Adopting Business Agility at Moonpig: A Case Study
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INTRODUCTION

In 2017 | had the exciting opportunity to introduce business agility at Moonpig,

one of the UkKtsupd idasing adhievedrameasure of success

adopting agile practices within our product
leadership were keen to see if the rest of the organisation could also benefit

from agile adoption. For a number of reasons, | thought | should write about my

experiences.

Firstly, | 6ve told this s-tpsy bbottehdaée toaf
that many people crave a level of detail that cannot be captured in a 30 minute

presentation. | hope this article will allow me to share that detail, explaining

how | approached this project, what worked

Secondly, | have benefited enormously from the generosity of the lean and

agile community. Learning from the community has enabled me to take on this
challenge and achievesome success. |1 6d now | ike to ret
share my own experiences in the hope that others can benefit in turn.

And finally, | have become frustrated that achieving agility too often seems
dominated by what Dan Northe |l oquent |l y dcE@eusri bes as
methodologydo . We can be grateful to Scrum for po
it into a mainstream concept. However, Scrum, through no fault of the

framework, is often misunderstood, misinterpreted and misapplied. Likewise its


https://www.moonpig.com/
https://dannorth.net/
https://dannorth.net/2018/01/26/in-praise-of-swarming/
https://dannorth.net/2018/01/26/in-praise-of-swarming/

scaled counterparts might support agile del
achieve the full raft of benefits that are at the heart of lean and agile working.

|l 6ve been reflecting on why Scrum, LeSS anc
dominant, and | believe ités because they
how to fibe agiled. Fundamentally | ean and :
and translating principles into practice is hard. A set of principles with no

guidelines is much like ingredients with no recipe. The Scrum family provides a

recipe. But as with recipes, i f you dono6t
step, you start to skip steps. Scrum fails to deliver when people understand

what they need to do but dondt understand \

In this article | am going to attempt to provide an alternative recipe for adopting
and scaling agile. Using Moonpig as a case study | will attempt to provide a
series of steps that provide a set of useful guidelines.

Sources of Inspiration

|l 6ve been lucky to |l earn from countless pec
particularly like to thank Douglas Cook, Chris Downey and Lisa

Venter of Skyscanner, Harsh Sinha of Transferwise, Jonathan Smart, Dan

North,Bar r vy OildePPeppdndiegks, John Cutler, Henrik Kniberg, Joakim

Sunden, Sean Ellis, Brian Balfour and Jeff Gothelfd to name just a few!
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STARTING WITH WHY

"Very few people or companies can clearly articulate
WHY they do WHAT they do. By WHY I mean your
purpose, cause or belief- WHY does your company
exist? WHY do you get out of bed every morning? And
WHY should anyone care?"

— Simon Sinek, Start with Why: How Great
Leaders Inspire Everyone to Take Action

Introducing change is hard. Very hard. One way to make it slightly easier, is to
take the time to communicate clearly why you need to change. At the time we
began introducing business agility at Moonpig, most people outside of product
engineering had little or no knowledge of lean or agiled and most would have
believed them to be fitech thingso.

As we started to introduce changes, | wanted to ensure people understood
why we were making these changes, and what the benefits would be. | wanted
our teams to understand that these changes were not borne of some executive
whim, but were driven by changes across industry and were underpinned by
solid principles and reasoning.

Why change?




The external factors

As | mentioned in the introduction,Ba r r v (OsGétreeoné thay has strongly
influenced my thinking. In his keynote talks, there are a couple of interesting
facts Barry often quotes:

1 50% of companies that were in the Fortune 500 in 1995 had dropped off
the list by 2015

1 The average lifecycle of a company inthe 1960swas67yearsdot oday it 6s
15 years, and itoés falling
Having dropped these Abombshell so, the poir

industry has changed. Whether you consider yourself a technology company
or not, technology has fundamentally disrupted the business landscape. It has
made it much tougher and more competitive.

Barry argues that to survive and thrive in this new world of business,
companies need to change the way they work. They need to be able to move
faster, and they need to be able to serve their customers better than their
competitors. They need to innovate and they need to learn and fail fast.

