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Delivery Manager Blind Spots. 

The key drivers of team productivity that Delivery Managers 

typically can’t see or influence  

 

This is part of a series of abridged whitepapers intended as quick reference sources for busy managers 

interested in the subject matter and faced with limited time to absorb lengthy research documentation.  

It is based on research undertaken by Plandek drawn from anonymised data observed across a range of 

clients – from small start ups to large corporates with large scale, distributed Agile teams. 

 

Purpose of this Paper 

The analysis presented below is focused on the development process and is particularly relevant for 

Scrum Agile environments.  It reflects our analysis of a wide range of successful and (less successful) 

Agile projects where we have reviewed whether the metrics that actually drive 

productivity within teams are easily visible to Delivery Managers in real time.   

We have used Plandek to identify the determinant variables within development teams, 

which correlate most closely with project success or failure.  We have grouped these 

variables into “the Big Six” levers that we can conclusively say drive project productivity 

and timing.  These are the metrics that are vital for Delivery Managers to be able to track within 

and across teams in real time.  

 

However, the research shows just how difficult it is for Delivery Managers to see these 

metrics (accurately) in real time.  We observe how this lack of visibility becomes more 

acute as Agile environments scale with multiple scrum teams, locations, system instances, 

locations and employee types (permanent and contractors). 

 

The Plandek platform is a solution to this problem.  It is used to track these metrics 

accurately in real time across all teams - and set actionable goals to actively manage them 

throughout the duration of an Agile project or phase.   

  

Nature of the Analysis 

The proprietary analysis is based on experience of working with clients and analysing anonymised 

data from strongly performing and poorly performing Agile software development projects observed 

between January 2017 and September 2018.   

The Plandek dashboard surfaces over 120 metrics at project, team and individual level across the 

complete history of a project.  As per Figure 1 overleaf, Plandek collects data from four key sources:  

1. The complete history of tickets residing within workflow management tools (Jira) 

2. Meta-data from code repositories to review how code has been committed  

3. Code quality tools 

4. Time trackers to show resource time (and cost) allocation  
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Plandek is therefore focused specifically on the activity of development teams and related QA 

functions. Plandek does not currently analyse data from DevOps activity where completed code is 

integrated and deployed to a live environment.  As a result, the scope of this Whitepaper, is the 

software development stage of the process only, excluding pre-development and post-development 

(integration and deployment). 

The data collected within the Plandek tool are analysed to look for the underlying drivers of 

productivity and predictors of future problems (early warning signs).  Problem projects are 

defined as projects with rapidly declining velocity, late delivery and unplanned overspend.   

All the metrics discussed are easily viewable within the Plandek analytics platform. Plandek currently 

integrates with the Atlassian stack – the analysis is therefore focused around companies 

using Jira as their principle workflow management tool. 

 

Figure 1 - Plandek key data sources 

 

 

The Big Six drivers of Agile team productivity that Delivery Managers typically 

can’t see or influence  

The six key levers empirically observed as drivers of productivity and hence useful predictors of 

future project velocity and timing are: 

1. The critical enabler – best practice Agile process and tool use   

…and the key project practices… 

2. Sprint disciplines and consistent delivery of sprint goals (Scrum Agile) 

3. Proportion of time spent/efficiency of writing new features (productive coding)  

4. QA failure rate and therefore… 

5. Proportion of time spent/efficiency of bug fixing and re-working returns from 

QA   

6. Teamwork and the ability to collaborate effectively.  
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1. The critical enabler – best practice Agile process and tool use  

Jira is a powerful project planning and management tool.  When used well, it underpins simple and 

efficient processes and disciplines so that the complex task of writing code (with all the 

interdependencies involved) is undertaken as efficiently as possible. 

When misused, it results in poorly defined processes (destined to create inefficiency), 

and/or a complete lack of visibility of these processes.  As such it becomes impossible for 

Delivery Managers to really understand how tickets are being progressed, where the 

bottlenecks are and how long things are taking.   

