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ABOUT HOLTZBRINCK

Holtzbrinck Publishing Group is a fa-
mily-Wowned business in its second generati-
on that was founded by Georg von Holtzbrinck
and which has grown to become a global
media company. The Holtzbrinck Publishing
Group encompasses Macmillan Science and
Education, Macmillan Publishers [ficticm and
non-fiction) and Holtzbrinck Digital, Informa-
tion & Services (among others Internet com-
panies, DIE ZEIT, AVE and Prognos)..

INITIAL SITUATION

When Sascha Theillen took over the manage-
ment of the legal department in 2013 he found
a team of lawyers that although all of them
excellent in their own right, nevertheless wor-
ked alone in their own long-cherished silos.
Such extreme individual specialization ham-
pered any mutual support within the team and
was the reason for the long time it took for the
various corporate departments to get any ans-
wer to legal queries. Sascha Theillen saw agile
methods as a way to create a business-orien-
ted service unit.

SOLUTION

Due to external dependences, short sprints
such as those implemented in Scrum were
out of the guestion. Based on the principles
and practices of Kanban the team initiated an
evolutionary process of improvement.

RESULT

With the aid of visualization of the work pro-
cesses and the retrospectives the team from
Sascha TheiRen itself identified the points
that would have to be changed in order to im-
prove mutual support. Exchange of knowled-
ge in pair contract writing, more efficient
meetings and regular meetings with col-
leagues from the departments of the Group
resulted in a reduction in the work load of in-
dividuals, a significant improvement in the
mood within the team and colleagues in the
Group who are now actively seeking the ad-
vice of the legal department again.
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by Boris Gloger

“If even a legal department can manage it, then others must be able to as well”,
says Dr. Sascha Theillen, Senior Vice President Legal/General Counsel of the
Holtzbrinck Publishing Group, with a generous dose of self-irony. | met him
during the “Manage Agile 2014” where he told me he had introduced Kanban
and the first Scrum ideas ,pragmatically” in the legal department of the me-
dia group. Pragmatism in a legal department of all places - and what is more
agile pragmatism? 0K - he had me hooked. | just had to find out how he had
implemented what | myself have been stressing for years: where Kanban and
Scrum are concerned it is completely irrelevant whether software development
or self-management of a management team is involved - or in Theillen’s case
the cooperation between lawyers, their assistants and the staff of one of the big-
gest enterprises in Germany. How were his employees transformed into a much

in demand, service-oriented team?

Mare than 400 companies belong to the
Holzbrinck Group and they are all cont-
inuously in need of legal advice. Soft-
ware development contracts, purchase
agreements, due diligence, data pro-
tection, anti-trust law, copyright law and
much, much more - the spectrum is
huge. This deluge of demands was met
by a non-existent team of nine persons:
although the work of each of the lawyers
was legally excellent and highly speciali-
zed, it took place in long-cherished silos
- so that, slowly but surely, the reputation
of the department began to suffer. The
colleagues in the Group had to wait a

long time for answers, which, even when
finally received, did not in fact solve their
problems. So, after a while, they stopped
asking for advice altogether and instead
solved their legal questions themselves
in a sometimes counterproductive man-
ner. When Sascha Theillen took over the
management in 2013, it was clear to him
that something had to change. After all,
he regarded himself, in his function as
a lawyer specialized in IP and IT law, as
a helper for the business, one wha was
interested in strategic and operative is-
sues just as much as their technical im-
plementation. It was his vision to lead a



business-oriented legal department in
which people trusted each other, were
acquainted with, and were willing to ta-
ckle, the tasks of others and were in a
position to help each other in order to ac-
tively support and advance the business.

In other words, Sascha Theillen wan-
ted to try something new. He had come
across agile methods while managing
the digital activities of Holtzbrinck (e.g.
StudiVZ, gutefrage.net and other sub-
sidiaries) and he suspected that these
principles would also be able to trans-
faorm the legal lone fighters into a team.
He delved into the - mainly IT-intensi-
ve - basics of an agile way of waorking
and thought about how he could adapt
the principles and rules to the work in
his team in such a way that even legal
experts would be able to recognize and
use their benefits. The strict timeboxing
typical of Scrum was entirely out of the
question due to the constantly changing
requirements in the Group's legal de-
partment. So he decided on an adapted
form of IT Kanban.

