
Being agile in construction

Thorben Müller, Jörn Hendrik Ast
Global LeSS Conference Madrid
27th September 2024

The agile construction working model inspired by LeSS



Thorben Müller/ Jörn Hendrik Ast Being agile in construction - global LeSS Conference 27.09.2024 01

Being agile in construction

10:45

10:55

11:10

11:20

11:30

Intro
Towards the agile construction working model
The challenges
Demo
Q&A

10:55

11:10

11:20

11:30

11:45

-

-

-

-

-



Thorben Müller/ Jörn Hendrik Ast Being agile in construction - global LeSS Conference 27.09.2024 02
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About 50Hertz Transmission

We operate the electricity transmission system in the
east and north of Germany, and are expanding it to meet
the requirements of the energy transition. We are leaders 
in integrating renewable energy sources (RE) – by 2032 
we aim to move our grid towards 100 per cent RE, 
calculated over the course of a year.

1.800
employees

 2023 investment 
volume: €1.686bn

10,658 km
circuit length

18 million consumers 
in grid area

(served via TSO)

One of four transmission system operators (TSO) in Germany
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About the SuedOstLink
Due to the energy transition, increasing amounts of wind power are 
being produced in the windy north of the country, while nuclear 
power plants in the south are gradually being taken off the grid.
The SuedOstLink will transport electricity from the northeast to the 
south of Germany using high-​voltage direct current (HVDC) 
transmission.
The SuedOstLink is around 540km long. 50Hertz is the project 
owner for the northern part

4 Delivery Teams
1 PMO Level

+40 Team Members

3 external planning 
partners

3 construction 
teams

Part of larger 
Programm (+4,5bn€) 

and Portfolio 
Organisation (+10bn€)

Project volume: 
3.0bn €

One of the largest infrastructure projects in Germany: the SuedOstLink

My project Civil & Lines is responsible for delivery the electrical 
infrastructure on "the line" with these specs:
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About the SuedOstLink
The scale from 50Hertz planning to the construction ground:

Thorben Müller/ Jörn Hendrik Ast Being agile in construction - global LeSS Conference 27.09.2024 05



Thorben Müller/ Jörn Hendrik Ast Being agile in construction - global LeSS Conference 27.09.2024 06

Towards the agile 
construction working 

model



Thorben Müller/ Jörn Hendrik Ast Being agile in construction - global LeSS Conference 27.09.2024 07

Why agile?

Section A1 Section A2 Section B

Because of the size, timeline and nature of tasks

Cable System Delivery
Teams in production, 

engineering and logistics

Project Management 
Teams in civil and cable 

engineering

Complexity and Scale of the Project:
Collaboration with over 200 team members, 
multiple partners in a pioneer project never done 
before
Parallelization of interdependent tasks such as 
permitting, tendering, execution planning

Tight Timeline for Establishing Collaboration:
Only 1.5 years to bring together all partners and 
finalize the product
Quick rebuild of effective working relationships to 
overcome existing collaboration barriers.

Nature of the Tasks:
Engineering of technical projects requires iterative 
adoption based on new information.
In practice, the teams had to start and adapt as 
they progressed, making quick refinements through 
feedback from various reviews
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Agile Journey

September 
2022

November 
2022

January
2023

March
2023

May
2023

December
2023 to date

Agile Workshop Practice-​Sprint Kick Off Analysis Model Development Sprint Kick Off  Review

Exploring agile 
boundaries and 
values together 

with NKT

2 x 2-​week sprints 
with three teams 

with all Scrum 
Events

Decision to go 
agile. Start of 
evaluation at 
strategic level

Development of 
the Agile 

Construction 
Working Model

Initial planning 
with the POs of 
all four delivery 

teams

Reasults after 7 sprints: increased 
transparency, improved 

collaboration and clear goals, 
teams have grown together and 
silos have been broken down.

