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Introduction 

What This Field Guide Is 

This is an operational toolkit, not a strategy document. The strategy lives in the playbook. This 
guide is what you reach for when the strategy meets the messy reality of a real team, a real 
sprint, and real people who are uncertain, resistant, or struggling to adapt. 

It is organized chronologically by transformation phase — Phase 1 through Phase 3 — and 
closes with a standalone Break-Glass Toolkit you can use situationally, regardless of where your 
team is in the journey. Each phase guide follows a consistent structure: a grounding section on 
what to expect, an operational checklist, a break-glass protocol for when things go wrong, and a 
conversational playbook with scripted language for the hardest conversations. 



Use it linearly if you are running a phased rollout. Use it as a reference if you are 
mid-transformation and something has broken. 

Who This Is For 

This guide was written primarily for delivery leads and engineering managers. You are the layer 
where organizational strategy either becomes real or dies quietly. You are the one running 
standups while also managing the anxiety of a senior engineer who feels their identity 
threatened. You are the one expected to hit delivery commitments while simultaneously asking 
your team to change how they work. 

This guide is designed for that reality. 

If you are a CTO or VP of Engineering, this document shows you what you are asking your 
managers to execute. Read it before you set expectations about transformation timelines. 

How the Phases Connect 

The three phases are sequential and dependent. You cannot successfully execute Phase 2 
without the behavioral foundation Phase 1 builds. You cannot successfully execute Phase 3 
without the workflow stability Phase 2 establishes. 

Phase Name Core Objective 

Phase 1 Driving True Adoption Break friction. Build the daily tool habit. 

Phase 2 Workflow Integration Change how work flows, not just how fast. 

Phase 3 Operating Model Shift Restructure the team and your own role around the 
new reality. 

Each phase has explicit exit criteria. Do not advance until those criteria are met. Premature 
phase advancement is the most common failure mode in phased transformations, it feels like 
momentum and functions like skipping a floor on a staircase. 

 

Phase 1 Field Guide: Driving True Adoption 

Phase 1 Anchor 

Strategic Intent: Leadership has launched the transformation. The necessary 
enterprise API gateways are secured, data classification tiers are defined, and 



basic tool sets are active. Your objective in Phase 1 is strictly baseline adoption. 
You are not driving engineering excellence or workflow speed yet; your goal is 
breaking friction and establishing a daily tool habit. 

 

1. Reality Check: The Resistance Spectrum 

During the early weeks of rollout, you will face immediate psychological inertia. Do not assume 
that because leadership bought the licenses, your engineers will eagerly use them. Resistance 
manifests along a spectrum, split by seniority lines: 

Senior Engineers - Craft Threat Bias. They see AI-generated code as a personal threat to 
their craft and technical identity. They will nitpick minor flaws in AI output to justify completely 
manual rewrites. The underlying fear is not that the tool is bad; it is that if the tool is good, their 
value becomes unclear. 

Mid-Level Engineers - The Squeeze. They feel the floor rising. They worry that if the AI can 
quickly produce the functional code they usually build, their path to advancement is cut off. This 
group is often the quietest about their anxiety and the most at risk of silent disengagement. 
Watch for a specific pattern here: the engineer who adopts the tools without adapting their role, 
they use AI to do the same job slightly faster, but haven't rethought what their job is. That is a 
Phase 1 success metric and a Phase 2 failure waiting to happen. The coaching conversation for 
this group is about what the role becomes, not just how the tools help. 

Junior Engineers - The Performative Trap. They are eager to please but struggle with skill 
gaps. They will over-rely on tools, blindly copying and pasting output without evaluating it, just to 
hit daily usage metrics. They look like the most compliant group and are often the most fragile. 

Your success metric in Phase 1 is Daily Active Usage (DAU), not lines of code or feature 
velocity. You are building an open, non-punitive laboratory environment. Velocity will fluctuate. 
That is expected and acceptable. 

