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Pre(hi)story


We’re glad you bought this book or got it as a gift! We have collected 34 stories for you: about changes in the working world, agile teams, and personal paths. All stories are self-contained – so you can start reading at any point, skip stories, or enjoy one at a time.


Of course, we could have just written a preface. But this storybook has a prequel. If you read on here, you will learn how we – Joachim and Miriam – came up with the idea of publishing a book together with 30 other authors, and how an idea became reality step by step – with all its ups and downs.


We hope you enjoy 34 personal insights and experiences from the agile working world!


Miriam & Joachim


2017, June – Miriam


»Don’t you even like to write down your stories, Joachim?«


At 60 km/h, my car rolls along behind the truck. The after-work traffic is hardly bearable. Joachim and I usually use this daily hour in the car to exchange our experiences of the day.


»Writing things down? What’s the point of that? Do you think anyone wants to read that?«


I don’t really need to answer this rhetorical question.


Two months ago, coincidence brought us to the same workplace independently for the second time. Pure coincidence that our desks were even facing each other in the same room. Again, it was about the introduction of Agile – only at a different employer, 43 kilometers away from the previous one. For the past two months, we have been regularly exchanging our experiences in the context of Agile transformations. Joachim tells me many stories that he has experienced as a consultant in different industries.


»I always enjoy hearing your stories. Through them, I learn more about agile transformations than through any theories. Your stories give me a better sense of what is really important.«


Joachim doesn’t elaborate and instead tells the next story.


2018, June – Joachim


There we are, sitting at the check-in counter of Scrum Day in Stuttgart, giving away our books. Everyone who wants it gets »OpenSpace Agility Kompakt.« »Why? What is it? How do you do agile transformations with it?« attendees ask us. We tell our story: How I became aware of Daniel Mezick by chance, why OpenSpace Agility was the answer to our problems at the time, what I experienced with it in my own consulting.


»Can I find the stories in this little booklet?« asks one of the Scrum Day participants.


»No, this is where we described the concept. We didn’t write down the stories from our work life.« She looks at me, visibly disappointed.


»And where do I hear more of your stories?«


»In our presentations and training sessions. Or we’ll get together after the break, and I’ll tell you more.«


2018, September – Miriam


How can I improve beyond my own experience? Can I learn from the experiences of others? Or do I need to have experienced everything myself before I can? How can I create something completely new and different despite the adversity in the company? If Agile is impossible here in the company, how can I turn the impossible into the only possible? I don’t get anywhere with the numbers, data, and facts about Agile. Again and again, I come up against limitations: We don’t have time, money, or people. It’s impossible – unless we distort reality in our favor.


»Miriam, we will hardly have any agile projects in the next few months, and the new management will also put their focus on something else. Your best bet is to find external projects where you can apply Scrum and Kanban.« a colleague says to me. How I wish for a fairy godmother or a surprising customer order that makes everything possible. In fairy tales, such things happen; in real life, not necessarily. If I could tell a rousing story now, maybe I could get more colleagues excited about agile working.


People keep saying, »Tell the story behind it.« But to me, that feels wrong. After all, I’m a scientist at heart, having studied and taught at university for a long time. That’s where every text is reduced to the essentials: Numbers, data, and facts.


2018, December – Joachim


Below us, Christmas shoppers trudge through the slushy snow with their huge bags. The Zurich streetcars turn the corner leisurely, in a funny choreography. We are sitting on the second floor of a coffee house. My laptop is on a small round table made of dark wood, next to which we have placed our two huge white coffee cups. The coffee is cold by now because we are so focused on reading and writing. It’s the second book Miriam and I are writing together, and it won’t be my last. I am writing my book »Product Development: Lean & Agile« in parallel. In it and in the »OpenSpace Agility Handbook« we have added a lot of practical examples. Factually and technically precise.


Behind every insight from the practical examples, there is actually a story:


The story of the boss who can’t find a motto for Open Space. The story of the Open Space, where nobody works on the given motto. The story of the Open Space where we didn’t have enough chairs. The story of an experiment with Scrum in an executive team. The story of OpenSpace Agility in a company with 120,000 employees.


