading to comfort eating
and weight gain. Only by taking
a holistic view of the patient will the
problem get solved.

By limiting themselves to being the
bridge between the patient and pharma-
cy, the doctor has inadvertently placed
themselves in a restrictive box. Even if
they actually offer a wider range of
treatment options, they will likely al-
ways be viewed as the “Pharmacy Doc-
tor”. The place where you go when you
want a prescription.

Getting Out Of Our Own Box

I’m sure many of us will have
occasionally felt like business analysis
has its own ‘box’. Stakeholders
occasionally perceive us as ‘something
to do with IT’ and ‘only needed when
there’s IT change’. The ‘IT to business
bridge’ analogy reinforces this box.
Every time it is uttered we build
another layer of misunderstanding
about the breadth of the BA role.

The reality, of course is that business
analysis is extremely broad and holistic.
Whilst some BA practitioners may fo-
cus on specific niches, the breadth of
the discipline provides a varied and in-
teresting career. Business Analysis can
involve anything from understanding
the external environmental factors that
are affecting a business, to helping de-
fining (or aligning to) strategy, conduct-
ing pre-project problem analysis,
defining change projects and pro-
grammes, defining requirements, as-
sessing benefits and so much more.
Where we do recommend or help im-
plement solutions it is quite likely there
will be an IT element—but equally
there will be business processes that
need to change, organisational struc-
tures, training and staffing and there
could even be location or other infra-
structure considerations. Business anal-
ysis and business change spans multiple
dimensions—and whilst IT is crucial
and essential—in order to be effective it
must fit and align with the other ele-
ments of the business.

Breaking down silos
Another crucial consideration is that the
bridging analogy may, inadvertently,
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reinforce an ‘us’ and ‘them’ mentality.
It divides business from IT. Now, of
course, there may be some situations
where organisations are that separate
and compartmentalised, particularly if
there is an external vendor/outsourced
IT partner involved. Yet in many other
circumstances organisations may be ac-
tively looking to break down silos be-
tween teams. When IT is the engine of
growth of a business, the lines may blur
whether we intend them to or not. Per-
haps business stakeholders are co-locat-
ed and working with IT developers. The
need for a pure ‘bridging’ role is re-
duced—yet the discipline of business
analysis is still crucial. We still need to
be ensuring that the change or project is
aligned to strategy, that the require-
ments are clear and agreed and
are within scope, and that they are on-
track and are ‘on-benefit’. We need
someone to help the sponsor pick which
project to undertake in the first place,
and somebody that assesses the knock
on impact of changes to other elements
of the business. All of these things fall
within the broader discipline of busi-
ness analysis, yet all of these things are
above and beyond a bridge.

Conclusion: Knowing our
value

As a profession, business analysis has a
wide breadth and we have a whole
range of tools at our disposal. Yet, we
often face the challenge
of misunderstanding – where stake-
holders haven’t worked with BAs be-
fore (or haven’t yet appreciated the
breadth).We can help enable so much
value in organisations—and having our
‘elevator pitch’ ready (and getting be-
yond the bridge) is crucial. Thinking
and talking beyond the bridge is essen-
tial.

Footnote: Readers interested in a more
formal definition of business analysis
may find the following references use-
ful:

IIBA (2015). A guide to the Business
analysis body of knowledge (BABOK
guide) v3. Toronto: International Insti-
tute of Business Analysis.

Paul, D., Cadle, J., Yeates, D. (eds)
(2014). Business Analysis: Third
Edition. Swindon: BCS Learning &
Development.

New Words For BAs

The sound of a colleague’s pet
heard on a conference call.

“  Mewt  ”
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(Originally published on LinkedIN. Re-
published with the kind permission of
the author.)

As I took an introductory Anthropol-
ogy course over the summer it struck
me that that all of my best Business

A Theory:
Business Analysts Are

Anthropologists With Areas
of the Business Being the

Society They're Investigating
Zara Sheldrake

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/theory-business-analysts-anthropologists-areas-being-theyre-zara
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Analysis (BA) techniques are ethno-
graphic in nature, observations,
interviews, focus groups and so on. I
began to wonder if there were other
similarities between BAs and ethnog-
raphers and as it turns out there are.

Ethnography, the main technique
employed by anthropologists to study
societies, is at its root is written research
into peoples, nations and cultures. Eth-
nographers employ a range of tech-
niques all designed to gain a true
understanding of a society; its rules and
its customs, finding the unwritten
understanding and writing it down.
Helping ‘foreigners’ to  understand the
society. The purposes are broad, and
sometimes purely for the sake of know-
ing, but often in modern times an ethno-
graphic study is used to assist in
understanding of differing opinions
between cultures that are blocking a
desired change.