THE BEST BASIS: SUPPORT ON
SEVERAL LEVELS

What the legal expert did first after his
idea had reached maturity: he sought
and found support on three levels. He
started off by getting a “green light”
from the HR department, which also
promised to support his efforts with
various measures - e.g. with presenta-
tions from Jurgen Appelo. He also re-
served the right to look for new areas of
responsibility within the Group for cer-
tain employees and to bring new mem-
bers on board at a later date. He then
held one-to-one talks about his plans
with all employees. And finally Kanban
was brought into play: Sascha Theillen
found an enthusiastic, agile coach right
within the Holzbrinck Group in the per-
son of Robert Misch fraom gutefrage.net
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SEEING WHERE WE STAND:
START AT THE STATUS QUO
WITH KANBAN

“We won't change anything to start with”
was Robert’s clear response in view of
the requirements. With one exception:
Sascha Theillen's employees should
see where the department stood at
that moment. The latest waorkflows,
work burden and distribution should
be made visible and here Robert Misch
favared kicking off in compliance with
Kanhan principles.

The principles of Kanban

1. Start with what you do now.

2. Pursue incremental, evolutionary
change.

3. Respect the current processes, roles,
respaonsibilities and job titles.

4. Encourage leadership aon all levels of
the organization.

The core practices of Kanban

1. Visualize workflow.

2. Limit wark in progress.

3. Measure and manage flow.

4. Make process policies explicit.

5. Implement feedback mechanisms.

6. Use models to recognize impro-
vement opportunities.

In a one-day workshop Robert spoke
not so much about agility and its roots
in software development, but concen-
trated more on the principles and go-
als of agile work. He kicked off with the
Agile Manifesto (www.agilemanifesto.
org) and let the lawyers reformulate it:
working software, for example, was ch-
anged to working solution. The point
“Customer caollaboration over contract
negotiation”, which is rather difficult for
lawyers to digest, was interpreted as fol-
lows: although contracts are by no me-
ans incidental, perfectly legal contracts
which nobody is willing to sign should
not be drawn up in future. Theillen puts
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itin a nutshell, “The goal should be the
best possible contract that is accepta-
ble for both parties and that is practi-
cable and avoids any unnecessary time
spent negotiating”. Next he transferred
the goals of agile working - direct com-
munication, welcome changing require-
ments, sustainable speed, close colla-
boration with the customers, trust, in-
spect and adapt, self-organized teams
- to the legal department and explained
what changes, but also what benefits
these entail. This made it easier for the
lawyers to get used to the new ideas.
Nevertheless, the message to the team
stayed the same: we are not changing
anything, except that we will now hang
all our tasks on a board and discuss
them briefly every day. Together the
team developed its first Kanban board,
one that initially included the columns
Todo - Workin Progress - Waiting - Done.

The individual legal fields were ente-
red in the lines of the board - so-called
swim lanes. All colleagues stuck their
current tasks on the board in the form of
tickets - personalized by caolor coding
and buttons - and from now on watched
these move across the board from left
to right, or not as the case may be. In
the following months the team experi-
mented with which level of granularity
of the tasks would be expedient. They
began breaking down the large tasks
until only a few of these remained static
on the board, while, instead, hundreds
of small tasks quickly moved through
the columns. The visualization made
one thing abundantly clear to the la-
wyers: there was a lot hanging in the co-
lumn “Waiting” - in other words many
projects were stagnating. An indication
that there were pressing external de-
pendences, but for the moment Robert
Misch left things as they were. Alone
the fact of the lawyers having become
aware of this was a good start.

2/5



15 MINUTES INSTEAD OF 3
HOURS: FROM A MEGA MEETING
TO A DAILY SCRUM

From now on the team met with Sascha
Theillen every marning in front of the
board. He clearly stipulated that the-
se daily meetings must not take longer
than 15 minutes. The first daily mee-
tings took almost an hour, then 20 mi-
nutes and, finally, were finished within
the target framework of 15 minutes. My
colleagues and | were able to attend
such a daily meeting and it was great:
each team member told the others what
he/she was warking on at the moment
or what he/she could not continue wor-
king on. One colleague from Berlin (cur-
rently on parental leave) normally takes
part via camera. As the monitor stands
on a small high table, the others almost
feel as if she were present in person. In
the meeting we attended every team
member explained what he/she had
achieved the day before, they answered
guestions among themselves and af-
ter just seven minutes the whole daily
meeting was over.