Methods:
Lego Serious Play, 

Agile Principles

Method:
Scrum

Methods:
Scrum, LeSS,
Flight Level

Methods:
Scrum, LeSS,
Flight Level

Methods: LeSS 
(Multiteam Plannings, 

Multiteam Refinements 
and Sprint Reviews)

From one Workshop to Large-​Scale Scrum Implementation:

Methods: LeSS 
(Multiteam Plannings, 

Multiteam Refinements 
and Sprint Reviews)
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Constructing a working model

Values: We began with workshops and realized, the five core values 
of Scrum are best. Later we implemented LeSS principles like 
Systems Thinking and Lean Thinking.
Roles: We introduced roles focusing on Product Owners, Agile 
Masters, and Experts. Carefully tailored to fit the construction 
context. Later additional roles helped to bridge Agile Boundaries: 
Scouts, Buddies and Community Membership
Artifacts: We integrated the one Product Backlog logic, individual 
sprint backlogs, and did our best to define product increments. We 
faced translation challenges but achieved sprinting towards 
common project goals.
Events: The key events that brought clarity and feedback were our 
Multiteam Sprint Plannings, Multiteam Refinements and Sprint 
Reviews. We made sure to invite stakeholders, management and 
clients to Refinements and Reviews.
Workflows: We created flexible guidelines rather than strict 
definitions. Influenced by both LeSS principles and Scrum, we 
focused on how teams and partners interact. Following “individuals 
and interactions over processes and tools” allowed for a level of 
adaptability that was suitable for the ever-​changing nature of 
construction projects.

1.

2.

3.

4.

5.

Agile 
Construction 

Arbeitsmodell

5. Workflows

1. Values

2. Roles

3. Artefacts4. Events

From one Workshop to a Large-​Scale Scrum Implementation
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System Modelling in
Overall Retrospectives

#Ansprechpartner 
aus anderen 
Abschnitten

#Kommunikations-​
kanäle (Teams, E-​

Mail, etc.)

#Meetings

% von Personen aus
meinem Abschnitt 
in einem Meeting

Regeln zur aktiven 
Wissensweitergabe
(z.B. Datenhygiene)

% festgelegte 
Zeiten zur 

Wissensweitergabe

Reduzierung von
Doppelarbeit

Effizienz

Wissenstransfer

Fokus auf das
Produktziel

Strategie für eine einheitliche 
Kommunikation im 

Unternehmen
(Benennung von Ordnern, 

etc.)

# informeller 
Wissensaustausch 
beim Mittag etc.

Vorbereitung
von Meetings
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LeSS Practicioner Trainings 
with teams and partners
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the
challenges
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From Tradition to Agility

The integration was challenging because 
introducing agile methods clashed with 
non-​agile areas operating traditionally.
Synchronizing agile and non-​agile teams 
required extensive communication.
Agile a perceived black box for 
management

We faced several challenges:

Agile Boundaries
A fully defined scope and contracts have 
shaped the culture in construction and 
infrastructure for decades.
The introduction of collaborative working 
methods was tough because culture is 
difficult to "unlearn".

Industry Culture

The size of the teams and number of 
partners required scaled structures from 
the very beginning.
We had to adapt the working model on the 
fly, making changes as we progressed, 
rather than having a fully developed 
working model from the start.

Rapid Scaling  needed
A contract-​focused culture conflicted 
with the agile need for flexibility and 
adaptation.
Shifting to collaborative methods 
required trust between all parties 
because existing contracts did not 
provide regulation for a agile working 
environment

Respect the contracts and build trust
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Scouts: The task of a scout is to help shape and communicate 
standards for various disciplines with the working levels of the 
programme.
Buddies: A buddy is the link between the delivery team and the 
scouts. They are responsible for the flow of information on both sides 
so that the necessary PMO disciplines are dealt with.
Communities: to help foster cross-​functional learning and encourage 
collaboration across boundaries, helping break down silos that are 
common in matrix organizations.