While Moonpig retains much of its entrepreneurial, start-up spirit, it is in fact
now 18 years old, and is bigger than many of its competitors. It is smaller than
many assume, but still big enough to be cumbersome, and as with any other
business, it is not immune to being challenged. It too needs to move faster and
learn faster to keep succeeding. This is one reason change was necessary.
Highlighting these external factors matters; it helps organisations and the
people within them understand that change is vital.

The internal factors

The story of Moonpigbs agile journey starte
many companies it focused mainly on software development. Within that

space we adopted cross-functional teams early on, leveraged agile and

devops practices to improve delivery capability and introduced a lean

approach to product developmentd using data to form hypotheses and testing

assumptions. This way of working drove big benefitsd as well as improved

efficiency we delivered better outcomes and healthy business growth. In staff

surveys, teams leveraging lean agile practices also showed significantly higher

levels of engagement.

At the time we were based in offices in Southwark, and our office happened to
have a wall down the middle of it. | came to think of this wall as highly
symbolic. On one side of the wall we had our product engineering teams, on
the other side of the wall we had our Marketing and Commercial functions.

Having spent the first few years of my Moonpig life firmly on one side of the
wall, | had started to take for granted the benefits that agile working had
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delivered. This is not to say we were perfect, but there were a lot of positives.
People worked at a sustainable pace, they enjoyed what they did, they were
highly collaborative and there was a hunger to learn.

As | began to explore the potential of business agility, | started to spend much
more time on fithe other side of the walloo.
were some of the things | started to hear:

, "There's no
"svergowe works Lin .. “\Wwe have too many
commnLeatLon

silog” ., objec,ti,ves"
within teamas”

"There's no _
“Lack of trust to Let ) "we have conflicting
o, collaboration across o

people do their jobs” RS objectives”
|l 6d i magine these sorts of comments woul d |
organisations. The benefit of this feedback, however, was that it proved our
current approach in those ar easeforwasndét opti
change.

Ansanity is doing the same thing over and over and expecting
different results.0

- Unknown (apparently this has been incorrectly attributed to Einstein!)

My experiences on both sides of the wall taught me that we had in some ways

become a hybrid organisation. We had two different mindsets and two different

ways of workingd effectively we had two different cultures. The contrast

between these two worlds suggested that agile working seemed to be a better

system, and itinspired Moonpi g6s | eadership to adopt agil
organisation.



WHAT AND HOW?

Having outlined why we needed to change, |
Ahowo. | will attempt to define my vision:
I 61 ldeseribeghe strategyd how | planned to deliver that vision.

“The best person to change your organisation
is you, and the best way is however you
figure.”

- Dan North, In Praise of Swarming: Scaling
Without a Religious Methodology

What?

Defining the vision

In order to organise my own ideas, | realised it would be helpful to have a clear
vision for what | wanted to achieve, together with measurable outcomes. |
began with a mission statement:

il want to design a tailored system of worKk
organisation, allowing Moonpig to innovate and move fast at scale, whilst still
ensuring it is a place that people |l ove to




How will | know if we have succeeded?

The outcomes | wanted to achieve could neatly be summed up in three words:
better, faster and happier. For this | am indebted to Jonathan Smatrt. | first
heard Jon speak at the excellent SEACON conference, when he described his
approach to agility at Barclays. He
word. Instead of talking about being Agile, they talked about being better,
faster, cheaper and happier. | think this is a brilliantly succinct way of capturing
the benefits of being lean and agile.

| have taken this a step further and reduced it to 3 words which represent the 3
outcomes | wanted to achieve:

1 Better = better outcomes leading to increased ROI
1 Faster = reduced cycle time across all value streams
1 Happier = higher employee engagement

How?

Developing a plan

This is essentially what | thought of as my strategyd how | planned to go
about delivering these outcomes.