THE RETROSPECTIVE:
A SOURCE OF KNOWLEDGE

After two weeks the first retrospective
took place with Robert Misch and what
Sascha Theilen had hoped for actu-
ally happened: firstly, the team mem-
bers recognized that each of them was
battling away on their own. The perso-
nalized tickets had led to only the col-
league concerned feeling respaonsib-
le and if that person's workload was
high, then nothing moved on the board.
Should things nevertheless have to
move more quickly, others were asked
if they could take over the task; but this
was not possible quite simply due to a
lack of knowledge. Theillen's people
began to talk with each other and de-
cided: we have got to change that! Se-
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condly, Theillen's team realized that the
daily Scrum could replace the three-
hour jour fixe that, to date, had taken
place every Thursday. All they needed
to know could be communicated in the
15 minutes. So a net working time of two
hours per team member added up to a
time saving of 16 hours a week, despi-
te which they were all better informed
and kept more up to date than before.
The weekly jour fixe was re-introduced
after one of the next retrospectives, al-
beit in a modified form: the team mem-
bers now held a 45-minute meeting on
a defined topic involving not informati-
on but an exchange of knowledge - on
a legal aspect, for example, that would
help all lawyers to conclude a procedu-
re carrectly. With time it also became
clear: the legal department would have
to live with the deluge of tasks that lan-
ded daily in the input queue. Iterations
every two weeks such as those in pro-
duct development are not possible. Due
to the external dependencies it is often
not foreseeable when something can
be concluded. But: the Kanban board
and daily updates had made the pro-
cesses more transparent and recurring
tasks could be clearly recognized. This
gave an indication of which competen-
ces the team members needed to have
in order to carry out these tasks and to
be in a position to help each other when
necessary.

Thanks to this visibility the team focu-
ses on a common goal so that, despite
the high external dependency, gradual
improvements in the work process are,
nevertheless, continually achieved. For
the most part the color.-coded perso-
nalized tickets gave way to a uniform
color, which clearly indicates that it is
now not the responsibility of one spe-
cific person to complete the task. Only
the colleague in Berlin continued to
use her own color so that her tickets
could be recognized more easily in

the daily meeting; but even this beca-
me unnecessary as she began to work
more closely with two new colleagues
in Stuttgart. Today all colleagues put
the tasks on the board, the team brie-
fly prioritizes these and leaves them as
neutral, non-personalized tickets in the
backlog until someone starts warking
on them - or “pulls them” - at which
time they are furnished with his/her
button.

OUT INTO THE BUSINESS: THE
LEGAL DEPARTMENT BECOMES
A SERVICE UNIT

The team members became more awa-
re with every step from Sascha Theillen
they took that: we have to know what is
going on in the different corporate divi-
sions of the Holding. Discussing things
together had helped the team internally
- so they now did this with the depart-
ments as well. At first spontaneously
and then regularly - once a month - the
team organized informal meetings du-
ring their lunch break with colleagues
from the three large departments of the
Holding. The company treated them to
the meal, the heads of the departments
explained to the legal team what they
were currently working on and which
projects with which purposes and goals
were planned. Gradually the Theillen
team began to understand far better
the issues behind the enquiries of their
~customers” and meanwhile the coope-
ration is carried out proactively. For ex-
ample, the team now offers workshops
to frequently asked guestions, such as
to the topics of image rights or chan-
ged legal requirements for web shops
and how these can be implemented
pragmatically to the benefit of the bu-
siness. The impact has been incredible:
the reputation of the legal department
is starting to change. The team is once
again seen as a competent partner and
colleagues actively seek advice, for un-
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popular topics such anti-trust law, for
example. They themselves requested a
training session so they could be sure
to behave in compliance with anti-trust
law at fairs and branch meetings and
were amazed at just how practical and
solution-oriented the advice of the le-
gal department was.

KNOWLEDGE TRANSFER: PAIR
CONTRACT WRITING AND A
NEW DISTRIBUTION OF TASKS

Before the agile turnaround the legal
department had been one great bot-
tleneck, due to the specialization of its
individual members. One way of getting
rid of the jam on the board is to exch-
ange knowledge. It is Sascha Theillen’
s view that each lawyer should be able
to carry out certain frequently recurring
issues end-to-end - for example the
drawing up of shareholder resolutions
or non-disclosure agreements (NDAs).
During the course of introducing agility
two young employees joined the team
and these two continually expand the
scope of their knowledge by means of
“pair contract writing”. Theillen purpo-
sely planned this method only for youn-
ger employees initially, because the ol-
der ones might interpret it as a kind of
control. However, this tool has mean-
while become a fixed part of the coope-
ration within the team.

