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Agility is a very important concept (or attitude), consisting of a simple yet powerful collection of principles, practices, 
and philosophies, which help people produce valuable results of all kinds� 

Team-based agility involves two types of people:

• Workers: the people who actually do the work; the ones who produce the valuable results we want� Since the 
things we do are often complicated, these people are organized into Teams, and are called team members, 
developers, cooks, carpenters, gardeners, or mechanics – whatever is appropriate for the work at hand� These are 
the people who know how to do the work to achieve the results�

• Deciders: the people who decide what the results should be� These people work with Stakeholders to set the goals, 
make and monitor plans, and establish constraints and guidelines that will help govern the work� I will refer to 
them as leaders, owners, managers, and so on�

Of course, for any particular flavor of agility (such as Scrum, XP, etc.) there is much more than this, there are process 
and artifacts and rules� But the interplay and relationship between the Workers and the Deciders is the most important 
part of agility to understand� We need to have the right people in the right places at the right time, having the right 
conversations, doing the right work, and making the right decisions� That is what team-based agility is all about�

The kind of team that workers should be is something we call a Well-Formed Team (WFT), which is a Team that is 
Self-Contained, Self-Organized, and Value-Driven� A Well-Formed Team is more than just a team; it is what we sports 
fans call a ‘real team’ – a team that knows its job, does its job, and looks good doing it� A WFT is a team with heart 
and soul; it’s a team you’d love to be a member of� 
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Now, it’s going to be hard for me to define and describe such a team in an objective way, which is the purpose of this 
paper� So, let me just start with it being Self-Contained, Self-Organized, and Value-Driven, and add that a Well-Formed 
Team “does its due diligence and uses an appropriate Standard of Care while doing its work, without lollygagging or gold-
plating.” We’ll see where that takes us� Giving you a thorough understanding of the Well-Formed Team™ is the goal  
of this paper�

Examples of Well-Formed Teams
Before we start exploring all the ins-and-outs of WFTs, let’s look at a few examples� What makes these teams special 
– what makes WFTs important – is that they are viewed as teams of specialists, professionals, or experts� These 
teams ‘know what they’re doing’ and are trusted to get their work done�

Well-Formed Teams are small; they need to be small enough to have one (or a few conversations) at the same time� 
They need to be small enough so that everybody can be ‘on the same page’ all (or most of) the time� Every WFT is 
unique; this is because they are small enough that the team’s structure and teamwork must adapt to the personalities 
and quirks of the individual team members� Even so, there are only a few different kinds of teams:

• Some WFTs are made up of specialists� For example, a surgical team in an operating room contains surgeons, 
anesthesiologists, nurses, and others, all working together as a unified whole while staying focused on their 
individual specialties�

• Some WFTs are made up of specializing generalists� For example, a US Army Special Forces Team is made up 
of super-soldiers. They are Infantry first and foremost, but each of them has 1-2 additional specialties, such as 
Intelligence, Weapons, Engineering, Communications, and Medical� 

• One of my favorite teams of specializing generalists is the “Three Mom Bakery�” They all make baked goods 
together (and separately) and take them to farmer’s markets to sell� Over the years, they have specialized 
their non-baking duties: Mary is in charge of the money, Amy does the marketing, and Lavinia takes care of 
transportation�

• Some WFTs are made up of generalists� Everybody is expected to (eventually) know how to do everything, but 
there are varying degrees of maturity, experience, and aptitude on the team as it is. We often find these teams in 
the trades, like carpentry, plumbing, masonry, and landscaping�

Software development teams come in all kinds� There are teams made up of specialists (Coders, Testers, Analysts, 
etc�) who have little or no cross-over skills� There are teams made up of specializing generalists, who can all code 
and test, but each has specialties like Java, HTML, automated testing, analysis and technical writing� Some software 
development teams are made up of true generalists, the superstars who can do almost everything� Of course, most 
teams are made up of a hodge-podge of people, some of them specialists, some of them generalists, and most 
somewhere in between�

The Well-Formed Team Definition
So, we’ve seen some examples of Well-Formed Teams, and we know that a WFT is a team that is Self-Organized, Self-
Contained, Value-Driven, and that it “does its due diligence and uses an appropriate Standard of Care while doing its work, 
without lollygagging or gold-plating.” Let’s dig into this definition a little bit and define some of these terms.