Getting better

| believed we would get better by:

1 Embedding a customer-focused, data-driven, experimental approach to
minimise wasted investment.

1 Understanding where we create value and reduce time wasted on low
value output.

1 Increasing innovation through the collaboration of people with different
skills and expertise.

Getting faster

| believed we would get faster by:

T Aligning relevant people around key outcomes and removing conflicting
priorities and dependencies.

1 Leveraging lean working practicesd visualising work, reducing work in
progress and focusing on finishing.

expl air
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1 Championing a culture of collaboration and cross-functional working
where team success comes before individual glory.

1 Embedding a continuous improvement mindset, seeking to constantly
optimise our working processes.

T Empowering and supporting teams to self-organise, removing
dependencies and bottlenecks around around senior management.

Getting happier

| believed we would get happier by:

1 Developing a safe-to-fail environment where people can take risks.
1 Ensuring our teams have clear goals and are supported to achieve them.

T Creating a culture of autonomy where teams are empowered to use their
collective skills to deliver outcomes.

T Encouraging a growth mindset and making learning a central part of our
working life.

The ARoadmapo

A common misconception about agile is that it involves no planning. This is
nonsense. Agile involves a lot of planning, but it advocates changing a plan as

you gain more information. There are various reasons you should have a plan.
Firstly, youdbre more |ikely to succeed
Secondly you will win more confidence and influence from those around you if

you have a clear plan.

When | first started exploring the possibility of business agility, | spent a lot of
time with our commercial and marketing functions. | realised fairly quickly that
there were plenty of opportunities to introduce lean and agile working
practices, but that it would be very difficult to make them work within the
existing team structure.

| also realised from my experiences with product development teams, that
there is a sensible order in which to introduce improvements.
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1. Alignment comes firstd aligning people around goals and outcomes
reduces dependencies and conflicting priorities and thus immediately
delivers increased speed. Secondly, it provides a much easier context in
which to introduce lean and agile working practices because it enables
better collaboration and communication.

2. Having aligned teams effectively, the next step is to support them in
developing the practices and processes that will enable them to optimise
the efficiency of their workflow and reduce time to deliver value.
Introducing a healthy process also reduces chaos and provides structure
and clarity which helps create a happier working environment. Reducing
chaos buys a lot of faith and goodwill, and this paves the way for more
change. Improved delivery capability also builds confidence and trust
within the leadership team, and this in turn supports the safe-to-fail
environment which is critical for bold experimentation.

3. Experimentation comes after speed simply because, in order to fail fast,
you need to be able to deliver fast!

4. To a degree learning happens in parallel with all these stepsd learning
how to work differently, learning from experiments, learning about your
customers and learning from one another. However, to really double down
and build a culture of lifelong learning you need people first to understand
the benefits of learning and developing a growth mindset, and secondly
they need to have time to learn. Agile and lean working practices provide a
way of working at a sustainable pace. A healthy system of work will have
some slack and that provides time for self-learning. In addition, introducing
the concept of continuous improvement and adopting an experimental
approach helps to challenge the fixed mindset. At this point you can
accelerate learning initiatives and start introducing the concept of t-shaped
skills.

Sharing the vision and strategy

One regret | have is that, whil st | devel oj
share it with the leadership team. In hindsight | suspect that defining clear,

measurable outcomes, and explaining how we would reach them would have
helpedde-my st i fy the process of Abeing agil eo.



education and helped them understand how they could effectively support the
changes. Whilst | was privileged to have great support from the leadership
team, | think sharing the approach could have made the process of change
much easier for them.

GETTING STARTED

Why align?

"Business and human endeavours are systems...we
tend to focus on snapshots of isolated parts of the
system. And wonder why our deepest problems
never get solved."

- Peter Senge, Systems Scientist, Lecturer &
Author

Beyond the obvious reasons why alignment is sensible, for me alignment was
critical in order to promote speed. | believed this would help achieve one of our
key outcomes - to get faster.

Outside of the world of agile software development, cross-functional teams are

less common. | had one advantage at Moonpig in that we had introduced a

flavour of cross-functional working through our home-grown Honeycomb

framework. Thi s meant the concept and benefits
worth clarifying these benefits, and this is how | explained them to our teams.