Instead of telling the stories, we write,


»You need to set aside enough time to come up with a theme for Open Space. Don’t be disappointed if employees in Open Space don’t work directly on the theme but choose fringe topics. Executives can also participate and plan experiments. You can host an Open Space even in large corporations because not all employees will show up, only those interested. And if more people do show up, you can convert the Open Space chair circle to a standing circle. The only thing that can happen is this (Principle 1 of Open Space Technology).«


As we digress in our concentration once again, I tell Miri funny experiences from my consulting jobs. Well, let’s say experiences where I think it’s funny. Sometimes, Miri dies laughing; sometimes she just looks at me confused. I know that my jokes are sometimes stupid. But this one was a really good one. I thought.


»Did you ever write that down?« This is the question Miri keeps asking me. Since I answer »no« almost every time, Miri again offers to write down my stories. But that has no appeal for me. I know my stories and do not forget them. I know approximately which story goes down well with which audience. My stories and the (anonymized) protagonists are partially adopted into my clients’ organizational vocabulary: »We have a ‘Rolf effect’ here, could you come over?« But why write them down? I don’t even want to think about writing them down.


»Maybe we should write down stories instead of formulating 130 pages of FAQs?« Miri brings the focus back.


»Maybe...«


We put our heads together again and continue with the FAQ.


2019, March – Miriam


I don’t know what I could do. Is there any method in any reference book or process I can follow? I call Joachim and ask him for advice.


»The agile team I’m coaching is going to fail, Joachim. Management doesn’t care enough. No one on the team has experience with agile approaches. They haven’t completed anything useful in any sprint yet. What am I going to do? Do you know a suitable method?«


»I know the problem, but I don’t have a method ready.«


Disappointment spreads. I look for a method, technical texts, facts that inspire me to find a solution. Maybe we should try Kanban? Maybe another agile method that fits the team better? I’m looking for the panacea. But anything I find will probably hurt the team more than help it.


»Miri, you won’t find a method that makes the team successful. Teams make methods successful. Not the other way around.«


»But you use method after method. And it’s always terrific!« Joachim laughs.


»Because I’ve been working with agile teams for ten years. It has nothing to do with the method. Human abysses find no place in methods.«


»Then it just shows the quality of the professional, huh?«


»Well, let me tell you about my last team that didn’t get along with Scrum. Despite coaching from your so-called professional.«


A moving story. I listen intently and try to apply the story to my situation – madness, what knowledge Joachim has, and what a feeling for the applicability of Scrum. In a conservative company with an authoritarian management style, many control instances, and very introverted employees, self-organized teams are to be introduced. I’m curious to see how he addresses the situation, which seems to be quite similar to mine. I expect a miracle. But none comes.


»What have you done now, Joachim?«


»Nothing, Miri. This can’t work.«


»But I can’t give up now! There must be some way! Some method!«


»Remember that e-mail I sent to the contacts at the project management conference? They wanted me to provide a method or a 5-step plan, which I refused.« Yes, I remember the mail:




»[...] My job is about rethinking contexts, not methods. In my daily world, there is no best practice and no good practice; every solution is different, in every environment, different approaches lead to the goal. Recipes are considered of maximum risk. Thought long and hard about why I always have such a gut-wrenching issue with recipes. My conclusion: Your clients work in the world of traditional project management, the world of analysis, plans and good practices, PMOs, etc. I am part of the agile world, where there are no good or best practices, no project managers, no PMOs, and where we think that projects are a maximally unfavorable construct to survive in the market (hope you can still sleep well now) [...].«





That’s quite confrontational. I, too, come from classic project and quality management, and I had a hard time rethinking. And then I had exchanged the classic methods for the agile ones in my head. Full of pride to have understood something new, I told a professor friend of software development about it. In an ice cream parlor in midsummer 2018, over a big sundae. At the time, I raved about how great working in agile teams was, how much I enjoyed it while he listened to me and enjoyed his ice cream. Then he put his spoon aside and pulled me out of my rapture:


»In my opinion, methods like Scrum, Kanban, or even classic project management methods cannot be the solution to obstacles in the project. The planning method has no direct influence on the successful execution of projects. Only when the mindset behind approaches like agile management is considered, do we arrive at conducive structures and self-organized teams. It is important that the team retains a certain willingness to experiment and that this is also supported and encouraged by management. Standards in processes, methods, and templates can help if they are clearly understood and easily accessible. However, in most cases, they slow the team down and cause the team to abandon its self-organization. It then wants to shape its way of working into a form that is demanded by management. Regardless of whether it is helpful or not. Extra requests and special solutions not excluded. One thing is clear: Methods promote pigeonhole thinking. Drawer open, method out – this also applies to Scrum.«


Now I’ve got it! Joachim’s story, his mail, and the conversation with the Prof – everything had one core message for me: I am looking for a method as a safeguard to do everything right. But no one can give me security. There will never be security. I have to experiment with new things. Whether I really have a talent for solving such situations remains to be seen. The stories have given me the strength to trust my intuition. Maybe I, too, can give team members a story to take with them that will give them strength and appreciation? Methods gone, stories here? I may need to tell more stories after all.