Self-Organized: the Team Members determine what tasks are necessary for them to accomplish their work� The 
Team Members are co-located (if not physically, then virtually) and coordinate frequently enough to stay ‘synced-
up’ while they are working� The WFT manages itself; it is not managed (micro-managed) from the outside�

Self-Contained: the Team Members (collectively) have all the knowledge and skills they need to accomplish 
their work� To the extent that the WFT is not self-contained, the WFT must be augmented with Subject 
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Matter Experts (SMEs) that bring the necessary knowledge and skills to the team� The SMEs are treated as 
honorary team members while they are working with the Team�

Value-Driven: the Team Members value working together; they are constantly working on Improvements of 
themselves, their Team, their environment, and their tools� Their fundamental value proposition is that they “do 
their due diligence and use an appropriate Standard of Care while doing their work, without lollygagging or gold-plating.” 

Due Diligence: teams and individuals do their due diligence when they take necessary steps to avoid harm 
to people or property� Doing their due diligence is part of their value system; it is an attitude that people 
bring to their work. Well-Formed Teams have Integrity – the Team Members act like Professionals – and 
consistently doing their due diligence is proof of this�

Standard of Care: the prudence, caution, processes, and procedures that the team should use when doing 
their work� The Standard of Care depends on the work being done; each item of work could have its own 
Standard of Care� Failure to meet the Standard of Care is negligence, and the team is accountable for any 
damages that result� 

This definition of a Well-Formed Team is complete, but it raises issues and questions. The rest of this paper will 
explore various topics arising from this definition.

Self-Contained and Being Done
Well-Formed Teams are Self-Contained1 and Self-Organized. I’ve given you a one-paragraph definition of those terms; 
now it’s time to have more discussions�

First, let’s talk about a WFT being self-contained� Remember that the job of a Well-Formed Team™ is to “do its due 
diligence and use an appropriate Standard of Care while doing its work, without lollygagging or gold-plating.” Being self-
contained simply means that the WFT has all the skills and knowledge necessary to do this� If the WFT is writing 
software, this means that there are team members who can test, there are team members who can code, there are 
team members who do analysis and understand the Product, there are team members who write documentation, 
and so on� It does not mean that everyone on the WFT has all the skills; it means that the WFT has all the skills as a 
collective� It has all the skills and knowledge it needs to do its work� 

However, most teams are trying to get work Done, not just doing work – which is more of a continuous thing� So, 
let’s talk about what Done means, as it’s tightly coupled to being self-contained� The team needs to have all the skills it 
needs to get to Done� There are two parts to Done: the Acceptance Criteria and the Standard of Care� The Acceptance 
Criteria is about “did we do the right thing?” and the Standard of Care is about “did we do it the right way?” Collectively, 
then, being Done means we “did the right thing the right way;” that is, we knocked it out of the park�

Of course, it’s not quite that simple in real life�

In some cases, the Deciders and Stakeholders requesting the work know exactly what the Acceptance Criteria are, 
but in many cases, they don’t� Acceptance Criteria can be fuzzy; usually coming from the Deciders when they describe 
the work that Stakeholders are hoping for, want, need, or expect� The Acceptance Criteria may be either ambiguous 
or well-defined; they may be documented or undocumented; the idea is that the Deciders requesting the work have 
some idea about what the end result should be� Here are some examples:

1 Many authors use the term ‘cross-functional’ as a synonym for ‘self-contained’; we prefer the term ‘self-contained’ as it gets to the root of the 
problem – that all the skills are supposed to be on our team�
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• “Large sirloin, medium-rare, substitute broccoli for the asparagus, blue cheese dressing on the side�”

• “I need a retaining wall set up right over here�”

• “My brakes don’t work! Fix them!”

