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So agile is all the rage at the moment. Most organizations are implementing some form of agile 

methodology in how they manage initiatives, anywhere from the waterfall project  

methodology on one extreme end through to the pure agile project methodology on the other 

end. Yes, we know that agile may not be for every organization. Projects where the output of 

the change is known clearly upfront and where requirements won’t change much throughout 

the project may not benefit from an agile approach. On the other hand, those projects where 

the end design is not known, where innovation would be valued, would definitely benefit from 

an agile approach.  
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There are plenty of resources available 
for project managers on the mechanics 
of agile methodology.  

However, the same cannot be said for 
change managers. Many even comment 
that the role of change management has 
‘disappeared’ within the agile  approach.  

There are lots of examples of projects 
where there is significant change impact 
on employees and customers, where 
there is no change manager on the  
project.  

What is the role of change managers in 
an agile project?  How will change work 
be modified to suit agile methodology? 
How does the change manager create 
value in an agile environment?  

This guide aims to answer these  
questions and provide a simple and 
practical guide to aid the work of 
change managers in an agile 
environment.  

While the guide will not aim to cover     
anything and everything to do with  
agile, it will aim to call out aspects the 
change manager needs to consider in 
carrying out change work in an agile  
environment.  
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Let’s start with the basics of agile 

THE AGILE MANIFESTO PRINCIPLES  

When the agile ‘godfathers’ got together to come up with agile change principles all those 

years ago, they were quite certain that they wanted to focus more on principles than 

‘methodology’ per se. Since then the intent may have changed in how organizations have 

adopted this. Nevertheless, it is important to visit the core of what agile stands for.  
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THESE ARE THE 12 PRINCIPLES OF 

THE AGILE MANIFESTO  

(from agilemanifesto.org)  

 

1. Our highest priority is to satisfy the        
customer through early and continuous 
delivery of valuable  software. 

2. Welcome changing requirements, even 
late in development. Agile processes 
harness change for the customer’s  
competitive advantage.  

3. Deliver working software frequently, 
from a couple of weeks to a couple of 
months, with a preference to the  
shorter timescale.  

4. Business people and developers must 
work together daily throughout the  
project.  

5. Build projects around motivated              
individuals. Give them the  
environment and support they need, 
and trust them to get the job done.  

6. The most efficient and effective method 
of conveying information to and within 
a development team is face-to-face  
conversation.  

7. Working software is the primary  
measure of progress. Agile processes  
promote sustainable development.  

8. The sponsors, developers, and users 
should be able to maintain a constant 
pace indefinitely. 

9. Continuous attention to technical excel-
lence and good design enhances agility. 

10.  Simplicity–the art of maximizing the 
amount of work not done–is essential. 

11.  The best architectures, requirements, 
and designs emerge from  
self-organizing teams.  

12.  At regular intervals, the team reflects 
on how to become more effective, then 
tunes and adjusts its behaviour  
accordingly.  

 

Here are some key takeaways that the 
change manager should note about the ag-
ile manifesto, the core of what agile is try-
ing to achieve:  

 

ITERATIVE CHANGE  

Iterative change is more effective than big 
bang change. This is because it reduces the 
risk of failure and increases the chances of 
success.  
 
This is also how designers work – making 
incremental changes to ultimately come up 
with the right outcome. This is because 
with these techniques the project team is 
getting feedback throughout the process. 
Therefore, the ‘test and learn’ and  
prototypes in design thinking are critical as 
a part of an agile approach. The emphasis 
on constant change is the core of agile.  
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MULTI-DISCIPLINARY TEAM 

Iterative change is more effective than big 
bang change. This is because it reduces the 
risk of failure and increases the chances of 
success. This is also how designers  
work – making incremental changes to  
ultimately come up with the right outcome. 
This is because with these techniques the 
project team is getting feedback through-
out the process.  
 