»Joachim, I would like to write a book about our stories from the agile workday.«


2019, May – Joachim


»That’s a really great idea! I love that! Yeah, it’s all about storytelling!« Daniel is enthusiastic. The first author we approach is thrilled. What a relief!


Miriam’s crazy idea has now matured and has flown halfway around the world. The situation has something epic about it: a restaurant in New York, near Central Station in Manhattan. Three of us are sitting at a small square table in the middle of the room. Our white wine glasses are next to a small tin of caramel toffee we brought Daniel Mezick.


»Thanks for telling me your idea first! I would love to join. I have a story that I could write down for your book. Would you like to hear it?«


Of course, we want to hear it. Daniel starts to tell, and we dive into his narrative. Daniel is in – let the adventure begin. (His story is the crowning end of this book.)


The time in New York passes quickly. We visit Scrum Day and explore the city, but our thoughts are always on the book project. By now, it has a name: Agile Short Stories.


The core of the idea is not to write down only our own stories – that would merely reflect a single point of view. We want diversity in the book: stories from authors who have different amounts of experience with Agile, come from different industries, and bring different views to the table. And they’re great, warm people that we’ve gotten to know and appreciate.


Still from New York, we contact Dolores, our favorite editor, who has already edited our last few books. Reference books. We are unsure if she would even proofread a storybook and eagerly await her response.


»Hello you two, well there you have had a nice idea. But that’s quite a mammoth task! And much too tight in terms of time. The authors won’t be experts in writing stories. Don’t you want to be more selective and schedule more time?«


A brief e-mail exchange ensues, during which Dolores turns a single major concern into a bouquet of many major concerns. Ignoring the concerns is easy for us since, at that moment, we have no idea what we are getting ourselves into. We simply try to assess how high the risk is that Dolores will throw in the towel. Miriam writes her an e-mail back: »Oh, we’ll manage. Let’s do it – it’s going to be a really great book!«


2019, June – Miriam


Only a year ago, we were handing out booklets on Open-Space Agility here at Scrum Day in Stuttgart. Today, we are handing out flyers about Agile Short Stories. Selectively, we approach acquaintances and friends from the agile community and tell the story and idea behind Agile Short Stories.


»The book is meant to encourage people who are dealing with agile topics, although or just because it is an important, but also difficult topic. With our stories, they should get the feeling that they are not alone on their way and that there are many like-minded people. At the same time, many do not consider Agile important or have not yet found an approach to the topic. We want to show them why we authors devote so much time to it or have even found a meaning in life in it.«


I still feel quite queasy during the first conversations. What will my colleagues say? But the first ones say completely enthusiastically, »What a beautiful idea! What a hammer! Yes, I simply have to join in! Of course, I’m in!« So, we take heart. We could probably really get several authors together.


In the next few days, Joachim and I send out invitations to friends and acquaintances from the agile scene.


2019, July – Joachim


To make sure we are both reachable via a central address, I reserved the domain agile-short-stories.de during one of my lunch breaks. On the flyer and homepage, we gave the authors a first framework for the sprint goals:


7/1: A few sentences about your Agile Short Story so we can get an impression.


7/20: Short story as raw text.


8/1: First feedback from Miriam and me. After that, the authors revise their stories, and from October, we start with the professional editing.


At the beginning of November, we have to typeset the book so that we can publish it in December.


That’s the plan.


On 7/1, 15 polished stories started to trickle in. Ten people sent only a few keywords. Twenty-four people had announced they wanted to participate but didn’t get back to us. Some experts and »celebrities« cancel – some for lack of time, others because their personal focus does not fit into the book from their point of view. Understandable. One author writes back:


»Did you get the address wrong? I think these are inappropriate approaches.«


We write an e-mail of regret and explain that the different perspectives are important to us. Some who initially canceled now say yes again.