 

2. Operational Checklist: Building the Daily Habit 

To bypass performative compliance and build a long-term behavioral baseline, focus on these 
early manager touchpoints: 

●​ [ ] Standardize Team Prompts. Establish a lightweight, shared repository of prompt 
templates for your squad's primary language and framework. The goal is to reduce 
individual experimentation paralysis. Engineers should not have to figure out how to talk 
to the tool from scratch every time.​
 



●​ [ ] Isolate Low-Risk Focus Areas. Direct the team to target AI usage exclusively on 
low-risk categories: boilerplate generation, test suite scaffolding, and basic unit testing. 
Keep them away from core legacy systems and anything with complex downstream 
dependencies.​
 

●​ [ ] Create a Safe Failure Space. Formally state to your squad that pre-transformation 
velocity expectations are frozen for this phase. They need explicit permission to slow 
down, experiment, and fail without consequence.​
 

●​ [ ] Audit Daily Open Rates. Track who is opening the tools versus who is actively 
engaging with them. Address gaps in 1-on-1s immediately. The gap usually points to 
unstated technical anxiety or a configuration blocker, not attitude.​
 

 

3. Break-Glass Protocol: When Documentation Quality Freezes AI Value 

The Symptom: Engineers report that the AI is useless for your specific codebase. They show 
you output that looks plausible on the surface but completely ignores your existing internal 
databases, service dependencies, or architectural patterns, forcing them to rewrite everything 
manually. 

The Root Cause: Your internal engineering wikis, READMEs, and API descriptions are written 
as human narrative prose. The AI's retrieval layer cannot accurately parse boundaries or 
constraints from long paragraphs, resulting in thin, generic output that misses the specifics of 
your system. 

Context Remediation Protocol 

Do not halt the transformation to launch a multi-month documentation project. Instead, deploy 
the Document Forward Framework immediately on all currently active tickets: 

1. Enforce Intent and Scope Blocks. Every new documentation change or ticket spec must 
open with a single, precise paragraph stating exactly what the component does, its boundaries, 
and its direct dependencies. This acts as the retrieval anchor, it determines whether the right 
document gets matched to the right query. 

2. State Explicit Negative Constraints. Dedicate a distinct section in tasks and specs titled 
"Hard Constraints: What NOT to do." For example: "System X cannot be modified. Performance 
budget is under 200ms. Do not use deprecated Pattern Y." Humans infer constraints from 
experience. AI has no experience and requires hard boundaries stated directly. 

3. Swap Prose for Structure. Stop describing data layouts in sentences. Require engineers to 
express configuration data, interface shapes, and API contracts in formal JSON schemas, 



TypeScript interfaces, or protobuf definitions. AI parses structured formats with high accuracy 
and frequently misinterprets text descriptions of the same structures. Practical shortcut: For 
existing legacy documentation written as prose, use the AI tool itself to convert it. Paste the 
narrative description into the tool and ask it to produce a typed interface or JSON schema from 
it. The tool's own struggle to parse the prose accurately will surface the ambiguities that need 
resolving, and the output becomes the structured format you needed. Let the tool fix the context 
deficit it is struggling with. 

 

4. Manager's Conversational Playbook: Defusing the Craft Threat Anxiety 

Your most critical conversations in Phase 1 will be with senior developers who feel their 
hard-earned craft is being minimized. If you dismiss their anxiety with generic corporate 
enthusiasm, you will trigger passive resistance or silent tool abandonment. 

Scripting the Interaction 

Run this framing during 1-on-1 check-ins with senior skeptics: 

The Setup: "I want to talk about how your day-to-day role is changing with this tool 
rollout. I've noticed you aren't engaging with the code generation options much, and 
I want to make sure I'm supporting your transition." 

Reframing the Value Proposition: "Your value to this organization has never been 
about how fast your fingers can hit keys to produce syntax. We hire and reward you 
for your engineering judgment, your architectural literacy, your understanding of 
risk, your ability to design systems that hold up. The AI is commoditizing the typing. 
Your job is to be the director and the ultimate judge of what gets built." 

If the senior engineer says... Your coaching response... 

"The code this thing writes is 
messy and sub-optimal. I can 
write a cleaner loop in five 
minutes myself." 

"Then your judgment is exactly the safeguard we need. I 
don't want you typing the boilerplate. I want you analyzing 
AI output like a senior system reviewer — spotting the 
leaky abstractions, the security edge cases, the tight 
coupling it missed. Your craft isn't typing anymore. It's 
system integrity." 



"If anyone can just prompt a 
feature into existence, why 
does this team need senior 
engineers long term?" 

"Because prompting a feature into existence and knowing 
whether that feature is sound are completely different 
skills. AI can generate the code. It cannot decide what the 
right abstraction is, or spot where a design will fail under 
load, or make the call on what risk is acceptable to ship. 
That is your job. That job is not going away — it is 
becoming the whole job." 