• “My dad is sick; please help him� “

• “Just mow the grass and clean up those two garden beds today�”

• “Make the web pages load in less than six seconds, please�”

As you can see, this can be complicated� For now, though, let’s just pretend it is simple, that the Acceptance Criteria 
are well-defined and objectively verifiable. Let’s discuss what Done means with a non-software example we can all 
understand – installing a fencepost�

For a fencepost, the Acceptance Criteria include: being the right height, being in the right place, and having the right 
orientation� The Acceptance Criteria is about being the right fencepost� The Standard of Care involves the depth and 
width of the hole, how many rocks to put in the bottom, and how much concrete to use� The Standard of Care is 
about installing the fencepost the right way� So, when we have a Done fencepost, we have a fencepost that has been 
correctly installed in the right location, oriented the right way� It’s Done and good to go�

And the self-contained WFT that does this work has team members who can measure, who can dig, who can mix 
concrete, and so on� This is a typical WFT�

But let’s get back to software development� 

In general, software development starts with Visioning and Strategizing and extends all the way to Development and 
Release. The work at the ‘Visioning and Strategizing’ end of this spectrum is usually fuzzy and ill-defined while the 
work at the ‘Development and Release’ end is (supposed to be) crisp and well-defined. Let me describe a unit of 
well-defined Development work.

During Development, when we are developing software in an agile way, we are usually building our product one 
passing acceptance test at a time� If a WFT is building software this way, then an Acceptance Criteria for a unit of 
work could be “pass test xxx”, and the appropriate Standard of Care could be to “use the eXtreme Programming 
practices relentlessly.” If the team wanted to be more specific, it could have checklists like the following:

Acceptance Criteria Checklist:
 � Test xxx is working
 � User Documentation is Updated

Standard of Care Checklist:
 � Did a half-hour of pre-factoring on way in
 � Passed Design Review
 � Passed Review of Functional Test Cases
 � Passed Review of Unit Tests
 � 85% Unit Test Coverage
 � Verified all Tests passing on Development Machine 
 � Tied up all the ‘loose ends’
 � Passed Code Review
 � Verified all Tests passing on Integration Box
 � All Tests (Functional and Unit) added to Regression Test Suite
 � Technical Documentation is Updated
 � Did a half-hour of refactoring on the way out
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In this case, we can see that in order to complete these checklists, the WFT must have team members who are able 
to Code, Test, Document, Conduct Code and Design Reviews, etc� 

The notion of a self-contained team is in opposition to having teams of testers, teams of analysts, and teams of 
coders� Each of these teams focuses on a relatively small set of skills� WFTs don’t focus on skills, per se, they focus on 
getting to Done and making sure they have all the skills they need to get to Done� They are self-contained� 

Many WFTs can’t be completely self-contained either 1) because there are not enough people (with a particular skill) 
to go around so that each WFT can have one, or 2) they don’t need all the skills all the time� These teams use people 
(called Subject Matter Experts or SMEs), when they need them, and these SMEs may not belong to any particular 
team� What these SMEs do for a team is based on what shortcomings the team has in being able to do its work� The 
SMEs could be technical (Tech Writers, Architects, Usability Experts) or they could be more ‘businessy’ and come 
from the Stakeholder community� It all depends on what the scope of the team’s work is� In any case, a WFT’s SMEs 
should be treated as temporary (or honorary) team members while they are working with the team� 

Self-Organized and Work Flow
A Team is self-organized when the Team determines how it’s going to do its work, and that’s really all it means� To 
be precise, the Team determines how it’s going to do its work within the constraints that the Deciders have given 
them� There may be rules, standards, and procedures that affect how the WFT does work, and the Team can’t violate 
them. However, the team should feel free to do whatever it finds necessary within these constraints. Figuring out 
how to do its work is a more-or-less continuous process, so the Team Members have frequent formal and informal 
conversations to help figure it out.

In other words, the WFT does not require an external manager to tell the team members what to do, and when to 
do it. The team manages itself as it does its work. We often find team members exhibiting emergent leadership, which 
means that the people who have necessary expertise, knowledge, or skills ‘step up’ and lead the team when needed� 
Of course, you can only lead if people follow you, so emergent leadership is usually something that is negotiated and 
discussed within the team� In fact, the WFT is frequently asking themselves: 1) Where are we? 2) What do we do 
next? 3) How do we organize to do that? 4) Do we need someone to be ‘in charge’?