The parallels to business analysis are
not difficult to see, a business analyst
employs a range of techniques to under-
stand different areas of business, to seek
context, understand the rules and
inform solution design where a change
is desired. The learned material is docu-
mented, both for the stakeholders them-
selves and those desiring and those
implementing the change.

In anthropology, two of the most impor-
tant ethnographic skills are listening
and observation. An anthropologist
must immerse themselves to fully expe-
rience a culture or society and see all
that happens, or all that doesn't, hear

what’s being said and what’s being
omitted. Listening and observing are
employed as passive skills, but provide
a great deal of information.

In business analysis a key skill is active
listening, allowing the stakeholder to
tell you everything. Listening non-judg-
mentally. Not being tempted to inter-
ject, or ask a question too soon for the
risk is missing the ‘end of the story’.
Reflecting back what you've heard to
gain further understanding. Observation
often isn’t comfortable and requires a
great deal of time, but my most valuable
research has come from seeing people
just do what they do and noticing what
they would not think to tell you in an
interview. Independent of ability to use
these two skills, and whether they’re
applied actively or passively I can see
they're just as key to business analysis
as they are to anthropology.

In one of the lessons of my course I
learned the big risk to anthropologists is
‘going native’. Once you lose objectiv-
ity and have too much involvement, you
become one of the people you’re study-
ing you can no longer perform the role
of ethnographer as a passive (objective)
observer. There’s a tipping point from
providing perfect observation to not
being able to provide it at all anymore.
I see the same thing happen again and
again to business analysts. Once you’ve
partnered with an area of business for
some time they respect you, you bring
value and eventually you become part
of the team, part of the division, associ-
ated more to them than to your own
team. You’re considered a subject
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matter expert (SME), or you're even
offered the role of product owner (PO).
At this stage you can not be truly the
holistic observer, with the big picture in
mind. You’re too into the detail, and too
swayed by the feeling of camaraderie
with the team you now identify as a part
of.

Is this career ending fate so bad for a
business analyst as it is for an anthro-
pologist? I think not. I think in many
ways it can be a natural progression,
provided it’s acknowledged and formal-
ised. Otherwise it can be a little danger-
ous, as it can degrade the understanding
of the role of a business analyst.

Anthropology is at the heart about
writing down as much as it is about
understanding. But I learned that an
anthropologist maintains two distinct
documents. Their output is the formal-
ised document of their learnings, the
study complete and observations under-
stood. But in the field they keep their
own personal record, their quick notes -
perhaps a diary, maybe odd notes on an
electronic device or maybe recordings.
Those artefacts are not intended for con-
sumption by the commissioner of the
study, they’re the private and some-
times include the anthropologist's own
feelings and thoughts while absorbed
into this foreign culture.

As a business analyst I have similar
distinction in my work, I take minutes
of meetings and snippets during inter-
views. I scribble on sticky notes and
write things on my phone or desktop.
These are never intended to be provided

to my project manager, the sponsor of
the programme or even with my fellow
BAs. I may discuss those thoughts in
appropriate forums but for the most part
they exist to inform my eventual written
documentation and the recommenda-
tion I will make. Sometimes they’re too
honest, they contain bare my thoughts
‘the stakeholder was guarded, and
untrusting of IT’ or ‘they say this
requirement is a must have, but it
doesn't fit with the scope, look for ways
to negotiate it out’. In both fields there’s
a heavy reliance on these notes to help
the observer to understand what they
see, before they simplify and formalise
a final report.

As I drew to a close on my anthropol-
ogy course the challenge of the lecturer
was to think about anthropology's appli-
cations now compared to where it
started from and think about where it
might go. That got me thinking about
the BA of old passing 1500 pages of
requirements over the fence for devel-
opment, and the BA of now working in
sprints within the Agile development
team. So what about our future?

If business analysis is the anthropology
of the societies within an organisation,
then can we look to anthropologists to
learn new techniques? To avoid mis-
takes? To further our profession?

Zara is a people person with a technol-
ogy problem, so naturally she’s a busi-
ness analyst. She is a co-founder of the
Cambridge Business Analysis commu-
nity and a Senior BA at the University
of Cambridge.



53

When creating or ‘improving’ some
kind of product, business process or
service, a question that will often crop
up is that of purpose. We might (quite
logically) ask what the
underlying purpose of the thing is,
and we might even be tempted to
define some kind of measures around
what ‘success’ looks like.