 

5. Phase 1 Exit Criteria 

You are operationally ready to advance to Phase 2 only when you can document the following 
signals: 

Habit is Established. Daily Active Usage across your engineering group has exceeded 80% 
consistently for two consecutive sprints. Usage is a daily habit, not a sporadic compliance event. 

Tool Bounds are Articulated. During standups, team members can naturally describe when 
the tool accelerates them (test scaffolding, boilerplate) versus when it fails (complex legacy 
integrations, novel architectural problems). This articulation indicates internalized judgment, not 
just usage. 

Context Quality is Improving. Forward-looking technical tasks consistently use intent blocks 
and machine-readable specifications rather than unstructured prose. 

If your team is gaming the metrics, opening the tool window without running meaningful 
prompts, remain in Phase 1. Do not advance. The Phase 2 workflow changes will amplify 
whatever weaknesses exist in Phase 1 adoption. 

 

Phase 2 Field Guide: Navigating the Workflow Integration 
Phase 

Phase 2 Anchor 

Strategic Intent: Leadership has approved the transition to Phase 2. Your 
foundational tools are active, and baseline skills are established. Now, your 
objective is to shift how work flows. You are moving your team from simply using 
tools faster to fundamentally changing their day-to-day delivery processes. 

 



None

1. Reality Check: What to Expect (The Transition Dip) 

As you implement new scoping, estimation, and governance practices, prepare for an 
immediate, temporary drop in performance. This is the Transition Dip. 

Velocity / Focus 
  │ 
  ├───┐ 
  │   │             /─ Acceleration (Phase 3 Baseline) 
  │   └─┐         / 
  │     └───┐   / 
  │         └─/  <── The Transition Dip (Where you are now) 
  └────────────────────────────── Time 

Do not panic-measure or interpret this drop as a failure of the tools. Teams are managing 
process changes while learning what AI can and cannot reliably accelerate. Velocity will 
fluctuate and estimation patterns will destabilize. Your primary role this phase is stability, 
process guardrails, and managing expectations upward. 

 

2. Operational Checklist: Recalibrating Estimates and Scope 

Traditional estimation based on human implementation speed is no longer accurate. Routine 
boilerplate tasks collapse from days to hours, but highly contextual or novel problem-solving 
does not compress the same way. Your planning process needs to account for this unevenness. 

●​ [ ] Recalibrate Weekly. Track actual time-to-complete against sprint commitments. Do 
not punish missed estimates. Treat them as diagnostic data that builds a new baseline 
over time.​
 

●​ [ ] Enforce Small Increments. Reject large, monolithic tickets. Scope work into smaller, 
incremental deliverables so the AI has tighter, cleaner context to work against. Vague 
scope produces vague output.​
 

●​ [ ] Audit "Ready for Dev" Criteria. A ticket should only enter active status if acceptance 
criteria and context are explicit and machine-consumable. Vague product requirements 
yield useless AI-generated code, which then requires extensive rework that erases the 
time savings.​
 

 



3. Break-Glass Protocol: When Code Churn Spikes 

The Symptom: Sprint velocity charts look strong, tickets are closing, and code volume is 
climbing. However, your actual delivery of durable features is flat, and source control reveals 
that a significant percentage of recently committed code is being rewritten or deleted within 72 
hours. 

The Root Cause: Your team has fallen into a Generate-and-Rewrite Loop. Engineers are 
executing augmented typing without judgment, accepting large blocks of AI-generated output, 
discovering it fails under edge cases or breaks architecture, and overwriting it repeatedly rather 
than stepping back to evaluate the system before committing. 

Diagnostic and Escalation Matrix 

If the team says... The underlying issue is... Your immediate action... 

"The AI is just giving me 
broken code today. I've 
had to prompt it five 
times to fix this block." 

Thin context and poor 
inputs. The upstream 
specification lacks the 
necessary boundaries, 
interfaces, or constraints for 
the AI to produce accurate 
output. 

Pause coding. Instruct the 
engineer to stop prompting. Spend 
30 minutes explicitly detailing the 
data structures and hard 
boundaries in the ticket before 
re-engaging the tool. 

"It compiled perfectly on 
my machine, so I 
committed it. I didn't 
realize it broke the 
adjacent service 
integration." 

Low review rigor. The 
engineer is treating 
compilation as correctness 
and failing to evaluate the 
generated architecture before 
merging. 

Enforce the Explain-Back 
Review Protocol. Shift the team's 
definition of done from 
implementation speed to 
architectural validation. 