Why cross-functional teams?

Functional teams

Historically businesses have tended to organise themselves by function and to

group people by skillset. The main drawback from functional teams is that they

are liable to slow you down. Very often a single function is unable to achieve a

strategic goal without being dependent on one or more other functions. This

begins to create a network of dependencies, and necessitates a reliance on

project management to manage those dependencies and the flow of

information between teams. This tends to be exacerbated by conflicting goals

which means functions dodgutsimpihtlkeyade t he s ame
not aligned. This leaves the different functions of your organisation pulling in

different directions.
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Functional teams often result in multiple cross team dependencies

The functional model focuses on resource efficiencyd the ideal being that
100% of people are 100% busy 100% of the time. This is deemed cost efficient
as it keeps staffing costs as low as possible. However, focusing on resource
efficiency as your primary metric comes at the expense of flow efficiency. Flow
efficiency can be simply understood as how long it takes to deliver value.

Cross-functional teams

The fundamental difference with cross-functional teams is that you organise
people by what you want them to achieve rather than by what they do. In doing
so you align people more effectively around your strategic goals and you
reduce (and ideally eliminate) dependencies and conflicting priorities between
teams. This liberates individual teams to move at speed.

Cross-functional teams ideally contain the necessary resource to enable them to operate
independently

The cross-functional model focuses on flow efficiencyd it prioritises time-to-
value over resource efficiency. Indeed, in a healthy cross-functional system
there will be some slack. People will not be 100% busy 100% of the time. This
IS a counter-intuitive concept but it is essential to making this model work
successfully. As soon as you start to focus on resource efficiency you risk
creating dependencies and introducing those bottlenecks that increase the
time it takes to deliver value.



Slack time might seem wasteful, but it can prove invaluable. As well as
ensuring a sustainable pace of work and avoiding burnout, it gives individuals
time for personal developmentd time to learn. Companies that champion
learning will be rewarded with a more effective, more engaged and more
flexible workforce. Indeed learning provides one solution to managing the
resourcing challenges that a cross-functional model presents by enabling the
development of cross-functional, or T-shaped skills.

Understanding the context

Before attempting to make any changes you need to understand the problems
that currently exist. As | mentioned earlier, | spent the best part of 6 months
working with functions outside of technology. This gave me insights in to the
way they worked and the problems they experienced. This was invaluable in
understanding what changes we needed.

It became clear to me quite quickly that we could certainly extend a lean
approach to these teams, but that their current structure would make it very
difficult. We were set up in by functions, some of which were unable to deliver
effectively because they were dependent on other teams or functions.

Identifying value streams and core metrics

My approach to reorganising our teams was to understand our core growth
metrics and the key value streams that supported them. With this in place it
was relatively easy to understand what our teams should look like.

| began by identifying what | believed were a set of long-lived metrics that

captured our business valwue. Thies was very

hY

Awhat o. Outcomes |ike retention or
business model fundamentally changes. What you do to influence an outcome
may change relatively frequently, but the outcome itself remains constant.

This was a key consideration because | wanted to introduce a model with
some stability and longevity. There is a cost to commissioning and
decommissioning teams. It takes time for a team to mature and become high
performing; if you are constantly changing your teams you must reinvest this
time over and over again. Not to mention which you introduce the risk of
change fatigue.

There is often a tendency to organise teams around architecture or product.
Unfortunately customer problems and business outcomes rarely conform
neatly to these. Organising teams around outcomes does present challenges
in terms of product and code ownership, but these are not insurmountable.
Once you have teams aligned around outcomes, you can then start to work
out a model of code and product ownership that will support it.

acqui sit



Once | had a set of metrics in place, it was relatively straightforward to

understand the mix of skills webdd need to
this with our leadership team, and we then spent some time refining first those

metrics, and then figuring out which people we needed to support each metric.