As outlined in my previous article, what
‘success looks like’ is very likely to
vary depending on who we ask. It
stands to reason that the perceived
purpose (i.e. what ‘ought’ to be) is like-
ly to vary too. Ask ten people what an
insurance company’s primary
purpose ought to be and you’ll get ten
different answers—probably all of
which are valid. (“Make money”, “pro-

tect policyholders”, “provide informa-
tion so as to reduce risk” might be three
possibilities). If the insurance company
is to be successful an
‘accommodation’ 1 between a range of
possible and valid perspectives is likely
to emerge. Lurch too far to one extreme
and the viability of the organisation
comes into question. The challenge is
understanding which perspectives are
key—which form environmental con-
straints (e.g. regulation) and which oth-
ers lead to strategic choices (e.g. which
markets or customer segments to focus
on).

These types of considerations apply at a
more granular level also. Not only can
we ask ‘what is the purpose of

The Tricky Question of
"Purpose"
Adrian Reed

https://www.adrianreed.co.uk/2020/05/04/gulls-shellfish-and-change-the-change-profession-needs-more-empathy/
https://www.adrianreed.co.uk/2020/05/04/gulls-shellfish-and-change-the-change-profession-needs-more-empathy/
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this company’ we can also ask ‘what is
the purpose of
this product/service/process’. Almost
certainly the same types of differences
in perspective will occur. Don’t believe
me? Ask three people what the underly-
ing purpose of the “Issue parking ticket
when someone has parked illegally”
process is (i.e. why it is done). You’ll
likely get a range of opinions from
“make money”, “increase safety” or “to
ensure the rule of law is respected”.

A key organisational blind-spot, in my
experience at least, is organisations
assume the purpose they ascribe to a
product/service/process will precisely
match the purpose that the customers
or ‘service users’ ascribe. This tends
to happen where there is little, if any,
interaction with
anyone actually affected by the thing
being built or improved; services are
designed in a ‘bubble’. Sadly whilst this
is done with the best of intentions, it
leads to fundamentally frustrating expe-
riences for those folks who end
up actually wanting to interact with the
organisation. “All I want to do is make
a one-off charity donation via the web,
why do I have to create an account with
a password and disclose all sorts of
other personal information?”. The an-
swer might be because the charity in
question had a very different purpose in
mind for that process—they think you
want to be kept informed of the good
work they are doing, and they want to
contact you to ‘maximise’ future dona-
tions. They might perceive it as a ‘re-
cruit donor’ process, not a ‘make
donation’ process. I suspect few cash
donations would be given in collection

tins if ‘setting up an account’ and giving
information to make a giftaid donation
was necessary. Of course, I’m being
deliberately provocative here; in reality
many charities do have a one-off dona-
tion form, however it illustrates the
point.

A key point here is if organisations
work in a ‘bubble’ without understand-
ing their stakeholders, it is likely that
their processes will diverge from what
is actually desired or needed by those
who actually use them. This puts the
organisation at risk of customers leav-
ing (in the private sector), or citizens
either not being able to, or choosing not
to, engage (in the public sector). At this
point the ‘bubble’ gets burst and there is
likely to be genuine organisational con-
fusion. “Why is nobody interacting with
our new service?”. Perhaps it’s because
nobody wanted it in the first place. “We
clearly need to start educating them so
that they use it”. Err… really?

Emergent Purpose
Another consideration that we should
keep in mind is that most of the time we
simply don’t know how someone will
use something until they actually start
interacting with it. People find new pur-
poses for things all of the time. I suspect
the inventor of the telephone had no
idea it would be used for chat-lines. The
inventor of the chainsaw probably
didn’t anticipate that it would be used as
a weapon.

Let’s take a slightly less grizzly exam-
ple. Take a look at the following pic-
ture, what do you see?

https://www.gov.uk/donating-to-charity/gift-aid
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You probably answered “steps”, and
you’d be right (or, more accurately,
that’s also what I see highlighted in the
picture—there may be other things too).
These steps are in Castle Field, South-
sea, near where I live. Now, what, in
your view are those steps for?

You probably answered “for getting up
and down the hill”, and that would be a
reasonable answer. I have no idea how
old these steps are—they are near
Southsea Castle and at the top of the hill
there are what appear to be battlements
(presumably where cannons would be

mounted), but I suspect these steps were
a much later addition.

Whenever they were built, I suspect
the intended purpose was, indeed to
help people get up and down the hill.
Yet this isn’t the only thing they are
used for today. Go to Castle Fields any
weekend or early weekday morning and
you’ll see people running up, and down,
the steps repeatedly. There are people
who use the steps as mechanisms to
exercise. I suspect this wasn’t anticipat-
ed when they were built… it is a pur-
pose that ‘emerged’ as people saw an
opportunity and just did it.
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Understand perspectives,
Test and Learn

All of this highlights the importance of
us understanding perspectives2, formu-
lating a view of the ‘solution’ or ‘inter-
vention’ that we plan to make but
then testing and learning. In project-
speak we might introduce a ‘prototyp-
ing’ or ‘pilot’ stage. Using the example
above we might show people a sketch of
the steps and say ‘what would you use
these for?’ and ‘how would you use
these?’. We might build a single, small-
er set of steps and observe how people
use them, then adapt them as we learn
more, or if the context called for it we
might even carry out multiple experi-
ments simultaneously.3 As we better
understand the range of perspectives we
might even find we adapt the scope or
decide to build something different in-
stead.

