
10 Vicious Circles at Work
Detecting and Breaking Them Up

Artur Margonari



SOFTWARE 
HOUSE

BREWERY

Payroll

Contact Model
(internal comm.)

Portfolio 

Procurement

IT

Help-desk

HR
(Recruitment) 

PHARMACEUTIC

BANKING

PRINTING 
BUSINESS

IT

HR
(Rewards) 

Marketing

Sales

CRM

IT

IT

IT

Help-desk

Cleaning 
printer machines

INSURANCE

GAMING

IT

IT



“A sequence of reciprocal cause and effect 
in which two or more elements intensify 
and aggravate each other, leading 
inexorably to a worsening of the situation.”

- Oxford Reference

VICIOUS CIRCLE
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Abbreviations and 
acronyms

o “What does it mean?” (even if you know it)

o Awareness: Psychological Safety

o Not using it yourself (be clear, not clever)

o Creating a glossary

Consider: 





Superheros
(SM, team member, boss)

o Finding the root causes 

o Creating a Skills Matrix

o Creating a Wiki

o Try not to be the superhero

Consider: 

Why?

Why?

Define the problem

Why?

Why?

Why?

Ishikawa / Fishbone

A3 problem solving

PDCA

Skills Matrix

5 Whys





Taskboard
x 

meetings

o Finding the root causes

o Keeping it simple / easy to use

o Agreeing on constraints

o Experimenting

o It’s their board, not yours!

Consider:





High team turnover

o Finding the root causes (yep!)

o Working on team engagement/NPS

o Visualizing the impact of high turn over

o Creating and using skills matrix

o Forgetting about the “1 month handover”

Consider:





Technical debt

o Finding the root causes :)

o Visualizing the impact of technical debt

o Dedicating X% of the Sprint for refactoring

o Creating coding conventions

o Automating tests and processes

o Scouts rule

Consider:





Conflict-resolution debt

o Finding the root causes! :D 

o Introducing: 

• Radical Candor (Kim Scott)
• The Responsibility Process (Chris Avery)
• Non-Violent Communication (Marshal B.)
• Impact feedback (fact + how you felt)

o Starting small

o Creating/updating team agreements

Consider: (I pay you a beer if you guess the 1st step)





No WIP limit

o Finding root causes (surprise!)

o Visualizing the impact of high WIP

o Aligning with PO / leadership / stakeholders

o New motto: “Finish more, Start less”

Or “Stop starting, Start finishing”

Consider:

Context switch/
waste





No time for 
improvement

o Finding the root causes (surprise!)

o Visualizing: with and without improvement

o Getting leadership support (dedicated time)

o Trying small + success cases (numbers!)

o Don’t let the risk of bankruptcy to be the 
reason to improve/innovate.

Consider:





Toxic behaviours

o Separating the behavior from the person

o Rooooooooot causes! Listen to understand

o Possible reasons: 

• Personal issues
• WHY of Agile not clear
• HR not involved (bonus/career path)

o Adjusting Team Agreements (Big NO GO)

o Having hard conversations

o Moving a person? Make reasons very clear!

Consider:
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Fake Agile

o Find the root causes

o Involving business/leadership/HR

o Translating it into “pocket-pain”

o Value Stream Mapping

o User Story Mapping

o Creating success cases

Consider:







Have a good time and 
learn new things

Meet great 
new people

Recommend each other 
to new conferences & endeavours 

Meet more great 
new people

Now, enjoy a positive self-reinforcing loop! :)
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