We have to wait and see, and we send a reminder e-mail to everyone, referring to July 20. But will that help? Many have not gotten back to us at all.


2019, July – Miriam


Again, a laptop is in front of us. Joachim and I are glued with our heads in front of the screen. We have found a new working mode: One reads the story, the other listens and follows the words on the screen.


After each story, we write extensive feedback for each author. Page after page, suggestions for improvement emerge. One author replies to us, »What an e-mail! This is the longest mail I’ve ever received! So many tips and suggestions. I’ll have to work through them in my own time.« Our editor is pleased that we make her work more manageable this way.


»You have done a lot of work! Do you want to go under the editors in the future? I have concerns that some authors didn’t know they had a lot of work ahead of them when they sent you the story. Probably some won’t revise their story.«


That’s harsh, but she’s probably right about that. We shut the laptop and head for the beach. How good that Joachim and I have retreated to the North Sea for a week in our »flexible office« so that we can read the stories undisturbed. The fresh sea breeze helps to digest the concerns. We gather new strength and get back to the stories.


Just as we are in the middle of it again, a colleague of mine gets in touch. He also wants to contribute a story and asks me to send him a sample. I hesitate for a long time but then pluck up the courage and send him my own unedited story. After a short time, he calls me, and I leave the room to make a phone call.


When I return after the phone call, Joachim looks at me and asks if everything is alright. I tell him about the altercation with my colleague. He thinks the form of the short story is too emotional and self-revealing for the business context and is so irritated that he doesn’t want to participate after all. This is not the first time we’ve had heated discussions on the topic of »What is a story and what is a report?« The storyteller has courage, takes a stand, and shows themselves boldly or vulnerably. A story is an individual perception of reality – that is, a subjective truth. In stories, you get personal and make an authentic connection with the reader. This connection has been too personal for several of the people we’ve spoken to so far.


We take the time to discuss story style at length. Joachim and I, too, are always affected, sometimes even irritated, as we work through the stories. But storytelling is an art. Not every picture, not every sculpture, pleases every viewer. What’s important is that it moves something in you.


Just as my story moves my colleague, maybe even like a punch in the face. But with my story, I don’t want to butter up the reader. Fist or honey is the question here.
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A story that challenges assumptions and shifts paradigms is like a fist. Stories that feel good and generate agreement are like honey. In our book, you should find both.


If we want to spread our thoughts on agile, we want others to think deeply about the topic. That also means challenging the status quo and pointing out where people are doing poorly and where things are going wrong. With our stories, we don’t want to lecture. We want the reader to form his or her own opinion.


Joachim and I agree: we want to have facets in the book.


And so we read on and try to inspire each author with our comments to even more depth and expressiveness in their own story.


2019, August – Joachim


We are orchestrating 50 authors. Back in March, we never thought so many people would join in. A community has formed. Miriam and I are currently sitting together at the airport in Düsseldorf and writing the next newsletter to everyone. Some authors have already written to us because they didn’t get a response to their e-mails fast enough. Everything is much more work than expected. Almost all authors have questions about their stories, want to chat with us, call us, or meet with us. In the next newsletter, we will describe the legal and financial framework. In fact, the first stories are ready for editing, and we still need approval to forward them. For the last hour, we have been sitting together writing the text for the newsletter.


»Joachim?« Miriam addresses me by name. From one second to the next, she suddenly gets all excited. She wants something important. »Yes?«


»I’m not comfortable with our text. The way we describe legal and financial things sounds so sterile and distant. It doesn’t really fit us at all.«


»What do you mean?«


»The authors are friends and good acquaintances with their hearts in the right place. We know that they will only act to the best of their ability, and that’s exactly how we do it. We want them to retain all their rights to the text. We don’t want to get rich off of it. It’s the message we want to spread with the book that’s important to us, not the packaging.«


»You want to rewrite it?«


»Yes. I want to write it the way I would clarify these things with you, for example. Open and trusting. The values we want to communicate loud and clear with the stories should be reflected in our collaboration with the writers.«


I agree with her, and we rewrite the entire text again until...


»Joachim?« Ah, there it is again.


»Yes?«


»What do we do if this book eventually turns a profit? When we’ve covered the costs of editing? Do we then want to share any profits with 50 authors?«


I have to laugh and can already picture it.


»Then we’ll write monthly newsletters, ‚Dear Author, Here is your credit for 43 Cents.’« We both laugh.