These ideas fit well with the broader
discussions of organisational
agility, i.e. having the ability to under-
stand and sense what is happening in the
environment, decide and then make a
change.4

But most of all, we ought to call out
situations where there is a ‘bubble’ and
an organisation is unknowingly
ascribing it’s purpose onto its products,
processes or services.

References & Further
Reading/Footnotes

For more about the concept of an
‘accommodation’ in this context (and
how it is different from consensus) see
the work of Checkland, for example
Checkland & Scholes, 1999, pp.29-30

Another ‘lens’ on the idea of
understanding perspectives is the
‘consider perspectives’ stage of the
Business Analysis Process Model shown
in Paul et al (2014), fig4.2

See also Dave Snowden & Cognitive
Edge’s concept of ‘Safe to fail probes’

Although beyond the scope of what is
discussed here, it’s worth referring to
Teece et al’s work on ‘dynamic
capabilities’

You may also be interested in the works
of Stafford Beer. This brief intro to the
concept of POSIWID and VSM may be
of interest too.

www.badigest.co.uk

If you enjoy this magazine, subscribe to the free BA
Digest newsletter with BA resources from around the web
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(Originally published on the KBP
media blog. Re-published with kind per-
mission of the author.)

I’m back from Nashville having made
it through four days of sun, rain, and
country music pretty much no worse
for wear (apart from a fouled up
sleep pattern that’s slowly getting
back to normal).

I got the opportunity to get a behind the
scenes view of recorded music when I
toured Zac Brown’s Southern Ground
recording studio. During the tour, it
occurred to me that recording music can
be very similar to developing software
products. The people who truly have a
passion for both pursuits don’t get hung
up on process, but use process to help
get them to great outcomes, whether

An Example of Backlog
Refinement for an Internal

Product
Kent McDonald

https://www.kbp.media/go/blackmetric-backlog-refinement/
https://www.kbp.media/go/blackmetric-backlog-refinement/


58

that be an artistically pure recording or
a product that solves customer’s prob-
lems.

Now that I’m back, I wanted to share
how the team I’m working with right
now performs backlog refinement. This
is still very much a work in progress,
which I think is perhaps one of the more
important points.

That means the approach we use for
backlog refinement a few months from
now will probably be different than
what we’re doing right now. And that’s
a good thing.

Definition of Ready

As we started diving into delivery work,
I pulled the team together to craft
a definition of ready – our agreement of
what information we needed to know
about a product backlog item in order to
consider it in a sprint.

To generate the definition of ready, we
gathered around a whiteboard, and I
asked everyone on the team to write
down – one idea per sticky, as many
stickies as they wanted – what informa-
tion they expected to know about a story
before including it in a sprint.

Everybody put their notes up on the
whiteboard reading each note off as
they put them on the board.  We then
reorganized the notes, getting rid of
duplicates and asking for clarification
on any items that weren’t clear.

Once we had the notes in groups I asked
the team to dot vote in order to indicate
their preferences about things that

should be included in our definition of
ready.

We then discussed each item starting
with the highest vote-getters and
working our way down. The discussion
we had about these items was helpful to
get clarification on what people mean
when they talk about certain things and
helped everyone to get a better idea of
what type of information people look
for when they pick up a product backlog
item to work on.

I’ve listed the items we ended up within
our definition of ready below.  This is
pulled almost verbatim from our team
wiki (we’re using Microsoft Teams)
that I wrote up after we settled on our
definition of ready. Also included is a
short description of what we mean by
each term, and where we’re recording it
on our backlog management tool (we’re
using Azure DevOps).

Title

A short phrase that conveys the “gen-
eral gist” of the story.

Where Stored: Work Item Title

Description

A longer explanation of the product
backlog item that includes:

● why the product backlog item is
needed,

● who the product backlog item
impacts, and

https://www.kbp.media/definition-ready/
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● what problem we’re trying to
solve.

May use:

● As A <Who> I Want <what>
So That <Need> or

● In order to <Why> As a <who>
I want <what>

Where Stored: Description

Data

Relevant information about the data
related to the product backlog item.
May include:

● inputs

● outputs

● data elements

● metadata

● API data structure

Where Stored: Description (under Data
header). May be links to data dictionary
or other resources.

Acceptance Criteria

Conditions that the product backlog
item must satisfy to be accepted. Con-
sists of a set of statements, each with a
clear pass/fail result, that may specify
both functional and nonfunctional
requirements.

