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Feld Group Institute Community Call – March 31, 2021

(So) What is the Scaled Agile Framework (SAFe®)?
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SAFe and the Scaled Agile Inc. Business Model

SAFe from Bottom to Top

Lessons Learned/Pluses and Minuses

Positioning the Feld Group Institute Transformational 
Framework (iCap™) and The Scaled Agile Framework (SAFe®)

TOPICS
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Overview: SAFe Perspectives From a Technical Leader

My opinions are based on my 35 year mix of hands-on development, delivery, operations, and consulting 
experience. 

My experience crosses large enterprises as well as startups, both in product and services.

I’ve followed my “curiosity” to find the best processes & methodologies throughout my career, believing that 
organizations work better when working expectations are reasonably explicit and broadly understood.

Arrowhead Labs is a SAFe Transformational Partner, we actively work with clients with regard to their SAFe
implementations.

My intent today is to have a discussion, not death by PowerPoint.

Portions of my presentation are © Scaled Agile Inc., Slides are used with permission, and without 
modification.
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Understanding SAI, the Provider of SAFe

SAFe and the Scaled Agile Inc. Business Model
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Where Does SAFe® Fit in Scaling Agile Practices?

Digital.ai 14th Annual “State of Agile” (2020)
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The framework keeps evolving with ever-growing thought 
leadership
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A Quick Fly-Over of SAFe’s Approach to Scaling Agile Methods

SAFe from Bottom to Top
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SAFe Starts with a Set of Values and Principle-driven Practices
Va

lu
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Pr
in
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pl
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Lean-Agile Mindset

SAFe Principles Principles of Lean
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The Seven Core Competencies of Business 
Agility
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Don’t be Overwhelmed by the SAFe “Big Picture”

People become blinded to SAFe’s value based on the 
complexity of the “Big Picture”

Without context, the “Big Picture” looks complex, heavy, 
and waterfall

It’s like opening a toolbox filled with junk and losing sight of 
the problem you’re trying to solve
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SAFe Practices are Simply a “Toolbox of Consistent Tools and 
Common Measurements”

When you look at the big picture, you are looking 
deep inside a very full toolbox

All the tools and techniques are designed to fit 
together and are synergistic

There is a huge body of knowledge and training 
regimen available to help with mastery

There is a vibrant community of practitioners and 
deep experience in operationalizing

* Careful and experience-led usage of the framework can yield impressive and sustainable results
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Essential Configuration

Portfolio Configuration

Large Solution Configuration

Full Configuration

Configure SAFe to meet your needs
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Understanding SAFe’s use of Value Streams

SAFe’s Approach to “Organizing Around Value”
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What is a SAFe portfolio?

A SAFe portfolio is a collection of development Value Streams.

► Each Value Stream builds, supports, and maintains Solutions

► Solutions are delivered to the Customer, whether internal or external to the 
Enterprise
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An Enterprise may have a single portfolio or multiple portfolios

Large Enterprise Multiple Portfolios

Strategic 
Themes

SAFe Portfolio

Strategic 
Themes

SAFe Portfolio

Strategic 
Themes

SAFe Portfolio

Strategic 
Themes

SAFe Portfolio

Small Enterprise

SAFe Portfolio

Single Portfolios

Strategic 
Themes
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SAFe Specializes Value Streams into Two Types
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Team and Technical Agility, DevSecOps, Flow of Work

SAFe’s Approach to “Team-Level Agile Practices”
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Cadence of SAFe Ceremonies

PI Planning
Event

PI Planning
Event

PI Planning
Event
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Planning & Coordinating Work in SAFe
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Feature

Team Kanban

Story Story

Story

StoryStory

Stories are short 
descriptions of a small 
piece of desired outcome, 
written in the user’s 
language. May or may-not 
be technology related.

Team

Capability

Program Kanban

Feature

Feature

Feature

A Feature is a service 
that fulfills a 
stakeholder need. May 
or may-not be pure 
technology.

