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Recently I attended a talk during which a leading agile consultant 
discussed implementing agile software development. The 
speaker waxed enthusiastically about self-organizing teams that 
would manage their own work and make most of the decisions 
about building software. The person sitting next to me squirmed 
uncomfortably. After a few minutes, he leaned over and whis-
pered to me, “I’m a manager. With all this talk about self-
organizing teams, what’s left for me to do?”

Moving toward self-organizing teams—whether driven by adopt-
ing agile methods or not—doesn’t mean that all the managers 
are out the door. There’s still plenty of management work to do; it’s just different work. And, for many managers, it 
is also more satisfying work. 

In this article, I describe how self-organizing teams are different from manager-led teams and lay out how that 
changes the manager’s role. 

All well-functioning teams serve their clients, meeting or exceeding expectations. But cross-functional, self-
organizing teams can enhance both creativity and commitment. An effective self-organizing team increases the 
capability of the individuals and the team as a performing unit. Managers of self-organizing teams don’t track 
day-to-day progress or set individual goals. They work to remove obstacles that prevent the team from achieving 
success. They work to optimize the team’s ability to achieve the organization’s goals. 

Most of us have an image in our minds of what “team” means. That image affects how we think about teams, how 
we structure teams, and what we expect of the people on teams.

Manager-led teams are often like ski teams. Each person is selected for her individual skills and abilities as a skier. 
Each excels as an individual. All the members of a ski team are working for a common goal—winning the competi-
tion. Each contributes to success by making it down the hill as fast as she can, while passing through all the gates 
on the course. The coach’s job is to improve individual performance skills. A ski team trains together, but when the 
meet comes, each team member is on her own. They don’t win by working together; it’s the sum of the individual 
scores that wins the meet.

Self-organizing teams are more like soccer teams. Each player has a position on the team based on her skills; how-
ever, the team must work together in order to win the game. In addition, each team member constantly adjusts her 
position and actions to create the best opportunity to score (or to prevent the opposition from scoring). If the team 
doesn’t constantly coordinate and adjust to the current circumstances, it doesn’t stand much chance of winning, 
even with star players on the team. Once the team is on the field, the coach can only observe and diagnose prob-
lems. He directs the team during timeouts and adjusts strategies through substitutions. Most of his work comes 
before the game, building individual skills. But even more importantly, he teaches team members to work together 
to achieve their goal.

Enough with sports analogies. What does this mean for you, a manager in a software organization?
Managers take a step back—but not too far back—so they can analyze performance on the team level, not just the 
individual level. Then, to make it easier for the team to produce software, managers get to work on the organization 
that surrounds the team.
How Much Self-organization Is Right for a Team?

Sometimes I see teams that reject all direction and go their own way, declaring, “We are self-organizing.” They are 
missing an important fact. When someone is paid by a company to be part of a team, that team exists within the 
organizational context. The team has a customer—someone who desires and will pay for its output (or not, in which 
case the team should cease to exist). If a team doesn’t have a customer who eagerly awaits its product, that’s a 
management problem.

On the other hand, some managers hear the word “self-organizing” and believe the team is on its own—that they 
can go into semi-retirement. But that’s not the case, either. In fact, it’s a risky oversimplification. 

I talked to a manager in an organization that had expended millions of dollars to train teams to self-organize and 
self-manage. The division then eliminated all but a few management positions. 

But the division wasn’t seeing greater creativity and engagement as it had hoped. Instead, highly trained technical 
people were leaving the organization in droves. Alarmed, the remaining managers started exit interviews. They 
learned that people were leaving for other companies that had traditional, manager-led teams—not because they 
loved being told what to do, but because they wanted to focus on the technical work that they loved. 

In the rush to embrace self-organizing and self-managing teams, top management had loaded too many manage-
ment tasks onto the teams. Team members were spending less than 50 percent of their time on actual technical 
work. Now that’s a management problem.

In reality, it’s a delicate balance, and the “right” level of self-organization depends on the context.

Most self-organizing teams take on management in these three areas:
• Managing work and monitoring progress
• Managing team membership 
• Setting direction within the organization
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