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LEAN NEWS, NOTES AND KNOW-HOW 

The purpose of this column is to share tips, news and commentary from the United 

States, relating to the Lean and quality professions 
 

Lean Agile Leadership:  Keeping the Busy Person Motivated! 

 

The old adage “if you want something done, give it to a busy person” for the most part, still 

holds true.    Most leaders have at least one busy person they can count on. This person will 

make sure the chore is successfully completed no matter what!  It is no secret that leaders often 

overuse their hardest-working resources. 

 

The problem is, that one day, the busy person silently moves on.  Leaders call it burn out.  Often 

too late, motivational techniques and awards are used in an attempt to re-engage the resource.  

The issue isn’t that complicated.  Busy people are just too busy to do all the things the leader 

wants to them to accomplish.  Busy people become overwhelmed not burned out.   

Fortunately, it is possible to keep a busy person motivated.  One answer is exploiting a few Agile 

leadership skills.  Agile leadership requires a different style of working with people.  It is best 

employed in organizations that are subject to frequent changes and require fast response times. 

 

Once an initiative has crystallized, leaders can depend on assistants who engage in conventional 

project management to achieve the mission.  In these cases, the leader has a specific role.  The 

job is to provide overall support and inspiration.  The leader may also ensure that some form of 

responsibility and accountability matrix is being utilized.  This is the busy person’s perfect 

world.  Give them a list of clear expectations and they excel. 

 

Agile leadership is appropriate for situations where decisions must be made rapidly, and the 

subsequent assignments must be performed quickly.  Agile is also used when the conditions 

include a high level of uncertainty and the outcome is less than clear. If a leader relates to the 

words of Rufus Wainwright, singer-songwriter, “I don’t know what, but I know it’s not this,” it 

may also be a good time to consider Agile techniques. 

Generally, when ad hoc or unplanned tasks occur, it is the busy person who is nominated or feels 

pressured to volunteer.  This often takes this individual out of their comfort zone.  This is not 

necessarily a bad thing, but if the same person or people are recruited each time, problems arise.  

Agile leadership principles can help handle these predicaments. The ancillary benefit is that 

Agile techniques often strengthen the team in the process.   



 

Agile leadership is borrowed from the Agile approach to software-development methodology.   

The Agile model is based on methods to handle incremental development where the solution 

evolves through collaboration of self-organizing and cross-functional teams.  The processes that 

most apply to effective leadership are the activities that promote adaptive planning.   

This protocol encourages a flexible response to change.  Much like playing chess, the leader 

anticipates interactions and ramifications throughout the game, or in this case, the business cycle. 

There are a number of tools available to Agile leaders.  The best one for motivating busy people 

to stay busy and productive is Timeboxing. 

 

Timeboxing plans activity by allocating time boxes.  The schedule is divided into a number of 

separate time periods.  Each time period has its own deliverables.  With timeboxing the deadline 

is still fixed, but the scope is reduced.  This focuses work on the most important deliverables. 

Timeboxing is a way to help busy people feel more accomplished.  Timeboxing promotes taking 

all the petty tasks and putting them in a box.  Small, but important things are accomplished.  In 

the Time Box a specific but a relatively small amount of time is spent focusing on the tasks in the 

box.  This increases efficiency and raises time awareness.  It also pushes the meaningful work to 

the front of the to-do list.   

 

Another Agile tool is the popular Scrum meeting and there is nothing leaner in Agile. Scrum 

meetings are stand-up meetings designed to last fifteen minutes.  During this time, team 

members report on their current work, any challenges they may have as well as future work.   

The format is high-level, bullet-point narratives.   When Scrum meetings are applied to a specific 

lean objective or project, meetings can be as short as five minutes.  This tool is designed to 

promote collaboration as well capitalize on the collective intelligence of the team.  Agile also 

favors the use of a Burn down Chart.  A Burn down Chart is a graphical representation of work 

left to do versus time.  It is basically a Run Chart of what work is left to do.  By knowing this, 

estimates of completion dates may be adjusted quickly. 

 

Agile welcomes change even late in the development of a project, while traditional project 

management, organizations are often so intent in completing the project or task; that 

improvements are discounted.  For the busy person, this may result in extra assignments or 

rework. Agile also promotes simplicity.  In the new economy, leaders still lead, but they must 

also be good managers.  This means utilizing their busiest, best, and brightest resources.  By 

employing a few Agile tools you can protect these individuals from feeling burned out or 

overwhelmed and retain their talent and contributions.  
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IN THE NEWS 

Social Responsibility and the Quality Profession 

 
ASQ was awarded the administration of the U.S. Technical Advisory Group (TAG) on Social 

Responsibility by the American National Standards Institute. The U.S. TAG is the U.S. member of an 

international working group chartered with developing an International Standard on Social Responsibility. 

ASQ’s involvement is a direct extension of its existing leadership role in standards development. 

Social responsibility is in direct alignment with aspects of ASQ’s long-term objective to serve as stewards 

of the quality movement by ensuring that ASQ activities provide increased value to society and our 

members. ISO 26000 is the guidance standard pertaining to social responsibility. 

ASQ’s mission is “to increase the use and impact of quality in response to the diverse needs of the world” 

Increasingly, accountability and social responsibility are the expectation of consumers around the globe. 

ASQ as part of one of its ongoing organizational initiatives, promotes the use of quality tools to facilitate 

the accomplishment of social responsibility objectives.  

 

 “The measure of success is not whether you have a tough problem to deal with, But 

whether it is the same problem you had last year.” 

 John Foster Dulles 

Former United States Secretary of State 

 

 

 