Systematic analysis of the Kanban
board brought another interesting fac-
tor to light: the lawyers were spending
a considerable part of their waorking
hours on tasks that required no legal
training, for example cost controlling
and translation - a business economist
was taken on to do this work. Thanks to
the cross-functionality that has been
created in the team standard tasks now
pass maore quickly through the work pro-
cess. The colleague in Berlin felt the re-
lief from the strain quite clearly: for the
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firsttime in a long while she was ahle to
enjoy her leave undisturbed by urgent
e-mail engquiries without anything im-
portant remaining undone despite this.
The tickets simply continued to move
across the board.

SELF-ORGANIZATION: THINGS
WORK EVEN WITHOUT A BOSS

All these changes took place within a
period of 14 months, which, in view of
the silo structures that had become
established over many years, was in-
deed a remarkably short time. One col-
league who no longer felt comfortable
in the increasingly agile legal depart-
ment was given other tasks in anaother
field where she can develop her skills
more effectively. In order to underpin
the team spirit and new culture Sa-
scha Theillen commissioned his team
to work together with children to cons-
truct new cabins for a playground and
to plan and organize the campaign
completely on their own. Not only this
self-organized task but many others
as well now functioned so well that Sa-
scha Theillen was able to allow him-
self five weeks to concentrate on an
international module of his extra oc-
cupational MBA program. “If even a
legal department can manage it, then
others must be able to as well” - Sa-
scha Theilben had been right. While his
own department has learned to enjoy
the change and is continuously finding
new improvement opportunities [e.g.
a JIRA ticketing system to capture
tasks more simply across locations
and make it easier to distribute the
necessary information) his agile ideas
have sparked interest in other depart-
ments. The HR department is now
also making its first trials with Kanban.
Because it is true: the new way of wor-
king with Scrum, Kanban & Co is not
only something that works in software
development.

TIPS FOR YOUR OWN PATH

When | thought about the stary of the
Holzbrinck legal department, it struck
me that: Sascha Theillen’s approach
had striking similarities with a case stu-
dy | had once read. It is called “Lehman
Brothers (A): Rise of the Equity Rese-
arch Department” and describes the
reorientation of said department by
Jack Rivkin in the years 1990-1992. His
approach was essentially the same as
that of Sascha Teheillen and these are
steps that | would highly recommend.

1. Vision. It was Sascha Theillen’s visi-
on to re-establish his legal department
as a service unit. What is your vision?
What exactly do you wish to achieve?

2. Authorization. Get authorization for
taking a new path from top manage-
ment and ensure their commitment to
provide the necessary resources. This
minimizes the risk of having a span-
ner thrown into the works from the very
start.

3. Support. Look for allies for your pro-
ject. Sascha Theillen found these on
three levels: in his employees, in the HR
department and in Robert Misch.

4. Visibility. You can only change what
you can see. Whether with Kanban,
Scrum or any other method: ensure that
knowledge work is visible in the process
- with all its strengths and weaknesses.
This gives those involved the power to
change something themselves.

5. Rules. A system that is to be chan-
ged cannot function with the old rules.
Sascha TheiflSen brought only a few new
rules into play, but these were clear and
irrefutable. And they were what he used
to leverage his team's willingness to
change.
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6. New colleagues. It might sound hard,
but: anyone unwilling to change must
go. Do not hesitate to part with emplo-
yees who boycott changes. Bring new
colleagues on board instead, ones who
bring good prerequisites with them and
a readiness to commit themselves to
the new culture.

7. Knowledge transfer and training. The
legal department at Holtzbrinck de-
monstrated that pair techniques boost
knowledge transfer ideally - notonlyin
software development. Ensure that the
colleagues train each other and thus
also pass the culture on to the next
generation.

8. Investment. A new culture is not
created on the drawing board, but by
working together. Continually underta-
ke things with your team outside of the
office that will promote the team spi-
rit. It does not have to be an expensi-
ve team building seminar - going on a
hike together is just as effective. Abo-
ve all make sure you invest: time and
lifeblood.
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