Resource Bottlenecks

One of the key challenges of devising the new teams was resource

bottlenecks. We were not attempting to do more with the new teamsad if

anything we were much more streamlined. However, as we started to identify

the skills each team needed, resource bottlenecks were brutally exposed.

Whilst creating cross-f uncti onal teams didndédt solve thi
aware of itd and once you are aware of a problemyoucanst art t o sol ve i
often asked about this question of resour ce¢
tackled it.



Copywriting was one area in particular where we lacked resource. In some
cases it was feasible for a single copywriter to work across multiple teams.
There is no problem doing this if neither team involved needs a full time
copywriter. However, as soon as the copywriter starts to become a bottleneck
they will slow one or both teams down. At that point you have three immediate
solutions:

1. Accept that either one or both of your team outcomes are going to be
delayed

2. Hire additional resource

3. Do fewer things

A longer-term solution is to invest in up-skilling your existing resource to

develop more people with t-shaped skills. So in the case of copy, for example,

a long-term solution would be to invest in training some of our marketers and

UX designers to write copy themselves. Thi
need for dedicated copywriting expertise, but simpler copy tasks could be

handled by others.
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T-shaped skills involve developing a breadth of skills as well as a depth of expertise in one or
more specific areas.



In the short term, however, your choices are limited, and none of the options
are necessarily easy. In our case we did hire more copywriters. However,

more people wondt always be an option.

Product engineering has always been the biggest resource bottleneck at
Moonpig. As an e-commerce company, the business is entirely driven by
technology and engineering resource is therefore in high demand.

No matter how well resourced you are, the list of things you want to do will
always be longer than the list of people to do them. The solution is always to
focus and prioritised the more things you try to do simultaneously, the slower
you will move. Limiting your work in progress at the level of project or initiative
is vital.

Resource your outcomes in the order of their priority; once you run out of
resource, put the rest of your outcomes in a backlog. This will allow you to
generate the most impact fast. The faster you deliver your prioritised
outcomes, the faster you get to the next items on your backlog.

This is hard to do because it is counter-intuitive. The assumption is always that
the sooner you start something, the sooner you will finish it. But in fact when
you start too many things simultaneously you spread yourself too thin and you
simply slow everything down. It takes discipline, but the key to moving faster
will always be to focus on fewer things.

SQUAD PRINCIPLES & ROLES

Having talked about the process of moving from a functional to a cross-

functi onal structure itds worth descri

bi

ng



squads and tribes as a guide. What we ended up with was quite different from
Spotify, but it relied onthe samepr i nci pl es. I 611 also outlin
within our squad model.
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Spotify became the unwilling role models of how to scale agility when they

published videos describing their engineering culture back in 2014. Since then

many have sought to copy their approach with varying degrees of success. |

was certainly influencedby Spoti fydés approach, but itds
nature of that influence.

Joakim Sunden, formerly an Agile Coach at Spotify, runs training courses on

how Spotify approach agility, and | was lucky enough to attend one of these.

The key point Joakim makes is that attempti
solution will likely result in failure. He urges people to take inspiration from

Spoti fy, but to experiment anadiltmhaelyl or t heir
what | sought to do.

What we ended up with was very different from Spotify, but it shared the same
principles. Il tés worth noting that Spotify
that influenced my thinking & Skyscanner were also a tremendous source of

inspiration, particularly in how we organised teams focused on marketing.

Learning from other companies is invaluable, and | am constantly researching

how other companies approach agility and looking for ideas that can be
adaptedforMoonpi gbs particular context.
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Wh at 6 snameR a

As any good software engineer will tell you, good naming is important. When

we designed ournewcross-f uncti onal teams we did choose
tribes and squads terminologyd and that proved to be a double edged sword.

Both internally and externally there were certain perceptions of what a squad

isd ités an Aengineering thingod, or a squad
only work on creating new growth levers.