»Nah, Miri. We should donate the profits.«


»Yes. Maybe to a smaller organization that we know well and doesn’t have a big administrative water head. Flying Hope, for example. You fly seriously ill children around the world with them quite often, don’t you?«
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»That’s a nice idea. Our author Klaus also flies as a pilot for Flying Hope.«


»Then that’s what we’ll do.«


We write directly in our newsletter what we have just decided. The mail is not perfect, but it comes from the heart. Legally not perfectly worded, but understandable for everyone.


Trust and a good relationship with our authors are more important to us.


We want to fill this big vacuum in business with emotions through our book.


We have collected enough stories for a book. Now the work is just beginning. Each author is based in a different location in Germany, Switzerland, Austria, and Daniel in New York. Creating a sense of community is hard, and we agree to write newsletters regularly. We also want to make the first video call soon. Miriam writes in the mail still:


»PS: We have opened a WhatsApp group. You can join under this link ...«


It doesn’t take an hour, then 23 authors are in the group, greet each other, and introduce themselves. A community is forming.


2019, September – Miriam


Outside it is storming – the rain whips against the large window panes of the conference building. I can only dimly make out the port of Hamburg next to the large screen in front of which the speakers were just standing. Actually, »Walk & Talk« would now be the order of the day – taking a stroll with others and engaging in conversation. A wonderful idea for a conference, only in this weather we all prefer to stay inside.


One of our better-known Agile Short Stories authors is just telling me about her story idea and that she’ll be sending us her final version soon.


»I was totally blown away by your idea. I like to tell stories myself, so I said yes right away. It only occurred to me afterward that a short story is, after all, a literary format. I’ll have to get to grips with that first.«


I have to grin. She wasn’t the only one. Many didn’t know what they were getting into at the beginning and underestimated the effort involved. A few dropped out of the project. I also underestimated the effort. Two authors and one writer even asked me if I could co-write their story. So, of course, I wanted to do my very best and didn’t feel good enough to advise others.


Over the past few months, I’ve been buying short stories off and on: a collection of short stories by Alice Munro, Canada’s 2013 Nobel Prize winner for literature, and Ernest Hemingway’s »49 stories.« He made a lasting impression on the »Lost Generation« and the young generation of German poets in the 1930s, immediately after the war, with his »49 stories.« Not that our short stories, or even mine, are in any way comparable to that. It has humbled me, but my appreciation for the format has definitely grown. But I’d better not tell the author that, or she’ll think we have inflated expectations. Instead, I reply,


»You’re not alone. We’re all like that. We don’t just include short stories in the book, but also short stories of different kinds. Are you already on our WhatsApp group and sharing folder in the cloud?«


»Not yet. Will you please send me the links?«


»I’d like to keep the option open to join in,« says the participant next to us. We had written to him in June, as we had written to 150 others, but he hadn’t gotten back to us.


It’s with a heavy heart that I have to say no to his story. Our deadline for initial submissions was two months ago. Half the stories have already been proofread, and new stories would not make it in time for the book to be set. He’s not the only one. Four other interested parties submitted in September, and two more in October – unfortunately it was too late. If we want to meet our deadline, we can’t take on any more stories. Since many want to give the book as a Christmas gift, the publication date is set.


The consequence we have to take these days causes a lot of stress for Joachim and especially for me. Again and again, I am tormented by the fear that the book might not be good enough or that the authors might not feel they have been accompanied well enough. Joachim and I have heated discussions about lost documents, unequal demands on the stories’ quality, the lack of an overview, and proofs ordered too early.


But all this is rewarded by stunning revised stories, wonderful ideas on illustrations, cover, and book typesetting. Joachim and I are always thrilled by the things we »just do.«


The next day, I fly from Hamburg to Zurich to meet our Swiss authors. Their enthusiasm for our book project is contagious and gives a lot of strength for further work. Joachim joins us; the two of us work our way through the revised stories and answer mails from authors. We sit again in the café with a view of the streetcars. Speechless, we enjoy our cake and, as if in a trance, look at the computer, which displays an overview of the stories. In this moment of calm, we notice how big our idea has become in the meantime, how many people are participating. It is the end of September, and some of the authors’ stories are already waiting to be edited.