Therefore, the ‘test and learn’ and  
prototypes in design thinking are critical as 
a part of an agile approach. The emphasis 
on constant change is the core of agile.  

EARLY AND CONTINUOUS  

ENGAGEMENT 

Another part of what is essential to  
agile is designing early and continuous  
engagement. Business representatives are 
included in the project from the beginning 
and continue to have strong involvement 
throughout the process. This is particularly 
important as the    solution being  
developed by the project team continues 
to evolve and change throughout a short 
period of time.   

 

Key Agile Methodology 

Terms and Approaches 

 
There are two main agile approaches that 
are popular in project management, scrum 
and kanban.   
 
A lot of organizations also use a  
combination of both scrum and Kanban.  
Let's go through these to get a better  
understanding of what they are and how 
change fits into these  
methodologies. 
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SCRUM 

Scrum is probably the most popular agile methodology used by project teams that are  
implementing agile. It starts with feedback or input from end users or customers on what the 
need is and the business requirements.  

These are then captured, analysed and defined into clear features. They can also be in the form 
of ‘user stories’ that outline what the user goes through in the entire process. User stories are 
simple descriptions of a feature told from the perspective of the person who desires the  
capability.  

User stories are usually captured in post-it notes on a board (or digitally) to allow visualization 
of the journey/process  
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The project team then goes through a  
series of ‘sprints’ where iterative work  
outputs are  created under each sprint. 
Each sprint is aimed to produce a discrete 
piece of work output that is tangible and 
can be used or tested in some form.  

Each sprint goes for 1-4 weeks and is    
managed by the scrum master who’s role is 
to do anything that optimises the team’s 
performance. This is not a manager role 
who is tasked to ‘approve’ or ‘sign off’ on 
the work of the team, but more of an ena-
bler and facilitator.  

In an agile team, the team is self-managed 
and empowered to come up with unique 
ideas to form the ultimate solution to  ad-
dress the user/customer needs.  

 

So what is the role of the change manager 
in scrum?  

The role of a change manager does not  
really change significantly in an agile  
setting. Yes, the change manager needs to 
understand the why and how an    
agile team works.  
 

However, the fundamentals of the     
value of change management stay the 
same. If a project is creating change   
impacts on the user or the customer, then 
this is where the change manager steps in. 
This is not dissimilar to other non-agile  
project settings.  

Let’s dissect the work of the change  
manager to better understand his/her role 
in a greater level of detail:  

INITIAL SCOPING 

When we have a high level of  
understanding of what the project is and 
what it is trying to accomplish, the change 
manager would help to scope and size the 
amount of change impact in concern, the 
level of complexity  involved, and come up 
with a high level estimation of how much 
change management support would be 
needed on this project.  
 
This does not change in an agile project, 
compared to waterfall projects.  
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 HIGH-LEVEL CHANGE APPROACH 

After the features have been identified and 
the product owner has a clear idea of what 
the change is and what it  involves then it is 
time to start on  devising the high-level 
change approach. At this stage, we still do 
not know exactly what the  solution is, 
though we have a few likely options to  
consider.  
 
Through taking a few assumptions we can 
devise a high-level view of what change  
approach would work. A key part of this  
approach would involve understanding 
which  stakeholders will be impacted.  
 

Agile projects are focused on producing 
output and solutions and there is  
significantly less focus on documentation. 
However, this is not to say that  
documentation is not required.  

Instead, documentation tends to be more 
summarised and slimmed down versus the 
significant longer documentation required 
under waterfall methodology.  
In this phase, the two key documents are 
the high-level change approach and  
high-level change impact assessment docu-
ment. Some even use a ‘change on a page’ 
similar to a ‘plan on a page’.  
 

The high-level change impact  
assessment could also be a one-pager that 
calls out key stakeholder groups impacted 
and the nature of the impacts.  
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DESIGN AND PLANNING PHASE 

 

 

When we get to the design and planning 
phase of the project the key focus starts to 
shift into detailed articulation of what the 
change is. In this phase, the approach in 
change work is again no different than  
under waterfall.  