In an Agile world, which very often involves decentralised responsibility across many distributed 

scrum teams, this lack of visibility is critical as it prevents Delivery Managers from really 

understanding how work is being delivered within teams. 

 Two common and critical Jira misuses that impact visibility of real productivity within teams are: 

1. Over-simplified Jira process configuration – by this we mean unhelpful configuration of 

Jira workflows and statuses 

 

2. Poor adherence to the defined Jira processes – for example inaccurate updating of Jira 

statuses (by engineers)  

 

 

1.1  Oversimplified Jira Process Configuration 

 

Jira is highly flexible, allowing users to configure any process that suits their needs.  In an Agile 

world, this is clearly a vital aspect of the tool.  However, this blank canvas often results in poorly 

defined processes in Jira, which are either overly complex or so simplistic that they prevent any 

meaningful view of where inefficiencies may lie.   

 

The most common configuration weaknesses that we see are (in order of impact): 

 

1. QA not separated as a status in Jira.  This may happen because engineers QA their own 

work.  Even so, QA should be viewable as a separate status within Jira.  This is key as: 

a. time taken (and elapsed) in QA often represents a sizeable proportion of overall 

cycle times and therefore should be visible and managed closely  

b. the re-work resulting from a failure to pass QA is a key source of 

inefficiency within the development process.  If Jira is configured correctly, Plandek 

tracks returns from QA by team and individual, to quantify the impact of the 

resulting re-work. This is seen to vary greatly by team (and individual) and is often 

very significant.  The QA status should always therefore be visible within Jira       

 

2. “On Hold” not defined as a status.  On-hold or blocked time (for whatever reason) is a 

source of delay.  As such there are great potential benefits to track it effectively within 

teams in both the pre-development and development stage.  On-hold delays in pre-

development are very common (and may be very lengthy) as input from stakeholders is 

awaited.  On-hold delays within development often occur at a hand-off between engineers 

or as a result of dependencies/competing priorities etc.  They may be unavoidable, or on the 

contrary may be entirely avoidable with better resource/skill allocation within teams.  
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Plandek separates information from a single Jira status into pre-development and 

development “on hold” statuses.  Both types of “on-hold” time should be measured to 

optimise the development process.  Total On-hold time can then be summed across team to 

show the total “delay” in work-days (giving delivery managers an attractive target to reduce).    

 

Example Cycle Time Analysis Showing “On Hold” Times – Plandek 

 

In a decentralised Agile environment, teams are very often responsible for defining the process 

configuration that they use within Jira.  If the process adopted has been oversimplified, then Delivery 

Managers may never get any real understanding of the movement of tickets through teams and 

where bottlenecks may lie (as per the two examples above of inefficiency created by rework and 

on-hold time).  

 

It is therefore critical that Delivery Managers work with teams to ensure that the Jira 

configuration strikes the right balance of being “simple/easy to use” and complex 

enough to allow a real understanding of teams’ process efficiency.  

 

 

1.2  Poor adherence to defined Jira processes 

 

The most common weaknesses that we see within teams are (in order of impact): 

 

1. “Speeding tickets” – the ability to track by team and individual within team those tickets 

for which ticket status is not updated correctly – this often involves “speeding tickets” 

through the Jira workflow, where tickets are clicked through statuses after the event.  It is 

not uncommon for a high percentage of all tickets to be treated in this way.  Speeding 

tickets through stages means that there is no possibility of understanding cycle times - the 

time taken for tickets to progress through the development process, when the work really 

happened and where the bottlenecks are to be found 

 

2. Ticket shepherding - the common occurrence where one member of the team updates 

other team members’ ticket statuses (often after the event).  Again, this prevents any 

meaningful analysis of real workflows and visibility of the individual contributors 
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Example Analysis of “Speeding Tickets” in Jira – Plandek 

 
 