Where Stored: Acceptance Criteria

Size

Relative size of the product backlog
item as determined by the team. Repre-
sented as a number in the Fibonacci
sequence (1,2,3,5,8,13,21…)

Where Stored: Effort

Models (Where appropriate)

One or more models that provide
further insight into the product backlog
item. May include wire frame, report
mockup, spreadsheet showing data cal-
culations, state chart or process flow.

Where Stored:  Attachment (if related
only to specific product backlog item)
or as a link in Description (under
Models header)

Examples(Where appropriate)

Concrete descriptions of the expected
behavior of the product as a result of
the product backlog item using real-life
data. Examples are useful for describ-
ing a solution and providing guidance
on ways to validate it.

Where Stored: Acceptance Criteria
(under Examples header) links to exam-
ples in outside documents/tools

PO OK

We’ve discussed product backlog item
with product owner and they’ve pro-
vided feedback.

Where Stored: Our product owner
moves the Product Backlog Item into
the Ready for Sprint Planning column
on our board (see below)
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Dependencies

Other product backlog items that need
to be completed prior to start work.

Where Stored: Related Work show links
to other product backlog items. Use
Predecessor Like type if product
backlog item your linking to needs to
happen before the product backlog item
you’re working with.

Getting Backlog Items to
Ready

We established the definition of ready
first, because I view that as a great way
to influence our backlog refinement
process.

Once we established our definition of
ready, I sketched out what I thought our
backlog refinement process should look
like and mocked up our teams discovery
board.

The columns on the discovery board
reflect the main activities of our refine-
ment process. I’ve listed the columns on
the board and the entry criteria for each
one below:

New

Entry Criteria: Title

Ready to Size

Entry Criteria: Title, Description, Data,
Acceptance Criteria

Sized

Entry Criteria: Title, Description, Data,
Acceptance Criteria, Size

Needs UX

Entry Criteria: Title, Description, Data,
Acceptance Criteria, Size, Needs Wire-
frame

Ready for 3 Amigos

Entry Criteria: Title, Description, Data,
Acceptance Criteria, Size, Wireframe

Further Analysis

Entry Criteria: Title, Description, Data,
Acceptance Criteria, Size, Wireframe,
Examples

Ready for PO OK

Entry Criteria: Title, Description, Data,
Acceptance Criteria, Size, Wireframe,
Examples

Ready for Sprint Planning

Entry Criteria: Title, Description, Data,
Acceptance Criteria, Size, Wireframe,
Examples, PO Ok, Dependencies

Due to the way that Azure DevOps is
setup we weren’t able to have a separate
discovery board and delivery board.
Instead, we have one board that shows
the status of a Product Backlog Item
from originally being created to getting
all the way to done.

We’re a little restricted in our board
setup based on organizational stand-
ards, so multiple columns are mapped to
a specific work item state. The defined

https://www.kbp.media/discovery-board/
https://www.kbp.media/discovery-board/
https://www.kbp.media/delivery-board/
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states are used organization-wide for
tracking purposes.

We’ve incorporated that constraint into
our work process by having our product
owner explicitly move product backlog
items from Ready for PO Ok to Ready
for Sprint Planning to provide a track-
ing mechanism that he “approved” con-
sidering that product backlog item for
delivery.

Having product backlog items organ-
ized into specific columns helps me and
the designer (the primary people
engaged in getting stories ready) to
know what we need to work on next.
The columns also help the rest of the
team know what product backlog items
we need to store, and what items we
want to discuss further prior to sprint
planning.

Adjusting Our Backlog
Refinement Approach

When we set the definition of ready and
our discovery board, we agreed as a
team that both the definition of ready
and backlog refinement process were
not set in stone and could change based
on experience and things we learned
along the way.

We’re in the midst of our third sprint
and we’ve already made some tweaks,
rarely waiting for a retrospective to
make those changes.  Here are two
changes that come to mind (I suspect
there are probably others).

Adding the Ready for PO OK
Column

We initially did not have the Ready for
PO OK column on our discovery board,
but then we found out that we needed a
way to explicitly show that the product
owner had approved considering a
product backlog item for consideration
in sprint planning.

We decided to have the product owner
explicitly move items into the Ready for
Sprint Planning column because Azure
DevOps recorded who moved the
product backlog item.  This ensures that
the product owner considers the stories
and also records that he approved it.

We use the Ready for PO OK column to
identify the product backlog items that
the product owner needs to look at.
 This is consistent with how we use
other columns as a way to create queues
for things such as sizing and to identify
items that need more discussion.

When we added this process step, we
also decided to classify product backlog
items as Business or Architectural
(using the Value Area field on the
Product Backlog Item). We only ask the
product owner to move the product
backlog items identified as Business.
 He does not have to move Architectural
product backlog items.