 

However, the difference is that there may 
be more unknowns as the solution is being 
developed and shaped iteratively and  
continues to evolve over each iteration or 
sprint. 

 

The change manager needs to determine 
when there is sufficient information to 
start to work on the detailed change  
impact assessment.  

 

And this impact assessment will  
undoubtedly need to be reviewed and  
potentially updated as the solution chang-
es. Other key deliverables such as stake-
holder matrix, engagement and communi-
cation plan, change plan (including meas-
urement) and risk assessment should also 
be captured, depending on the level of 
change complexity.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The role of the change manager is to  
partner closely with the team to flesh out 
and define what the change is and what the 
change approach is throughout each sprint. 
Some may call out that this may sound 
quite messy since with each iteration the 
change approach could change.   
 
In practice, a lot of the impacts and change 
approach are fleshed out and captured  
before or during the sprint planning. With 
each scrum and iteration, the solution  
becomes more and more defined, and only 
tweaking would be needed on the change 
approach.  
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Early and continuous engagement  
is a key agile principle and therefore the 
change manager has a critical role to play in 
engaging the various stakeholder groups. 
Depending on the nature of the change, 
business and stakeholder  

engagement may need to occur prior and 
during each iteration.  

For example, business stakeholders may 
need to engaged on what the new system is, 
and how/what it will do for them, and how 
they will be impacted. Then, when we are 
closer to having developed a full solution 
with system screens being defined, we can 
show our frontline employees what the  
system looks like. 

Throughout the iteration process, subject 
matter experts and business  
representations, and even change  
champions groups have critical roles to play 
in providing valuable business feedback   

Another key agile principle is focused on 
getting  

end user or end customer feedback  
early 
  
and continuously throughout the  
development process.  The change  
manager needs to work with the  
business to carefully the right end users 
to provide feedback (versus managers 
who may not know the intimate details of 
business requirements).   
 
The change manager also needs to  
balance the needs to the business in  
being engaged on the what/why/how of 
the change early on, and incorporate 
more details of the solution throughout 
the iterative process. 



 

THE CHANGE COMPASS 

THE ULTIMATE GUIDE TO AGILE FOR CHANGE MANAGERS 

IMPLEMENTATION AND  

POST-IMPLEMENTATION 

Since agile produces change at a faster 
pace than waterfall approaches, there are a 
few things that the change manager needs 
to adapt to. One of the key challenges for 
the change manager within an agile team is 
not to lose sight of the fundamentals of  
managing change. Within the series of  
iterations, keeping the business engaged 
and involved is key.  

On top of this, understanding and agreeing 
with the business the most optimal go-live 
and implementation period would is  
critical. Just because the change is ready 
technically, it does not mean this is the 
right time for the  
 
business to accept the change.  
On the other hand, there could be  
complexity or technical challenges that  
delay the anticipated go-live (like most 
projects, in any methodology).  

This needs to be managed effectively and 
there needs to be clear identification of the 
next ‘window for change’ from the business 
perspective from the perspective of the 
business having the capacity to digest the 
change.  

Some propose that the change manager 
should ‘adopt’ agile way of  implementing 
‘test and learn’ in implementing change. 
Whilst this is valid there are a few  
considerations. Implementing agile does 
not mean that how our employees respond 
to change will suddenly change.  

From previous experiences in  
implementing changes, the change  
manager should leverage what has or has 
not worked and not start from zero.  
For example, how was the reception from a 
particular business unit to online learning 
of new products? What has worked well in 
terms of how this group was engaged  
previously?  

If there is little experience in change    
within a particular part of the organization, 
then it makes sense to conduct pilots to 
test. However, again, leverage from previ-
ous experiences where possible before 
starting ‘new’ tests.  
 