3. Inability to track re-work: tickets not moving back through the workflow in 

response to failure in QA.  A key source of inefficiency in any project is engineers re-

working tickets that have failed QA (for whatever reason).  This is not bug-fixing per se, 

simply the re-working of tickets in the development of code.  If tickets fail QA, the Jira 

status should be updated accordingly, so that the ticket moves back into an “in progress” 

status.  If this happens, a Return Rate can be tracked for every engineer.  This is a key 

efficiency metric and will vary greatly by individual and team.  Plandek’s empirical analysis 

shows a clear 80:20 relationship – where c80% of all returns are very likely to come from 

c20% of engineers.  And Return Rates approaching 100% are not uncommon for some 

engineers.  If the return rate of these 20% can be improved, overall team velocity will 

increase significantly.     
 

4. Multiple tickets in progress simultaneously – engineers may choose to work on 

multiple tasks simultaneously, but we often see more tickets “in progress” than are actually 

being worked on.  This is problematic as it makes the tracking of actual work done difficult.  

Indeed, it extends the cycle times for tickets and gives the impression that a piece of work is 

being actively worked on when it may not be.  It can also indicate context switching by 

developers. 

 

5. Tickets closed off without going through Jira stages – this is another common 

occurrence where tickets are opened and then abruptly closed some time later, making any 

understanding of cycle times impossible.  

 

All five of these common behaviours within teams make the analysis of workflows and 

productivity difficult.  Speeding tickets and closed off tickets (see (5) above) for example make 

cycle time analysis impossible, as statuses within the development cycle have not been observed.   

 

Delivery Managers therefore need to understand and quantify these sorts of Jira misuse 

within teams using an analytics tool like Plandek, in order to ensure that the team level 

data that they are receiving is meaningful.   
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2. Sprint disciplines and consistent delivery of sprint goals (Scrum Agile) 
 

Our research shows that one of the most determinant variables of successful project 

outcomes is the ability of teams to consistently deliver on their sprint goals.  Overall 

project timing becomes highly unpredictable in an environment where multiple teams are unable to 

consistently deliver their sprint goals.  Key metrics in this regard are discussed below: 

 

1. Sprint target completion - is a key metric for Delivery Managers that may not 

get tracked as regularly as it should at individual team level. 

 

This is a fundamental measure of sprint effectiveness and a definitive early warning of 

trouble to come if it deteriorates.  Indeed, teams’ ability to achieve on time what they 

commit to at the start of a sprint is key if there is to be any visibility of future delivery at 

project level.  It is best viewed therefore as a trend over time, by team.  It measures 

the proportion of committed story points that are actually delivered within the sprint time 

period by team.   

 
Example Sprint Target Completion over time – Plandek 

 

 
 

2. Work done outside the sprint – again this is often hard to track in real time across 

multiple teams and is often not fully understood by Delivery Managers.  It refers 

to the percentage of events happening outside of the allocated sprint. Put simply, the work 

undertaken that was not in the sprint timeframe.  Clearly if a large amount of work is being 

undertaken in this way, it is not possible to effectively predict sprint output and project 

velocity as working on targets not defined in the sprint will take away resources from 

desired targets. 

 

Example Work Done Outside the Sprint – Plandek 
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3. Overdues – this refers to work that is carried over from one sprint to the next.  

Understanding how much work is being carried over, by whom and why, is important in 

unlocking better team productivity and project predictability.  Plandek for example allows 

for easy analysis of overdues by individual ticket and status and separates development 

overdues from overdues in non-development statuses (often impacted by dependencies 

outside the team). 

 

Sprint target completion and work done outside sprints are highly determinant of future 

project timing in a scrum Agile environment. These two metrics are hard to see from Jira reporting 

and are often not readily available for analysis across teams by Delivery Managers.  In 

addition, the ability to analyse and understand why and where overdues are occurring unlocks the 

ability to further improve productivity and project predictability.  Again, many Delivery Managers do 

not have access to data on overdues in a form that allows quick analysis across projects and teams.    
 