 

4. Manager's Conversational Playbook: The Explain-Back Review 

AI-generated code frequently introduces subtle vulnerabilities, insecure defaults, and flawed 
abstractions that pass automated syntax checks but compromise the system long-term. 
Reviewers can no longer assume that because an engineer submitted a pull request, they 
thoroughly understand what is in it. 

When you suspect an engineer has submitted an uncritical AI dump, run the Explain-Back 
Review Protocol. 

Scripting the Interaction 

This is a standard engineering control mechanism, not a punitive investigation. Use this framing 
during PR reviews or standups: 



The Setup: "Thanks for getting this first pass up quickly. Since we're shifting focus 
from pure coding to architectural oversight, let's walk through this specific 
implementation block together." 

Testing Comprehension: "This pattern handles the asynchronous loop differently 
than our legacy components. Walk me through the specific architectural trade-offs, 
edge cases, and memory implications you weighed when accepting this 
generation." 

If the engineer responds... Your coaching response... 

Comprehensive explanation — they 
break down the logic, the edge cases, 
and why they directed the AI down this 
specific path. 

Acknowledge it explicitly. This is the behavior you 
are reinforcing. "That's exactly the kind of review 
rigor we need. This is what architectural ownership 
looks like in the new model." 

Deflective or uncertain — "I'm not 
completely sure about that specific 
block, but the AI generated it this way 
and it passes the baseline unit tests." 

Do not approve the PR. "I need you to understand 
this block before it merges, not because I'm 
questioning your intent, but because you'll be the 
one debugging it at 2am if something goes wrong. 
Take another hour with it and come back." 

 

5. Phase 2 Exit Criteria 

You are ready to advance to Phase 3 only when you observe these specific signals: 

Workflows Have Stabilized. The team operates within the AI-augmented development 
framework naturally, without constant oversight or reverting to manual processes under deadline 
pressure. 

Governance Compliance is Frictionless. Explain-back reviews and quality gates run 
consistently without causing deployment blockages. 

Estimation Baseline Re-established. Sprint actuals align predictably with commitments 
because the team understands where AI accelerates and where it does not. 

Quality Metrics Are Stable. Defect rates are flat or improving against your pre-transformation 
baseline. 

If your data indicates performative compliance, engineers opening tools to satisfy a usage 
metric rather than to drive output, you are not ready to advance. Stabilize the workflow here 
before introducing the organizational restructuring that Phase 3 requires. 

 



Phase 3 Field Guide: The Operating Model Shift 

Phase 3 Anchor 

Strategic Intent: Your workflows have stabilized. Governance is running without 
constant intervention. The team has internalized the AI-augmented development 
loop. Now the organization changes shape around it. What that shape looks like 
depends on a strategic decision that should have been made before the 
transformation began: where does leadership intend to reinvest the productivity 
gains? 

Two paths are common. Some organizations reinvest gains into structural 
compression — smaller, higher-leverage squads, expanded manager scope, a 
portfolio management model. Others reinvest into larger ambitions — accelerating 
the roadmap, expanding into new product areas, or pursuing work that was 
previously out of reach — while maintaining similar team structures. Both are 
legitimate outcomes. Neither is universal. 

Phase 3 looks different depending on which path your organization has chosen. 
The workflow and quality practices from Phase 2 apply regardless. The structural 
and role changes in this guide apply most directly if your organization is moving 
toward a portfolio-management operating model. If your organization is reinvesting 
into expanded scope with similar structures, focus on the skill development, 
reskilling, and governance sections and adapt the structural guidance to your 
context. 

 

1. Reality Check: The Portfolio Manager Transition 

This section applies if your organization is moving toward a portfolio-management operating 
model: fewer, higher-leverage squads with expanded manager scope. If your organization is 
reinvesting gains into broader product ambitions with similar team structures, your role evolution 
will look different. The core principle, that your coordination and synthesis skills need to develop 
before your scope expands, applies either way. 

The most dangerous assumption entering a portfolio transition is that good line management 
skills transfer automatically to portfolio management. They do not. 

As a line manager, your leverage came from proximity. You attended standups, you knew the 
code, you felt the friction before it became a blocker. That closeness was your primary quality 
control instrument. 

As a portfolio manager, proximity is gone. You now cover more delivery surface than any human 
can monitor manually. Your squads are smaller and more self-directed. They do not need, and 



None

should not require, daily hands-on oversight. What they need from you is fast escalation paths, 
clear cross-team dependency coordination, and someone who can synthesize signals across 
streams and act before problems compound. 