We did consider developing our own naming convention, but at the time |

reasoned that, having come up with a new n:
saying that #Ait was |i ke a Spotify squado.
wheel? Given the confusion it caused, in hindsight | might have done that

differently. As it was, | eventually came up with a clear definition of a Moonpig

squadd something | should have done at the very start. Whilst it was clear to

me , I hadndét communicated it well enough t ¢

Definition of a Moonpig Squad

So in the interest of clarity, this is the definition of a Moonpig squad:

A Moonpig squad is organised around a value stream. It has a clear mission
and is resourced to achieve that mission independently.

| f a mi s si on sattwae enmgideers or progduct maragement, there

wonodt be any product engineering in the sqgl
which is product or tech lead may not need support from any business

function. The mission and outcome determine the composition of the squad.

In addition to long-lived mission and independent resource, there was third key
principle of a squad. We wanted squads to the have autonomy to decide how
to achieve their mission.

“Move the authority to the information, don't
move the information to the authority”

- Dan North, Organisational Change Specialist

Whilst leadership are responsible for devising strategy and defining outcomes,
the squads themselves should be trusted self-organise to achieve those
outcomes. There are a number of reasons why this matters.



1. Squads will be closer to the data and closer to the problems, which makes
them better placed to solve them.

2. If there is a need to constantly refer back to management, management
become a bottleneck that slows the squads down.

3. Autonomy is a key tenet of motivation. To achieve high engagement levels
amongst staff, you need a high trust system that supports autonomy.

Squads in name only

For the most part, the squads we designed conformed to these principles.
However, we had an added complication. Moonpig is part of the Photobox
Group, and within the group there are group functions that serve multiple
brands. Functions such as Shipping and Supply Chain, for example, operate at
group level.

This was a challenge because we werenodt abl
functions in to our cross-functional model. That meant some squads were

squads in name only. Some were heavily dependent on group functions so we

were unable to give them the full independence of a true squad. However, the

reasoning that drove the squad model did encourage those teams to have a

conversation with those group functions about how to better align and

streamline their workflow. Not necessarily a perfect solution, but certainly an

improvement.

Inspired by Moonpig, other brands within the Photobox group also started to
adopt cross-functional teams. Should that trend continue, group functions
might well adapt to become better aligned with individual brands.

Tribes

In our first iteration of squads, there was very little emphasis on the concept of

tribes. We had a loose idea of tribes that helped us in identifying the various

squadswe needed, but they didnét play much of a r
second iteration tribes became a much more important concept, and | 611 COVE
that evolution later in this article.



Squad Roles

Squad Leads

At the inception of the squads we identified a need for a squad leaderd
someone that could harness the talent and coordinate the work of the squad.
The leader was responsible for helping the squad to decide how they would
achieve their goals, as well as sharing learnings and progress with the wider
organisation. You can read the full squad lead description here.

Squad Sponsors

In addition to a leader, each squad had a sponsord sponsors later became
tribe leads, but the role remained the same. The squad sponsor was a
member of the leadership team. Their role was to support the squad by
providing advice and guidance, as well as being the first port of call for
problems such as blockers or resource issues. You can read the full
description of the role here.


https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Bm57ocSnmb2fi6IWneDZEVTs9xzjtvX8OtvQEGyDR7U/edit?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1rgGykIFEGSPEtcbqLVAhYpmxzBC9A1wUi9ESoyG67pE/edit

Functions & Function Leads

When introducing cross-functional teams, one common fear | encountered
was that splitting functions across multiple teams would result in inconsistency
and chaos. That is a legitimate concern and a key challenge of working in this
way.

|l tds I mportant to uhdecstandl tWwatl|l dn funcbo
disappear. They still have a critical role to play. Functions provide the
guidelines, frameworks and principles within which members of the function
can operate autonomously across multiple squads. The engineering function,
for example, will be responsible for defining preferred technology and coding
standards. A creative or brand function will define clear brand guidelines.
Functions provide the boundaries and constraints that enable consistent, high
guality outputd individuals within squads can then operate autonomously
within these boundaries. To help embed this concept, we outlined the
responsibility of a function lead, which you can read here.

The vertical represents a squad aligned around a goal. The horizontal represents the various
functions to which individual squad members belong.
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