Self-organization does not mean that each team member determines what work he or she should do; it means that 
the team frequently re-organizes itself for the work at hand – no one from outside the team tells them how to do 
their work� It’s not about individuals independently deciding what they will do – that would be anarchy – and we’re 
not talking about anarchy� We’re talking about the WFT, itself, having conversations and changing the way it does work 
based on the work it is doing� 

As I mentioned before, teams can be filled with specialists, generalists, specializing generalists, or some combination 
thereof� Even though the WFT is self-organizing, there are a few patterns that emerge: 

• The WFT could use an adaptable assembly line – as in a kitchen, an operating room, or brick-laying team� The work, 
itself, follows a certain flow that is adapted as necessary. There is often a member of the Team (like the sous-chef, 
surgeon or master mason) who is orchestrating this flow.

• The WFT could normally work as individuals, but collaborate (usually in small groups of two or three people) 
as needed� We see this pattern of behavior on most WFTs, but it is very obvious with mechanics and medical 
professionals (in a non-surgical setting)�

• The WFT’s Team Members always collaborate, sharing expertise (and looking out for each other), while doing the 
work� This is often done when the work is inherently complex (like software development) or dangerous (like 
working with explosives or heavy equipment)�
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Value Driven
So, a WFT is defined to be self-contained, self-organized, and value-driven. We have discussed the first two, and it’s 
time for the third� There are a number of facets to being value-driven, as both the team and the team members need 
to be driven by values. Let’s discuss the team first.

We know the WFT’s job is to “do its due diligence and use an appropriate Standard of Care while doing its work, without 
lollygagging or gold-plating.” This is, itself, a value-driven statement, but I want to dig into it a bit. Let’s look into the first 
part of the sentence�

• A team doing its due diligence means that reasonable steps are taken to avoid harm to other persons or their property�

• Using a Standard of Care means that the team exercises prudence and caution and uses appropriate processes and 
procedures to do the work right�

Putting these two concepts together means that a WFT will exercise prudence and caution, take reasonable steps 
in order to avoid harm, and use appropriate processes and procedures in order to get their work done (meet the 
Decider’s Acceptance Criteria). The Deciders are relying on the WFT’s Professionalism2 and Integrity to do this� The 
Deciders want the right work done right, and they trust the WFT to do this – and to do it every time.

Now, let me discuss the next part of the sentence; “without lollygagging…” I use the word ‘lollygagging’ for a reason; 
it means “to waste time aimlessly” and the word ‘aimlessly’ is important� Team members need ‘slack’, which is the time 
they use to think, innovate, and improve themselves3� Some people think of slack as wasted time – but it is not aimless 
wasted time – it has a purpose� I like to say that team members need slack, but they shouldn’t slack off (which means 
to work less intensely than is necessary)� Once again, this is a value for the team to have�

Just as team members need ‘slack’ to think, innovate, and improve themselves, the team (as a whole) has a need for 
improvement, as well� Typically, this means that the team needs to increase its Knowledge and improve its Teamwork, 
Tools, and Environment� This will take time (in the form of internally-generated Improvements), and it is time that will 
not be spent working on the stuff Deciders want� It is work the WFT needs to do, though� Just sayin’…

Ok, how about the last part of the sentence, about the ‘gold-plating’ the team is not supposed to do? What nugget 
of truth can we find in there? Well, gold-plating is “the incorporation of costly and unnecessary features or refinements 
into a product or structure;” in other words, don’t give the Deciders something they don’t need� This is a good idea, 
but keep in mind that the team’s professionalism may require it to do Chores, which (like Improvements) are 
internally-generated, necessary work that is not directly involved with the work that Deciders want the team to do, 
but is required as a byproduct of doing the work the Deciders want� For example, painters must clean their brushes, 
mechanics must clean their tools and dispose of old oil appropriately, workers in a kitchen must clean the dishes and 
equipment�

So, the bottom line is that the WFT spends its time doing four things: working to do things Deciders need doing, 
working on Chores that support the work Deciders need doing, working to improve the team and its environment, 
and giving ‘slack’ time to its team members in order for them to improve themselves�

2  In Software, this notion of Professionalism is captured in the Software Craftsmanship movement; see Bob Martin’s books Clean Code and  
The Clean Coder.