2019, October – Joachim


In a gigantic feat, Dolores proofreads the stories. Each story is unique in terms of content and language, as are the respective authors. Dolores contacts each of the authors individually to get the stories round – to make them good while still retaining the spirit of the author. This happens in secret for Miri and me; we only get the approved stories handed to us by Dolores. We can only imagine how much strength this requires from the editor and the authors. And Dolores has other projects and has to cut the time for our crazy idea out of her ribs. In the end, she will have spent almost 100 hours on the agile short stories.


We work on the pull principle in editing: Dolores lets us know when we can send her the next five-pack of stories. By early October, half of the stories have been proofread, and I’m getting them into book layout using Adobe InDesign. It’s wonderful to see the pages filling up. In our video calls, the authors report how satisfied they are with the result and how great they felt about the support received – from our editor and us. We are very pleased.


Miri and I meet at the Oktoberfest in Munich with an author whose story is already finished. Together we rave about the book and think about what marketing activities we should plan. Shortly before the end of the evening, we have another idea: We have a gingerbread heart made with the inscription »Agile Short Stories.« The next day, we sit at my dining table and try to put the now 49 stories into a structure. (The English translation only has 34 stories.) Five chapters emerge: »Agile Beginnings,« »Agile People,« »Agile Leadership,« »Agile Transformation,« and »Agile Values.«
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The actual book production I’m working on is becoming more and more of a side issue. Taking care of the authors and all related aspects, such as keeping everyone informed, organizing meetings, designing the cover, and, last but not least, creating more than a hundred illustrations makes up the bulk of the – for the others invisible – effort. All of this is mainly done by Miri.


I originally wanted to bring in three stories. One of them, my heart story, is about the disintegration of a team through management intrigue and power plays. Since time is running out for me in the writing process, I decide to omit this story and one other. The heart story would be too extensive and too complex to fit into a short story format, I have come to realize. Unlike me, Miri delivers story after story – from my perspective, at maximum quality. But I’ve realized over the summer that I don’t enjoy writing stories and meticulously embellishing details. It’s a hard but important realization for me because I’ve spent decades dreaming of a second career as a children’s book author.


2019, November – Miriam


With the second proof, the first flyers, the gingerbread heart, and our computers, we make our way to the hotel restaurant. The music of the conference »Manage Agile,« which takes place in the same hotel, resounds all the way here. We are early and use the time to send the last five stories to our editor.


Six authors arrive for dinner together. After the greetings, we all want to introduce ourselves briefly and tell about our stories. Joachim starts the round and directly brings in the keywords for which there are still questions or ideas in the room. Everyone is immediately engrossed in conversations about their stories, the upcoming book sale, and how we can increase profits as quickly as possible so that we can soon donate larger sums to Flying Hope. As the conversation picks up speed so quickly, we have to remind each other to continue the round of introductions. It continues,


»Hello, my name is Susanne, and I have written a story.«


»Hello, Susanne!« You’d think we were the support group »Anonymous Authors.«


Between choral greetings to each individual, we lapse into the conversation again and again, and so the round of introductions lasts two hours – with eight people. At some point, one or the other begins to push because the air conditioning cools the room down to an icebox. We end the restaurant round and head over to the conference to dance and warm up.


We are all excited to see if the book will have the success we want if it will move our readers as much as it did us. It’s great to see how much our book project stimulates authors to share their stories more frequently now. Many have additionally posted the stories on their blog. Some even present their story here at Manage Agile as a talk. Two authors mustered the courage to become more aligned in the future with what their stories have been whispering to them for years.


The evening ends with fond farewells and a statement that leaves a big question mark in the room:


»If you do a Volume 2, I’ll definitely be back!«
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2019, December – Joachim


»Push the button« – December is the time. Everyone is sitting in front of their computers in anticipation. More than 30 authors want to be there live when we publish the book. We all have the great desire to inspire others, and at the same time, we are worried about what questions and feedback we will get about our stories.


Telling stories means putting your own perception of reality into words and letters and thus revealing something very personal about yourself. The stories are not »the truth in the strict sense«: they are stylized, compressed, and told in a literary-free way. Persons and places are depicted pictorially; similarities with real persons and places are purely coincidental.


It’s like Hollywood: life is based on a true story.




Agile Beginning




Through Love to Agility


With the list of participants in hand, I stand alone in a well-prepared seminar room. The circle of chairs is perfect. The flipcharts are covered with blossom-white paper, and fresh fruit, water glasses and small nibbles are also ready for the arriving participants. My coaching idol from Switzerland is supposed to inspire the seminar group for the next two days in a »Coaching Masterclass«. I already know this training. I have taken it three times so far. Nevertheless, I’m always the first to answer whenever the question arises as to who in our team would like to accompany the next seminar on solution-focused coaching with Peter Szabo.