 

3. Proportion of time spent/efficiency of writing new features 

 

It is clear that the more time teams spend efficiently writing new features, the more productive 

they will be and the quicker a project will be delivered.  Our empirical research shows that these 

simple metrics are indeed a key determinant of project productivity and predictability.  Indeed, it is a 

common occurrence to see teams with declining velocity due to an ever-increasing burden of non-

productive time (e.g. fixing bugs, undertaking essential maintenance, crisis managing stakeholders 

etc). 

 

Importantly, these metrics may not be accurately visible at team level due to the Jira 

misuse discussed in section 1.  They are however key in defining project outcomes and should 

be meaningfully tracked by Delivery Managers using a tool like Plandek.   

 

The key metrics to consider include… 

 

1. Proportion of time expended on feature contribution – a simple measure by team, 

tracked over time to reveal what proportion of time is spent on “writing new features”.  

This may well vary greatly between teams.  Clearly timely project completion is dependent 

on the consistent health of this metric, it is therefore a key measure of productivity and 

predictability.  

Example Analysis of Time Spent on Features by team – Plandek 
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And the efficiency of the process of writing new features… 

2. Analysis of bottlenecks within new feature development cycles – regular analysis of 

the key stages within the cycle (from Jira statuses), shows the key bottlenecks and if these 

are increasing the overall cycle time, typical bottlenecks visible include: 

• Pre-development “On-hold” Time – where tickets are held waiting to be actioned 

as a result of input required (and not forthcoming) from a stakeholder or engineer 

• Development “On-hold” Time – where tickets are frozen pending a dependency 

within the team or on another feature 

• QA delays - potentially as a result of environment setup or resource issues within QA. 

 

Example new feature Cycle Time Analysis showing “on Hold” time – Plandek 

 

3. Lengthening cycle times within new feature development - cycle times in both 

delivery of new features and upkeep vary for many different reasons.  They may lengthen as 

teams tackle complex project areas - but teams which show a persistent trend of 

lengthening cycle times require investigation and potential early intervention by PMs. 

 

 

Example new feature Cycle Time Trend Analysis – Plandek 

 

 

Our research shows that Delivery Managers struggle to collate and regularly review these 

key data across teams, especially in large Agile environments which may include 

multiple locations and Jira instances.  In addition, these data may not be available in a 

meaningful form due to the Jira misuse issue discussed in section 1.  
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4. QA failure (return) rate 

Too few Delivery Managers take time to really quantify and understand the impact of rising 

return rates on overall velocity.  We define a “return” as any ticket that is returned to the 

development team following review by QA or UAT (for whatever reason).  

Returned tickets need reworking and therefore cause friction and inefficiency.  Indeed, it 

is not uncommon for large Agile projects to incur many hundreds of “lost” workdays in time taken 

reworking returns from QA. [Note: high return rates may be symptomatic of the brightest engineers 

working on the most complex of coding issues, but it can also be indicative of problems within a 

development team – e.g. contractors who are unfamiliar with the code base.]   

 

Example Return Rate and Rework Effort tracking – Plandek 

 

 
 

Plandek’s research has shown a clearly observable 80:20 rule – with on average 80% of returns 

accounted for by c20% of engineers.  These data need to be reviewed judiciously and in context of 

the teams and projects in question.  However, on deeper analysis it is often true that the data 

reveals engineers who may be new to the team or code base, who would benefit greatly from 

mentoring and collaboration with peers.   

 

Example Return Rate Analysis by Individual – Plandek 

 
 

Delivery Managers should be continually aware therefore of return rates within and 

between teams.  The analysis at individual level identifies those engineers that would benefit 

from support from their colleagues.  Active Team Leaders can then ensure that they receive the 

support needed through better team collaboration (see section 6). 
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5. Proportion of time spent/efficiency of bug fixing and re-working returns 

from QA   

 

This category of metrics is directly correlated to Category 4 above (Quality).  It is common sense 

that the more time spent “fixing stuff”, will mean less time available to write new features and 

progress the project.  Hence it is a vitally important set of metrics to track.  They will vary over time 

and between team - and directly impact project velocity.    