Team Team Team

Team of Teams

Portfolio Kanban

Epic

An Epic is a container for 
a significant Solution 
development initiative 
that captures the more 
substantial investments 
that occur within a 
portfolio.

Executives APMO

Governance

Epic

Large Solution Kanban

Capability

Capability

A large Feature that 
includes many teams-
of-teams

Team of Teams Team of Teams

Align

Respond

Align

Respond

Align

Respond

(c) 2021 Arrowhead Labs, Inc.  Private and Confidential.  All Rights Reserved.

Achieving flow through visualizing work, reducing batch sizes, limiting WIP, Managing Queue Lengths



Perspective from the SAFe trenches

Lessons Learned / Pluses and Minuses
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The TFGI & SAFe Implementation Journey(s)

© 2009-2020 The Feld Group Institute Confidential. All rights reserved.
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Lessons Learned from Observing & Coaching SAFe Implementations

Leadership Needs to Be Invested and Committed
The Nature of Leadership Changes in SAFe – Leaders Need to Understand and Lead the Change.

SAFe organizes around Portfolios & Value Streams
Agile Release Trains (ARTs) are expected to be long-lived.  Its critical to understand this, and not just operationalize 
provided examples for value streams. 

Beachhead, Beachhead, Beachhead 
Target a small starting point, expect to learn, expand the implementation as adjustments are made.

Eat Your Own Dog Food
Using Lean-Agile principles and practices to drive the transformation yields both learning and results. 

Visualize Everything
Strategic Themes, Business Canvasses, Roadmaps, Kanban, KPIs, OKRs, etc. 

Recognize SAFe’s Limits
SAFe is an execution framework, not a strategic planning/vision or operations framework.
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Understanding How iCap & SAFe Fit Together

Positioning TFGI’s Transformational Framework (iCap™) 
and The Scaled Agile Framework (SAFe®)
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Blind Spot Between Strategy & Execution
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Strategy

Execution
Planning Building Running

WHY

Blind Spot
WHAT, HOW, WHO, WHEN
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Providing Strategy Context for SAFe Execution
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Strategy

Execution
Planning Building Running

Eliminate the Blind Spot
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Strategy

Execution
Planning Building Running

Eliminate the Blind Spot: The Feld Group Institute
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WHY
Enterprise 

Business Strategy

Enterprise
Technology Strategy

Story
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Portfolio

Program
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P

rogressive
E

laboration

P
rogressive

D
ecom

position

B
i-D

irectional A
lignm

ent
Enterprise

Technology Strategy

Lean Portfolio
Management



© Scaled Agile. Inc.

We need a dual operating system for Business Agility

31

Customer
Centricity

© Scaled Agile, Inc.Speed of innovation

Efficiency and stability
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And we have just such an operating system at our fingertips
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Value Stream network Functional hierarchy



© 2018-2022 The Feld Group Institute. All Rights Reserved. 33

Organization At Rest vs Organization in Motion

Structure – Leadership – Culture – Workforce Alignment – Capacity – Flow – Feedback 

Enterprise Technology Strategy – Story, Deal Plan Outcomes – Business, Architecture, Productivity

Enterprise Reference Architecture – Guardrails, Intent, Structure Scaled Agile Practices / DevOps / Continuous Delivery

“At Rest” “In Motion”

Shared Consciousness Empowered Execution



We’re Change Catalysts - Preparing our Clients for Success in an Always Changing World
We possess decades of experience, both within large global organizations, as well as in emerging startups.  Our expertise covers
the spectrum ranging from hands-on-keyboard development, architecture, product management, security, infrastructure, and 

operations. 

Transformation Requires an Organization In Motion
We bring proven techniques, frameworks, and tools to help our clients organically and sustainably transform into breakaway 

organizations.

We Believe Your Technology Organization Can Become the Engine Driving Your Business
Arrowhead Labs believes every organization can achieve radical and sustained improvements in technical performance and 

business impact; our purpose is to see that happen for our clients.

About Arrowhead Labs

(c) 2020 Arrowhead Labs, Inc.  Private and Confidential.  All Rights Reserved.
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THANK YOU!


