
National Research Laboratory Creates Focused 
Work Environment With Agile Coaching

SITUATION

CHALLENGE

At a leading science and engineering research laboratory, scientists and engineers come together to 
work toward new energy solutions to protect humanity and the environment. As a federal government 
research laboratory, its employees are responsible for overseeing an influx of daily grant applications and 
proposals in addition to managing the onboarding and registration process for independent researchers. 
Internally, the product and technology teams were struggling to manage, prioritize, and streamline 
the volume of incoming work requests from various stakeholders—who were becoming increasingly 
frustrated with the lack of speed and value delivery.

A combination of confusing intake processes and a company culture that said ‘yes’ to every request 
resulted in a disorganized workflow. With no one to prioritize requests—work was started based on 
which stakeholder yelled the loudest. This approach led to increasing amounts of work in progress and 
delays in delivery. A lack of stakeholder visibility and organizational alignment was also a significant 
challenge to overcome, as stakeholders grew frustrated without understanding the cause for delays. With 
so many divisions and departments at the laboratory, keeping everyone on the same page was difficult. 
Mixed messages pervaded, leading to finger pointing and a lack of accountability.

To help create alignment at the portfolio level, Leadership organized a ‘roundtable’ group with Product 
Owners and stakeholders representing each division. At the roundtable, large laboratory initiatives were 
discussed to ensure everyone clearly understood organizational priorities. The roundtable helped the 
Product Owners improve prioritization and stakeholder engagement. 

ACTION
It was clear the organization needed to eliminate these mounting tensions and increase value delivery, 
but how? Project Brilliant conducted a laboratory-wide assessment to understand the situation, gain 
recognition and make recommendations for improvement.

With intelligence from the in-depth Agile assessment, Project Brilliant determined a clear direction, 
which was to flow all requests through a Product Owner. The Product Owner would help significantly in 
prioritizing the work and helping the teams focus. 

Product Owner empowerment was a critical success factor to establish a more focused work 
environment. Additional recommendations that supported this goal:  

Empower Product Owners with
decision making authority 

Establish cross-functional
Scrum teams 

Make Product Backlogs
visible to everyone
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RESULTS
The establishment of Product Owners and cross-functional Scrum teams at the laboratory shifted 
mindsets for stakeholders and team members. Product Owners embraced their roles and were 
empowered to make decisions for their backlog. This included saying ‘no’ when necessary and cleaning 
up their backlogs—removing old items with low value. They started involving more stakeholders at the 
Sprint Reviews, which provided increased visibility. Stakeholders in turn learned to funnel requests 
through the Product Owners, also taking opportunities to give feedback early and often throughout the 
Sprint to help co-create product solutions.

In the new way of working, frequent stakeholder interruptions diminished—giving teams more time and 
ability to focus instead of saying ‘yes’ to everything. Now, the laboratory is experiencing the benefits of 
less work in progress thanks to fewer interruptions and Product Owners are empowered to set priorities 
and represent stakeholders to ensure that the most valuable items are being worked on.

Value delivery jumped by
 

3X
Productivity increased by

   

40%  

Cycle time reduced by
 

50%
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By introducing and empowering a Product 
Owner to prioritize the work, management 
created an environment that enabled teams to 
focus on the right work, at the right time.
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Improved support from management and the 
addition of Product Owners allowed teams to 
make informed, focused decisions together—
strengthening morale and value delivery.