The failure mode is trying to manage a portfolio the way you managed a team. You will burn out, 
create bottlenecks, and your squads will develop learned helplessness waiting for approvals 
that used to take minutes and now take days because you are stretched across three standups 
and two planning sessions simultaneously. 

The transition requires you to build AI-assisted coordination skills before your scope 
expands — not after. 

Line Manager Model               Portfolio Manager Model 
──────────────────────────       ────────────────────────────── 
1 team, deep visibility          3+ squads, signal synthesis 
Daily standup attendance         AI-aggregated status digests 
Hands-on blocker removal         Cross-team dependency mapping 
Feels the friction early         Reads leading indicators early 
Writes the status report         AI drafts; you edit and decide 

 

2. Operational Checklist: Running the Portfolio Without Burning Out 

The following practices are non-negotiable. Without them, the portfolio model collapses into a 
coordination tax that consumes every hour the headcount reduction was meant to free. 

●​ [ ] Stand Up Your Status Digest. Configure an AI-assisted weekly summary that pulls 
from your squads' ticket activity, PR merge rates, and blocker logs. You are not attending 
every standup; you are reading a synthesized signal and intervening selectively. If you 
are still writing status reports manually, you have not completed the transition.​
 

●​ [ ] Map Cross-Team Dependencies Weekly. At the start of each week, run an explicit 
dependency audit across your squads. Identify which teams are blocked on another 
team's output and surface it before it hits a sprint boundary. Flag any ticket that has been 
in "blocked" or "waiting" status for more than three days.​
 

●​ [ ] Own the Escalation Filter. Your squads should resolve the majority of daily friction 
themselves. Your job is handling escalations that cross team boundaries or require 
organizational authority. If engineers are escalating routine decisions to you, your 
squads are not yet operating at the leverage level Phase 3 requires. This is a coaching 
signal, not a workload you absorb.​
 



●​ [ ] Set a Portfolio Rhythm, Not a Team Rhythm. Replace individual team check-ins 
with a weekly portfolio review cadence. Each squad lead presents a three-line summary: 
what shipped, what is at risk, what needs you. You act on the risk items. Everything else 
is signal you monitor, not manage.​
 

●​ [ ] Protect Your Synthesis Time. Block two hours per week, non-negotiable, no 
standups, no Slack, no escalations. This is when you use AI to aggregate cross-team 
data, identify drift, and update your portfolio risk picture. Without dedicated synthesis 
time, you will always be reacting.​
 

 

3. Break-Glass Protocol: When Team Resizing Triggers Identity Fractures 

The Symptom: A squad has been reduced in headcount or restructured as part of the Phase 3 
operating model shift. On paper, delivery is continuing. Under the surface, morale has fractured. 
Remaining engineers are processing the loss of colleagues, questioning their own security, and 
— critically — interpreting the restructuring as evidence that the transformation was a 
cost-cutting exercise regardless of what leadership communicated. 

The Root Cause: Identity loss. Engineering teams are social units as well as delivery units. 
When the team shape changes, the informal relationships, shared ownership, and unspoken 
sense of collective identity fractures with it. Left unaddressed, this produces passive 
disengagement, a spike in voluntary attrition among your strongest performers — who have the 
most options — and a quiet reversion to pre-transformation behaviors as a form of 
self-preservation. 

Stabilization Protocol 

Do not default to generic reassurance if you cannot back it up with specifics. Engineers will see 
through it, and trust erodes faster after an unconvincing reassurance than if you had said 
nothing. 

Step 1 — Name it directly. In your next team touchpoint, acknowledge the restructuring 
explicitly. Do not soften it into corporate language. Say: "The team shape has changed and I 
know that is disorienting. I want to talk about what that means for this group going forward." 

Step 2 — Reconnect to the reinvestment narrative. This is where the strategic decision from 
the beginning of the transformation — where productivity gains get reinvested — becomes 
operationally critical. If leadership defined this clearly, reference it concretely: "The capacity we 
freed is going toward [X]. Here is how this team's work connects to that." If leadership left this 
ambiguous, escalate immediately. You cannot stabilize a team around a narrative that does not 
exist. 



Step 3 — Redefine the team's identity around scope, not headcount. Shift the team's 
self-image from "we used to be six" to "we are the team that owns this entire surface area." 
Broader ownership at higher leverage is the new status marker, not the number of seats on the 
roster. 