Post-implementation and benefit             
realisation are still applicable from the  
perspective of the change manager.  

Planning for effective embedment and 
measurement of change and that the     
benefits are realized through the users 
adopting the right behaviours are still valid 
under agile.  
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KANBAN 

Kanban is a simple agile methodology that was developed from a manufacturing background 
(i.e. Toyota). It is not time-based, unlike Scrum. Instead, it is based on  ordering a set of  
prioritised activities through the funnel of ‘To do’, ‘Doing’ through to ‘Done’. The list of  
activities is prioritised meaning that after one task is completed and moved to ‘Done’ the next 
activity on the list may be undertaken. This overall list of  activities can be seen as a ‘backlog’ 
where a set of activities have been determined to be necessary to complete the project.  
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This kanban board needs to be real time 
and constantly updated so that the team 
members can easily visualize the progress 
they are making and how much work is 
outstanding.  

This is a great way of understanding the 
pace of execution and output achieved.  

The cycle time of measuring how long it 
takes tasks to move from ‘To Do’ to ‘Done’ 
helps to forecast the delivery of future 
work. The kanban board acts as the single 
source of truth for the agile team.  

All of the previous comments regarding 
scrum and implications on the work of the 
change manager apply to kanban as well. 
The change manager, working along-side 
other agile team members, would also 
need to adapt to the faster pace of change, 
and work within the team to identify any 
obstacles to the overall workflow.  

Change management work activities would 
also contribute to the overall kanban board 
and flow through this process.  

BUILDING THE CHANGE  

ENVIRONMENT FOR AGILE  

 

There are significant opportunities for the 
change manager to add value in  
creating the right change environment for 
agile initiatives to land successfully. Some 
of these include: 

 

 Helping business leaders, including 
sponsors and business owners to  
understand their role in leading change 
within an agile setting. 

 Support the design and dynamics of the 
agile team to really flourish, to generate 
innovative ideas and to leverage  
diversity of thought  

 Work with business stakeholders to 
prepare them for iterative agile changes 
where the end state is not always clear 
from the beginning. The challenge of 
crafting a clear vision of change without 
the necessary  
details. 

 Helping to build the overall culture of 
the organization in adopting agile  
principles, itself a separate cultural 
change exercise. For organizations that 
are risk-averse the challenge may be to 
instill the value of ‘safe to fail’  
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THE ULTIMATE DILEMMA FOR THE 

CHANGE MANAGER 

One of the ultimate challenges of  
preparing the organization for an agile            
environment is to understand the          
environment itself. When there are        
numerous agile projects going on in        
organizations, each with continuous  
iterative change, there lies the challenge.  

How does the business get visibility of all 
of these chunk-sized changes and be able 
to prepare for them collectively? Without a 
clear oversight of a collection of changes 
that are constantly moving it is almost  
impossible to effectively lead and embed 
changes effectively.  

The solution is to adopt agile principles in 
preparing the organization for  
multiple agile changes.  
 
Think – visualization, measurement,  
reporting, collaboration, flow, and  
continuous delivery. The change manager 
needs to support the view of change by 
working with agile teams to make visible 
the changes being planned for at any given 
time.  

One set of changes from one project may 
seem simple enough to articulate. With 
multiple projects, this starts to become 
complex and difficult to make clear to  
business stakeholders. Without clarity and 
understanding, it is hard to be ready for 
change.  

With the right data on what is changing, 
when, to what parts of the organization, the 
change manager or business leader can 
better plan for change. This insight can be 
utilised to better empower the business to 
understand their own change capability at 
a given point in time. On the other hand, 
this also helps the agile project teams to 
better understand what other changes are  
being released into the business.  

This collaborative sharing of information 
helps with planning across projects. For  
example, if a project is going to be delayed 
in its release, a clear visualization of the 
change slate within the business can help 
with identifying other time slots where the 
runway is clearer for the business to better 
digest the change.  
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