 

The two key groups of metrics in this category relate to: 

• time spent bug fixing; 

• time spent reworking tickets returned from QA during the sprint. 

 

If teams use a time tracker, it is easy to see the proportion of time expended bug fixing.  Even 

without the use of a time tracker, it can be calculated by analysing bug fix cycle times. Plandek 

analyses this metric using both methodologies.   

 

It is not uncommon for the proportion of time spent fixing bugs to vary wildly across teams within 

the same project.  There may be good reasons for this, but there may not be, so the measure needs 

tracking closely over time and between teams.   

 

As with the process of writing new features, the efficiency of the bug fixing process also needs 

tracking over time and between team.  Cycle time analysis charts show the various stages within the 

bug-fixing cycle and where the bottlenecks may lie.   

 

The metric that is most consistently ignored (as it is hard to surface), is the time spent 

reworking tickets.  This is a key source of friction within projects and is often a very significant 

determinant of project timing.  Rework time should be tracked continuously across all 

teams by Delivery Managers.  

 

Example breakdown of time spent reworking returns from QA 
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6. Teamwork and the ability to collaborate effectively 

 

Our research shows this to be a vital driver of team (and hence project) productivity that is very 

rarely measured in any meaningful way.  Good teams naturally work very closely together, 

supporting those members of the team who need help to improve their productivity (e.g. team 

members unfamiliar with the code base/technology/project).  However, in many teams, teamwork 

does not operate as effectively as it could.  The three most common reasons are: 

 

• unstable teams, with higher team member turnover, 

• inexperienced and introverted Team Leaders  

• teams under pressure with a lack of perceived time to help others. 

For these reasons, we believe that the consistent and objective measurement of teamwork is vital.  

It is particularly true in the light of the fact that empirical evidence shows that 80% of returns 

from QA are likely to be created by c20% of engineers.  These c20% of engineers should 

be mentored and assisted in a structured and consistent way.   

Indeed, our research has shown that very often the appraisal and development of engineers tends to 

be informal, inconsistent and often ineffective, as a result of: 

• a lack of ability to consistently measure certain important team behaviours 

• a lack of meaningful HR processes (often unlike other departments within the same 

company) 

• inexperienced Team Leaders, who may have been promoted into the role with limited 

people management experience, skills and training. 

 

Example team work review – Plandek  

 

 
 

Teamwork should be measured consistently across time and team, as in the short term it can 

directly impact quality and return rates, and in the longer term clearly impacts team durability and 

success.  Key teamwork metrics that we consistently review include… 

 

1. Comments in pull requests – to see who within teams are providing feedback in peer 

reviews and to encourage senior members of the team to get more involved if necessary 

 

2. Collaborative lines – tracked by individual and over time, to see how often the same code 

area is worked on by multiple people, which has been shown to be healthy to maintain code 

quality, to share code knowledge within teams and to reduce risk 
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3. Helping out and Pair Programming - these are two metrics unique to Plandek and are 

the only metrics in the entire platform that require any effort from the engineers.  A short 

comment in Jira is all that is need to register “I helped John” and “John was helped by me”.  

Similarly pairing on a particular task shows a different side of the contributions that an 

individual makes to the team and project and is also tracked via a short comment in Jira. 

 

The quantitative measurement of team work is very rare in development environments and is almost 

always ignored by Delivery Managers.  We believe it is something that should be regularly 

measured and reviewed by all Delivery Managers – as effective teamwork drives 

improvement in almost all of the other metrics considered in this paper.   