Data Dictionary in Source
Control

I created a data dictionary in excel to
use a consistent means to communicate
data information for product backlog
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items.  We decided as a team that we
want the data dictionary to closely
match what was actually implemented,
including things such as specific data
types and lengths.

This is helpful from the perspective of
keeping long living artifacts up to date,
but we started running into a challenge
where it was becoming difficult for the
team to know when the data dictionary
changed in a way that impacted them.

We decided that a good way to address
this issue was to include the data dic-
tionary in source control. One benefit of
doing that is that everyone on the team
can tell which version of the data dic-
tionary is most current. The other
benefit is a little more personal, and that
it’s I get the chance to learn about git
and source control. I’m finding that
is definitely good knowledge for a
product manager to have.

We also have a few spreadsheets that
we’re using for master data – configura-
tion data that does not change fre-
quently, but it is necessary for the
transaction processing we need to do. In
order to make sure we’re using the most

up to date version of that data, we’ve
also placed those files under source
control.

I suspect as we create more artifacts for
other long term system documentation,
we’ll put those under source control as
well.

It’s All About
Communication

I shared my experiences here not for the
purpose of saying that this is what your
definition of ready and discovery board
should look like (although feel free to
use them if they make sense for you).

I shared them to provide an example of
how you can work with your team to
craft approaches that best fit how your
team prefers to work.

Common practices are good to use as a
starting point, but you should always
talk about why those common practices
are helpful and which ones make sense
for your team.

If you have other experiences with
backlog refinement, please share them.

New Words For BAs

A stakeholder who do anything to
block a project they disagree with.

“  Stake-boulder  ”

https://www.departmentofproduct.com/blog/github-explained-for-product-managers/
https://www.departmentofproduct.com/blog/github-explained-for-product-managers/
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We’ve all been there. A senior leader
in an organisation gives a pep-talk
about how she or he wants more inno-
vative thinking in the organisation.
We need to be brave, bold and ‘think
outside of the box’. We need to brain-
storm, ignore constraints, and come
up with radical new ideas to solve
problems and better serve the cus-
tomer.

Out-of-the-box brainstorming can be a
great way to encourage innovative and
divergent thinking. It can be a great way
to come up with completely new ideas
in a supportive environment, and a great
way to challenge our existing assump-
tions.

Yet I guess everyone reading this will
have seen at least one situation where an

5 Traps That Will Make "Out-
of-the-Box Thinking" Fall Flat
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organisation encouraged out-of-the-box
thinking, but then delivered something
very much inside the box.

Sadly, over time this can lead to real
cynicism. You can almost hear that
deep, cynical sigh from a co-worker that
we’ve got to attend yet another “fluffy
out-of-the-box brainstorming” session.
It is sad that this happens, and it really
doesn’t have to be like this.

So — why might efforts to encourage
“out-of-the-box thinking” fail? Here are
some situations I have observed with
some potential ways of avoiding them.
This list is by no means exhaustive, and
I’d love to hear your examples too:

Trap 1: We’re not really
brainstorming, we’re divin-

ing
The divining fallacy occurs when a
senior manager or sponsor states that he
or she is looking for innovative think-
ing, whereas what they are really
looking for is wider validation of their
own preconceived idea. If you brain-
storm in this environment, you’ll typi-
cally continue until you come up with
the precise idea that the sponsor had in
mind… In essence, it’s really more a
guessing game than a brainstorm.

A potential solution: Have an inde-
pendent facilitator at the session. Have
the sponsor set the brief, and present
them with the results after the meeting.
Ask the sponsor what outcome they are
looking for from the session.

Trap 2: The culture is unsup-
portive

Out-of-the-box thinking is incredibly
difficult in an organisational culture that
punishes or subverts anything that isn’t
deemed ‘normal’. Perhaps there are
even some senior managers whose jobs
depend on the situation staying the
same.

A potential solution: Nurture the organ-
isational climate. Create a climate, over
time, where innovation is supported and
not subverted. Encourage suggestions
and ideas from all grades and roles.
Avoid situations where people are
rewarded simply for maintaining the
status quo and ensure that reward
systems are balanced and aligned to
delivery of organisational and customer
value.

Trap 3: It’s just a buzzword
“We need to think out-of-the-box to
deliver a pragmatic, lean, agile
approach to deliver a turn-key solution
to create customer delight”.

If out-of-the-box thinking is being used
purely as a buzzword, with little under-
standing of what it involves or means,
then it’s likely that a disappointing
outcome will ensue.

A potential solution: When somebody
suggests encouraging ‘out-of-the-box’
thinking, ask them what they mean, and
what type of ideas they are aiming to
elicit. What do they consider to be ‘in-
the-box’?
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Trap 4: Creating a stick to
beat people with

Imagine the following hypothetical sit-
uation.