Step 4 — Watch your high performers. In the two weeks following a restructuring, your 
strongest engineers are the most likely to quietly update their profiles and start taking external 
calls. They have options and they process uncertainty by creating alternatives. Schedule a 
direct, honest conversation with each of them — not a check-in, a career conversation. Ask 
explicitly: "What does the next eighteen months look like for you here? What do you need from 
me to make that path real?" 

 

4. Manager's Conversational Playbook: Reskilling Junior Developers 

The automation of boilerplate tasks creates a specific career development problem for junior 
engineers that most managers handle badly. The traditional junior ramp — learn the codebase 
by writing routine features, build pattern recognition through repetition, graduate to more 
complex work — has been disrupted. If AI handles the boilerplate, juniors lose the repetition that 
built foundational skills for the engineers above them. 

The wrong response is pretending the ramp still works the same way. It does not. 

The right response is redefining what junior development looks like in an AI-augmented model 
— and being explicit about it with the engineers themselves. 

Scripting the Interaction 

The Setup: "I want to talk about your development path here, because it looks 
different than it did for engineers who came up three or four years ago, and I think 
it's important to be direct about that." 

The Reframe: "The work that used to take a junior two weeks — scaffolding a 
CRUD endpoint, wiring up a basic integration — AI can produce a first pass of in an 
hour. That changes what your learning path looks like. The good news is that you 
get to skip the part that was mostly tedious. The harder news is that the judgment 
skills you need to develop are more demanding, and you have to develop them 
faster." 

If the junior engineer 
says... 

Your coaching response... 



"How do I build real skills 
if AI is writing all the 
code?" 

"Your skill now is evaluation, not production. I want you reading 
architecture diagrams, sitting in on system design 
conversations, and reviewing AI-generated PRs for structural 
soundness — not just syntax. That is where the judgment that 
makes a senior engineer comes from." 

"It feels like there's no 
path to seniority if AI can 
do what senior engineers 
do." 

"AI can generate code that looks like what a senior engineer 
would write. It cannot decide what to build, spot where a design 
will break under scale, or make the call on what risk is 
acceptable to ship. That is what senior engineers actually do. 
Your path is through judgment development, not output 
volume." 

"I'm worried I'll never be 
as good as the engineers 
above me because I didn't 
do the same grinding they 
did." 

"You won't build skills the same way they did. You'll build 
different skills, faster. They spent two years writing boilerplate 
to develop pattern recognition. You'll develop it through directed 
review and architectural exposure. Neither path is easier — 
they're just different." 

Concrete Reskilling Actions 

Beyond conversation, make the reskilling path tangible: 

●​ Assign junior engineers as the designated reviewer on AI-generated PRs — not as a 
rubber stamp, but with an explicit expectation that they flag anything they cannot explain. 
Debrief on what they found. 

●​ Include them in architecture review sessions as observers with a defined role: after the 
session, they write a one-paragraph summary of the key trade-off discussed. Review it 
with them in your next 1-on-1. 

●​ Give them ownership of the team's shared prompt library. Maintaining and improving 
shared prompt templates builds context-setting skills — the foundational competency of 
the new model — while giving them visible ownership of something that matters to the 
team. 

 

5. Phase 3 Exit Criteria 

Phase 3 does not have a clean exit the way Phase 1 and Phase 2 do. The operating model shift 
is not a project with a completion date — it is the new baseline from which continuous 
improvement runs. What you are watching for is stabilization, not a finish line. 

You have reached the Phase 3 baseline when: 



Portfolio Coordination is Frictionless. You can synthesize status across your squads, identify 
cross-team risks, and produce an accurate portfolio picture in under two hours per week without 
heroics. 

Squads are Self-Directing. Your teams resolve the majority of daily friction without escalating 
to you. Your escalation queue contains genuine cross-boundary problems, not routine decisions. 

Roles Reflect the New Reality. Job descriptions, leveling criteria, and performance 
conversations evaluate engineers on judgment, context quality, and architectural literacy — not 
output volume. 

Junior Reskilling is Tracked. Junior engineers have explicit development plans oriented 
around evaluation skills. Progress is visible and conversations are happening on a regular 
cadence. 

Your Own Capacity is Protected. You are not working more hours than you were as a line 
manager. If you are, the portfolio model is not working — you have absorbed headcount 
reduction as personal overhead, and that is not a sustainable operating state. 