3 See Tom DeMarco’s book Slack. I think everybody should read this book…
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So, to summarize, since the WFT is value-driven, it must:

1� Avoid harm to other persons or their property;

2� Have the Professionalism and Integrity to get their work Done every time;

3� Provide sufficient ‘slack’ to the team members (but they don’t get to slack off); 

4� Do whatever Chores are necessary to support the work they are supposed to be doing;

5� Work together to improve their knowledge, teamwork, tools, and environment, and

6� Avoid unnecessary work�

I know this sounds obvious to you, but it’s amazing how many teams don’t do it� 

Ok, now let’s talk about individual values, the values the team members should have when they work on a Well-
Formed Team� 

The most important value that the team members should have is to want to be on the WFT – they want to be on 
the best WFT they can be on� They are constantly working together to evaluate and improve the team agreements 
about how they work together� These agreements (the team’s social contract) may be formal or informal, and they 
could include anything from what music gets played on ‘road trips’ to agreeing about who makes what kinds of 
decisions� Everybody on the team (including the SMEs, who are honorary team members) should have a say in this; 
the team’s agreements are what makes the WFT cohesive and helps the team leverage its diversity in people, skills, 
and knowledge�

And, finally, there are personal values. These are the values that help make team members into good team members, 
and they are values I wish people surrounding the team had, as well� Some people can’t have the values – they’re just 
not ‘built that way’ – but we can still hope (and try) to instill the values in everybody�

The following table lists and summarizes these individual values4

Openness
There should be no secrets between/amongst Team Members 
about the work; the Team Members should be open to suggestions 
from others�

Focus Everything that the WFT does must have a focus; and the Team 
Members must focus on what is important in everything they do�

Commitment
Team Members commit to doing their due diligence and using 
the appropriate standard of care to get their work Done, without 
lollygagging or gold-plating�

Respect
Team Members believe that people are always doing the best 
they can do at any given moment; they respect all points of view, 
including those of their Stakeholders�

4   This table is adapted from Table 2 of Rawsthorne and Shimp, Exploring Scrum: the Fundamentals, 2nd Edition, 2013�

(continued on next page)
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Courage
Team Members must have the courage to make reality visible to 
Deciders and the courage to say “No” when asked to do things 
that would cause a violation of the values�

Humor
Since everyone is always doing the best they can, everyone needs 
a sense of humor; I believe that if we can’t laugh at some of the 
things we do, we’d have to cry�

Of course, there could be dozens of other individual values I could list here; this is just my short list� Even in this list, 
I believe that these Values are tightly coupled to one another; there is significant overlap between/amongst them. For 
that reason, it is not my intention to describe exactly what these Values mean; the way each Team interprets these 
Values is its own� 

However, I would like to discuss the notion of Respect as we describe it here�

Since Respect means that each of us believes that people are always doing the best they can, and since a person’s 
behavior is a function of the person and the environment,5 this says that in order to change a person’s behavior, 
the person’s environment must change� The environment can be changed in many ways, including modifying practices, 
providing training, improving tools, emphasizing the Values, removing impediments – whatever it takes� The focus must 
be on fixing the environment, not on fixing the people, when trying to change behavior.

Summary
So, there you have it – a thorough discussion of the Well-Formed Team, which is one of the primary enablers of 
agility. The basic definition of a Well-Formed Team is pretty simple: it is a team that is self-contained, self-organized, 
value-driven, and its job is to “do its due diligence and use an appropriate Standard of Care while doing its work, without 
lollygagging or gold-plating.” Analysis of this definition leads to several conclusions.

WFTs can be filled with specialists, generalists, specializing generalists, or some combination thereof. This can affect 
the way they work together: 

• The WFT could use an adaptable assembly line, where the work, itself, follows a certain flow that is adapted  
as necessary� 

• The WFT could normally work as individuals, but collaborate as needed� 

• The WFT’s team members always collaborate, sharing expertise (and looking out for each other), while  
doing the work� 

Since the WFT is value-driven, it must:

1� Avoid harm to other persons or their property;

2� Have the Professionalism and Integrity to get their work Done every time;

3� Provide appropriate ‘slack’ to team members in order to allow them to think, innovate, and improve themselves; 

4� Do whatever Chores are necessary to support the work they are supposed to be doing;

5� Work together to improve their knowledge, teamwork, tools, and environment, and

6� Avoid unnecessary work�

5   Lewin’s Equation, developed by Kurt Lewin, the founder of social psychology�
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I hope that this paper has helped you understand Well-Formed Teams, and that this understanding will help you  
with your team�

Good luck!
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