You deliver an estimate for a piece of
work to a project manager. Unfortu-
nately, the project manager in question,
unbeknown to you, has already made a
commitment to a sponsor over the time-
frame and your estimate doesn’t fit with
that.

The project manager asks you whether
you can cut the estimate in half. You
work pragmatically to show ways that
the elapsed time could be reduced (with
extra resource), or by cutting corners
(and increasing risk).

Worried that the sponsor won’t be
happy, the project manager is unhappy
and concerned. They express “disap-
pointment that you won’t think out-of-
the-box” and find an “innovative” way
to carry out the same amount of work in
half the time, with the same scope,
resource and without introducing addi-
tional risk.

In this situation, the reality is that the
constraints (time, budget, quality, risk)
mean that we are cornered very
much inside the box. Yet by suggesting
a flaw in our thinking process, the
project manager is creating a stick to
beat us with…

Potential solution: Understand the con-
straints from the outset. Thinking crea-

tively is still very useful here, but
knowing the constraints up-front can
help us to discount ideas that won’t fit.
However, we can still demonstrate that
there are other ways if the constraints
can bend. A more forward thinking
project manager may help us to brain-
storm out the options and put them to
the sponsor; it’s important to work in
partnership.

Trap 5: No communication
after

Involving stakeholders of all types in
brainstorming can be useful. However,
if we encourage them to generate hun-
dreds of ideas in a brainstorming ses-
sion, this will (hopefully) get them very
interested in the initiative we are plan-
ning to run.

If they hear nothing further from us, the
cynicism is likely to build up “Well, I
went to a brainstorming session a year
ago about exactly the same thing.
Nothing changed. Nothing ever changes
here”.

Potential solution: Where possible,
ensure people are involved in not just
the creation of ideas, but also the (later)
evaluation and prioritisation of them.
Ensure that expectations are set up front
– thinking ‘out-of-the-box’ means that
we absolutely can’t deliver everything –
but we will plan to deliver something.
Keep people in the loop and let them
know what progress is made, and how
they contributed to it.
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Before you rush into your professional
development and personal branding
activities, take the quick quiz to see
where you stand now. Are you a not
scoped, proof of concept, defined
project or even a case study brand?

Quiz
1. Do you have a positioning

statement that succinctly
describes your value proposi-
tion?

2. Can you clearly describe what
differentiates you from your
peers or colleagues?

3. Do you know if the way you
perceive yourself differs from
the way others perceive you?

4. When people introduce you, do
they all use similar words to
describe you?

5. Do you have a personal iden-
tity system that you apply to
your communications and
delivery?

6. Is your style consistent with
who you are, and appropriate
for your target audience?

7. Do you regularly document
your project contributions and
update your career materials?

How Strong Is Your Business
Analyst Brand?

Joe Newbert
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8. Do you communicate regularly
with members of your network
and community?

9. Have you delivered a forum
presentation or published an
industry article recently?

10. Do you have a plan for increas-
ing your visibility within your
company and network?

Scoring
Count the total number of times you
answered “Yes” to the questions and

use the table below to see the current
status of your business analyst brand.

Joe Newbert is a consultant, a writer, a
speaker and above all a teacher. As
Chief Training Officer at Business
Change.Academy.

Joe spends most of his time helping
business analysts to grow their skills, as
well as working with organisations to
leverage the benefits of good practices
in business analysis.

“Yes” count Your business analyst brand is …

0-3 Not scoped Your career risks not realising its potential.

4-6 Proof of Concept Your career is evolving as it progresses.

7-9 Defined Project Your career is well planned and managed.

10   Case study Take a moment to bask in glory, then carry on.

New Words For BAs

The imaginary place a project without any sense
of leadership, scope or direction is heading.

  Guesstination  ”

https://www.linkedin.com/in/joenewbert
https://businesschange.academy/
https://businesschange.academy/
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Organisations seem to regularly pursue
the panacea of increased efficiency, and
this is a regular aim of change initia-
tives. There is nothing new about
this and it is completely understandable,
particularly in industries where compe-
tition is rife and where environmental
changes are regular. Pursuit of genuine
efficiency, when coupled with an under-
standing of what the organisation’s cus-
tomers, staff and other stakeholders
value can be extremely beneficial. Yet

sadly it seems that some efficiency
drives turn into little more than
relentless short-term cost cutting. The
focus becomes predominantly internal,
and crucial stakeholder voices aren’t
heard. Like a motorist who skips two
annual services to a company vehicle to
“save money”, the middle managers
claim success and get promoted. The
new managers that take over then bear
the consequences when the
inevitable problems emerge. An un-

Beware "Efficiency" Myths: Are
You Just Shifting the Burden?

