Do Agile Teams Really Need Managers?

By Steve Berczuk (https://www.techwell.com/users/steve-berczuk) - August 21,2013

In an agile, self-organizing team, the role of a manager is not always
clear. When people on a team are focused on working together to
deliver something, even with a ScrumMaster to facilitate, traditional
concepts like “direct report” don’'t make sense. Managers perform a
variety of functions

(http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887323420604578652110485397972.html) that are
useful for self-organizing teams (/2013/01/why-managers-can-be-valuable-self-organizing-agile-
teams). The challenge is how to perform those functions effectively while keeping with the spirit of
self-organization.

One challenge in defining the role of management is that there are different types of management. This
Wall Street Journal article talks about the trend in agile tech companies
(http://online.wsj.com/article/SB10001424127887323420604578652051466314748.html) to
dispense with a formal manager role in favor of more self-directed individuals. In addition to discussing
an interesting trend, this piece illustrates the confusion about defining management. The article
discusses the various roles of management, including the human resources functions, but uses
examples of people who perform project management functions.

Another point sometimes lost in discussions about the role of managers is the difference between
managers and leaders. Managers can lead people, but leaders need not be managers. This is a key

lesson in Jerry Weinberg's classic book Becoming a Technical Leader
(http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/B004J4VV3l/ref=as_li_gf_sp_asin_il_tI?
ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=B004J4VV3|&linkCode=as2&tag=steveberczuk).
A group may be in need of leadership, management, or both, but those functions need to be filled by the
same person.

In technical organizations people often forget that management skills are different from technical skills
(http://www.jrothman.com/2013/01/management-myth-12-i-must-promote-the-best-technical-
person-to-be-a-manager/). While coaching and technical mentorship (/2013/02/why-managers-need-
coach) is an important function, this role does not need to be relegated to a manager (though it can be).
Other management functions, like conflict resolution and removing organizational roadblocks, require
adifferent set of skills and interests than technical mentorship.

Supervisors used to take on the classic role of managing and giving performance reviews
(http://well.blogs.nytimes.com/2010/05/17/time-to-review-workplace-reviews/?_r=0), but doing so
might make less sense in an agile organization. Having someone perform management functions can be
useful if you can do so in a way that maintains agile values and does not inhibit motivation.
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Perhaps the issue is more about titles than functions. It’s probably a good idea to figure out what
functions are missing in your organization and decide which people, regardless of their formal job
titles, should be performing them.

What role do managers play in your organization? Do managers inhibit or encourage self direction?
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