 

 Summary and Conclusion 

The more clients we work with, the more convinced we are that Agile environments 

(particularly at scale, with all the complexity that scale involves) lack transparency for busy 

Delivery Managers.   

Too often, any real understanding of productivity within teams is not possible.  Either Jira 

is not configured in such a way to allow sensible analysis, or the data within Jira is not meaningful, 

due to poor process adherence.  This gives Delivery Managers a real challenge. 

However, even in environments where data quality within teams is good, we believe 

that Delivery Managers do not always track and manage the levers that really 

determine team productivity and hence project predictability.     

In our view, the promised benefits are there to be realised, if the “Big Six” levers of productivity and 

predictability are strongly and consistently managed at team and sprint level.  Plandek is designed to 

solve this problem and allow easy tracking and review across multiple projects, teams and sprints, so 

that the Big Six are consistently managed and reviewed from Team Leaders to Delivery 

Managers and up to the CTO. 

The Big Six Delivery Manager Blind Spots 

Big Six Blind 

Spots 

Key metrics that DM’s lack Impact of the Blind Spot 

 
Workflow 

management tool 

(Jira) misuse 

Speeding tickets (%) Impossible to understand team 

workflows/bottlenecks/productivity as 

Jira statuses become meaningless 

Sprint disciplines and 

estimation accuracy 

Sprint target completion (%) 

Work done outside sprint (%) 

Overdues analysis by status 

Key determinant of project 

predictability not well tracked and 

understood at team level 

Time spent and 

efficiency of work on 

new features  

% time spent on new features 

Cycle time trend analysis 

No real understanding of efficiency of 

time spent building new features (a key 

determinant of project outcome)  

QA failure (return) 

rate 

Return rate by individual (%) Inability to see 80:20 rule – which 20% 

of engineers cause 80% of 

returns/rework 

Time spent and 

efficiency of work 

fixing stuff (Upkeep) 

Time spent bug fixing (%/ workdays) 

Time spent reworking returns from 

QA (workdays) 

Concept of “rework” rarely understood 

or measured. No real understanding of 

a major source of team inefficiency and 

project delay 

Teamwork Helping out (events by individual) 

Pair programming 

Comments in pull requests 

 

Inability to formally incentivise 

engineers to support those in the team 

who would benefit from help and 

thereby drive productivity 
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The empirical evidence shows that if the Big Six are managed in this way, productivity should 

immediately improve; and early mitigation of the early-warning signs will greatly reduce the 

likelihood of a project becoming a “problem project”. 

 

Introduction to Plandek 

Plandek is a fast growing and well-funded SaaS business based in London founded in 2016 by two 

experienced entrepreneurs, Dan Lee and Charlie Ponsonby. 

Plandek (www.plandek.com) has developed an analytics tool and methodology to help large IT teams 

deliver Agile technology projects more productively and predictably.  Plandek works closely with IT 

leadership faced with the challenge of managing complex Agile IT teams and delivering against the 

ever-increasing expectations of the business.   

Plandek works by mining data sitting within commonly used tools (e.g. Jira/code repos/time trackers 

etc), to identify hidden bottlenecks and early-warning signs of problem projects.  As such, it tracks 

six key areas that empirical analysis has shown directly impact Agile project productivity and 

predictability, in order to increase Agile teams’ efficiency by 15-20%.   

 

Plandek is a practical management tool that is used at all levels within the IT team (team leader to 

CTO) to: 

• manage project delivery more efficiently (the day job); and  

• help drive and measure progress in clients’ ongoing Agile continuous improvement 

programmes (the longer-term challenge).  

 

Plandek is working with among others: Reed Elsevier, News Corp, Worldpay, Dixons Carphone, 

Secret Escapes, Sky, EE, TalkTalk and Sky Bet. 

If this Quick Reference White Paper has been helpful, feel free to contact the authors at 

cponsonby@plandek.com or nadia.tosheva@plandek.com, or the broader Plandek team via 

www.plandek.com.  
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