Adrian Reed
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serviced and un-cared for car will even-
tually break down, an un-cared for
team, process or service will too.

I’ve heard it said that good quality busi-
ness analysis acts as the “conscience of
the organisation”. I really wish I could
remember who said this so I could
credit them, as this has always stuck
with me as a really important ethical
point. A key consideration when under-
taking analysis is to understand our
stakeholders’ needs and perspectives,
and to try to avoid or at least minimise
any unintended consequences that
emerge as a result of our change. To do
this we need to think wide, think sys-
temically and consider what the future
implications of a change might be.

Efficiency from whose
perspective?

One way of making things more effec-
tive is to move elements of the work to
a different stakeholder. Done well, and
with effective engagement this can
work well. Take online banking as an
example—if I want to make a payment
I can type in the recipients bank details
myself. The work of a cashier has
“moved” to the customer, with the
support of a web based self-service
capability. As a customer I love this, it
saves me time and from my perspective,
being more efficient and effective. I do
worry about those that cannot use tech-
nology, and hope the banks have found
ways of ensuring they aren’t excluded,
but on the whole I see online banking as
predominantly a win/win (for me at
least). There are benefits for the organi-
sation, and for me as its customer.

This is in contrast to short term “cost
cutting” measures that masquerade as
efficiency but actually just shift the
burden to another stakeholder (often
one who is perceived as less powerful).
One area where these sorts of initiative
seem common is in the interface with
suppliers. Let’s take a theoretical exam-
ple. Imagine a large corporate organisa-
tion that has a long list of suppliers.
Currently supplier invoices come in,
which have to be matched up to pur-
chase orders. Invoices have to be
approved, payments made, budgets
adjusted and so forth. With different
departments needing to regularly
procure different types of products and
services from a long list of suppliers it
must be a real nightmare!

So, one possible response might be to
consider developing a supplier portal.
Get the suppliers to upload their
invoices in a standard prescribed
format, automatically reject any that
don’t have a purchase order, and get the
suppliers to key the information into a
comprehensive form, ensuring that the
cost centre, approving managers staff
ID, product or service code etc. are all
clearly logged. Since the invoice won’t
be processed unless all the information
is provided, the suppliers will have an
incentive to use it. Sounds logical,
doesn’t it? Well…. maybe…

Now shift perspective to being a sup-
plier. You’re a small supplier but have
a hundred clients, 80% of whom
procure from you occasionally, with
20% being regular purchasers. Imagine
the overhead of having one hundred
subtly different invoicing processes and
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the costs that would incur… plus you
need to somehow get this to work with
your own accounting processes.

For high value customers who place a
lot of orders, this might be no issue
whatsoever. The organisation would
likely work in partnership and adapt its
processes to cater for their needs. Hope-
fully there would be a two way dia-
logue. But for the others? It would have
to maintain some kind of knowledge-
base with instructions on how to use the
different portals, and where to find the
usernames and passwords. The problem
of “inefficiency” hasn’t been solved, the
burden and cost has just shifted.

Now, of course I’m not saying that there
aren’t ways of implementing supplier
portals that are win/win, there abso-
lutely are, although finding them can be
tricky (and requires supplier representa-
tion). However, this is an example
where “efficiency” for one party actu-
ally created inefficiency for another. A
cost saving for one party increases cost
elsewhere in the value chain. And these
costs find a way of working their way
back eventually. Suppliers raise costs,

or perhaps just focus their efforts with
other customers (which can be an issue
if they supply a vital or unique product
or service).

Understanding perspectives, ensuring
that marginalised voices are heard and
considering longer-term unintended
consequences are crucial parts of the
BA role. The conversations aren’t
always easy, but they are essential!

Footnote:

It would be remiss of me to discuss
‘effectiveness’ without mentioning
Checkland’s ‘5Es’ (Efficacy, Efficiency,
Effectiveness, Ethicality & Elegance). If
you’re not familiar with these, it is well
worth taking a look at Checkland’s
work or at one of the many papers
available on Google Scholar

Also, it’s well worth taking a look at
Suzanne & James Robertson’s excellent
book ‘Mastering the Requirements
Process’, which illustrates how using
context diagrams and understanding
business events can be beneficial. You’ll
find a link to this and other books here.

New Words For BAs

The look of shock when someone
realises it’s a video call that day.

“  Jim-Jam-Jaw-Drop  ”

https://scholar.google.co.uk/scholar?hl=en&as_sdt=0%2C5&q=checkland+5es&btnG=
https://www.amazon.co.uk/shop/ukadrianreed?listId=327V2T0Y3VI59
https://www.amazon.co.uk/shop/ukadrianreed?listId=327V2T0Y3VI59
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