A Hack to bridge Agile Boundaries
Roles that inspire exchange in a Matrix Organization

Delivery Team Produktion

Scheduling

Risk Management

Contract Management

Document Management

Technical Topics

Quality Management

Budget Management

Delivery Team Produktion
Delivery Team Produktion Delivery Team Produktion Delivery Team Produktion

Delivery Team A1 Delivery Team A2 Delivery Team B

---

---

---

---

---

---

----

---

---

---

---

---

---

---

----

---

---

---

---

----

----

---

---

---

---

---

---

---
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"Engineers are just keen to do things!"
rather than just working theoretically engineers are keen to 
develop prototypes and try things out.
Even difficult feedback and repeated losses of sprint goals 
couldn't stop the teams.

Core principals of engineering
At the core of engineering is learning iteratively on the 
process and constantly improving.
Instead of wanting to plan everything perfectly, the decision 
was made to test the model in practice and then adapt it 
based on experience.

Curiosity led to a pull effect
Other teams joined our Refinements and Reviews to learn
We implemented a weekly Agile Open Hours for everyone to 
join that was highly frequented.

Rapid Scaling
Engineers are curious by design
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(1) Large-﻿Scale Scrum is Scrum
Challenge: scaling scrum while keeping its core 
principles intact across four teams and multiple external 
partners.
Learning: practice sprints were crucial to understand 
scrum and later the CLP was key for a strong foundation.

(3) Transparency
Challenge: building trust across teams and partners 
allowing for informed decisions.
Learning: The multiteam events ensured that all teams 
and partners were able to see the real state of the 
product

(9) Lean Thinking
Challenge: Avoiding waste—​whether in terms of 
resources or unnecessary meetings
Learning: Lean thinking helped us to implement effective 
events for the construction ground.

Learnings from LeSS Principles
(1) Large-﻿Scale S﻿crum is Scrum (3) Transparency (9) Lean Thinking
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Demo
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Arbeitsmodell Projekt Tiefbau/Leitungen@SOL
Miro

Sprint Review Projekt Tiefbau/Leitungen@SOL
Miro

Product Backlog Refinement (Multiteam)
Miro



please use frames 
from the live demo of 
Thorben so that this 
slide is not readible...

make sure that this 
part is not readible/ 
too small to read 

Don't use 
this slide
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Feedback and Achievements
What our partners saying about being agile in construction:

Section A1 Section A2 Section B

Cable System Delivery
Teams in production, 

engineering and logistics

Project Management 
Teams in civil and cable 

engineering

"The sprint reviews should be 
emphasized: they have an immensely 

positive effect, I think it's perfect and I 
think it's great that it's so transparent 

and that we're involved!"
Michael Richter, ilf

"In the beginning, I thought that we 
have 3 years of work in front of us. 
That we managed﻿ that workload in 
1,5 years is heavily due to the agile 

collaboration we build"
Georg Breitsprecher, CDM Smith

"The integration into the 
planning process of your teams 

is a﻿ real improvement!"
Patrick Komischke, NKT

"Collaboration has improved 
significantly. And Teamhood 
(Task Management Tool) helps 
us a lot to understand what the 
current status of the work is!" 
Giulia Cristofari, CDM Smith

""There is a noti﻿ceable 
improvement in cooperation!""

Fabian Meisenbacher, NKT
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A huge thank you to our teams
Without them, this would not have been possible!
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Connect with us

Project Lead Civil & Lines 
50 Hertz Transmission GmbH

Initiator and servant leader of the 
agile construction working 

model. Budget owner for 
construction of linear assets

👋
Thorben Müller Jörn Hendrik Ast

Entrepreneur, Author, Podcaster  
and Organisational Designer
New Work Heroes GmbH

Architect and Agile Coach of the 
agile construction working model

read the blogpost:
newworkhero.es/en/agile-​construction-​working-​model

https://newworkhero.es/en/agile-construction-working-model/