[image: ]


Oh yes, my name is Veronika, and at this point, I have been working successfully for six years as a solution-focused coach in Vienna. As a cooperation partner, I am happy to take on assignments from my mentor and teacher Günter, who runs the Solution Management Center in my beautiful hometown. I have just got divorced, and apart from my two young daughters, it is only my enthusiasm for solution-focused work that keeps me going. And that is what I do. I work, I learn, I take care of my children. Just don’t look back. Everything will be okay. At this moment I have no idea that my life will soon take two all-changing turns.


Then the door opens, and the first participants enter. I greet them warmly and help them to find their way around. In the group, I notice a familiar face. Unfortunately, I cannot remember how I know this man. But his smiling eyes are very familiar to me.


The seminar day is – as expected – going great. Peter Szabo is a master in inspiring others with solution-focus. The atmosphere in the room is exuberant, and we experiment according to the trainer’s instructions. After 5 pm people leave. Only I stay behind as hostess to put the empty coffee cups, water glasses and plates in the dishwasher and prepare the room for the next day. Okay – I am not all alone. Ralph, the man with the smiling eyes, is still here as well. And after we’ve cleared away all the leftovers from the seminar day together, he asks me to accompany him for a drink in a neighbouring pub.


One drink turns into three, and after we have exchanged our life stories and he has found out that my maiden name is »Jungwirth«, we remember: Ralph and I worked together in the cinema 15 years earlier. Me at the box office and him as an usher – that’s the guy at the entrance who checks the tickets. Somehow, I liked him even then because I had given him my pager number – at least that’s what he claims.


Shortly after our first encounter, he went to England to study. Later, back in Austria, he found his way and his love for agility – but that is his story. You can find it here in this book. In any case, at the time of the Peter Szabo Seminar, Ralph had already been working independently as an Agile Coach for two years. What exactly that is, I don’t understand at first. It doesn’t seem to have much in common with coaching, as I do. At least I find out that much: it has something to do with software development. I decide to put the subject aside for me. At least for the time being.


A few weeks later – we are now an inseparable, a very much in love couple and behaving like teenagers – Ralph invites me to accompany him to Rückersbach for the weekend. There is the annual Agile Coach Camp Germany taking place. I’m supposed to spend three days in the countryside with enthusiastic software developers. Supposedly it’s a lot of fun. I can imagine. Sure.


Of course, I agree – despite my weak gut feeling. For the sake of love. Unfortunately, I still have a seminar to run in Vienna on the day of my arrival and have to travel alone late in the evening. Upon my arrival, right at the reception, I am stormily hugged and welcomed by a complete stranger. He has a beard, glasses and a T-shirt, with an imprint I do not understand. Similar scenarios repeat about four more times until I find Ralph, and I find myself thinking desperately: »I wonder if the taxi is still outside to take me back to the airport?«


In the evening, I experience my first Open Space opening. Almost 80 people – mainly men – sit in a triple circle of chairs. Two presenters explain in a calm and nearly solemn voice what this is all about. They say something about bumblebees and butterflies, and I wonder if Ralph dragged me to a cult meeting. Even before I can contemplate this worry completely, at least twenty people jump up, pick up large sticky notes and pencils and write down topics they would like to talk about over the next few days. A giant chart is prepared on the wall, in which rooms and times are written, and it slowly fills up with these sticky notes as the topics are presented. The enthusiasm of the crowd infects me. I hardly understand a word of the content – maybe because all the participants speak English. But somehow it seems great.


The next morning, we start. After a short welcome in a round of chairs, the people disperse to meet in the different rooms. Ralph goes to a technical session and recommends another one which is about coaching.


So, it’s only fitting that I sit in the »Austria« room and ask myself what I’m doing here. The fifteen or so people who sit with me in a – you guessed it – circle of chairs talk about coaching, and I listen. And then it happens: one of them makes a statement that I can’t possibly let stand. I gather all my courage, open my mouth and hear myself – in English – talking about solution-focus. Everyone looks at me captivated. After a short silence, questions pour in. Here I sit, surrounded by enthusiastic software coaches, and with my knowledge, I can contribute something that seems to interest them.
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