The final test: If you were out for two weeks, would your squads deliver without 
degrading? If the answer is no, you have built dependency where you need 
self-direction. Return to the operational checklist and identify what you are still 
doing that your squads should own. 

 

Standalone Break-Glass Toolkit: Transformation Pitfalls 

How to Use This Section 

The protocols in this section are non-chronological. They are not tied to a specific phase. Use 
them the moment a situation matches the symptom description, regardless of where your team 
is in the transformation. Each protocol is self-contained. 

 

Protocol A: Leadership Is Demanding Lagging Metrics Too Early 

The Symptom: You are in Phase 1 or Phase 2, and leadership is asking for business-level 
outcome data — cost-per-feature reduction, DORA metric improvements, deployment frequency 
gains — that the transformation has not had time to produce. Pressure is mounting to 
demonstrate ROI before the behavioral changes that drive ROI have had time to compound. 

Why This Is Dangerous: Responding to early metric pressure by surfacing lagging indicators 
you do not have will produce one of two outcomes. You will manufacture or cherry-pick data that 



shows false progress, which destroys your credibility when the real numbers emerge. Or you will 
accelerate the transformation timeline to generate the metrics faster, which skips the 
stabilization steps that make the metrics real and durable. 

Who Actually Owns This Problem: Be clear-eyed about what is happening when this pressure 
arrives. If executives are demanding Phase 3 outcomes during Phase 1, that is usually an 
executive planning failure — a gap in how the transformation was scoped, sequenced, and 
communicated at the leadership level — not a manager communication problem. Your job is to 
reframe the conversation once. If the pressure persists after that, the problem is above your pay 
grade to absorb alone. Escalate it as a transformation risk, not as a metrics discussion. 

Escalation Response Protocol 

Step 1 — Name the metric mismatch explicitly. In your next leadership conversation, say: 
"We are currently in [Phase]. The metrics that are meaningful at this phase are leading 
indicators — adoption rates, documentation quality, estimation recalibration. The lagging 
business metrics you're asking for are Phase 3 outputs. If we map them now, we are measuring 
the noise of our own transition process, not the signal of our future capacity. We can track them, 
but they will show a dip before they show improvement, which is expected and does not indicate 
a problem." 

Step 2 — Offer a phased metrics dashboard. Present a simple view that maps metrics to 
phases. Show what you are measuring now, show what those numbers look like, and explicitly 
mark the lagging indicators as "not yet meaningful — tracking for baseline." This reframes the 
conversation from "where is the ROI" to "here is the measurement infrastructure we are 
building." 

Step 3 — Reference the Transition Dip. The temporary performance drop documented in 
Phase 2 is not a surprise — it is a documented, predictable pattern. If leadership did not expect 
it, they were not fully briefed before the transformation began. That is worth naming directly: "If 
this dip wasn't part of the plan, we need to revisit how the transformation was scoped with 
leadership. I can help surface that conversation, but I can't fix a planning gap from the delivery 
layer." 

Step 4 — Set a concrete lagging metric review date. Agree on a specific future point — 
typically after Phase 2 stabilizes — when you will present the first meaningful lagging indicator 
comparison against your pre-transformation baseline. This gives leadership a date to hold rather 
than a current gap to fill with pressure. 

Step 5 — Escalate if the pressure persists. If leadership continues demanding Phase 3 
metrics after Steps 1 through 4, do not absorb it as a personal performance problem. Surface it 
as a transformation governance issue to whoever owns the transformation at the organizational 
level. The transformation cannot succeed if the measurement framework is being overridden 
from above. That is an organizational risk, and it needs to be named as one. 

 



Protocol B: Diagnosing Skills Gap Versus Active Resistance 

The Symptom: An engineer on your team is consistently underperforming against the 
expectations of the new AI-augmented model. They are not adopting the tools effectively, their 
output quality is not improving, and they may be reverting to manual processes under pressure. 
You need to determine whether this is a skills problem that coaching can address or a 
resistance problem that requires a different intervention. 

Why the Distinction Matters: Treating a skills gap as resistance is demoralizing and 
counterproductive — you will lose an engineer who could have adapted with the right support. 
Treating active resistance as a skills gap wastes coaching resources and signals to the rest of 
the team that deliberate non-compliance has no consequences. 

Diagnostic Framework 

Run through these questions before drawing a conclusion: 

Diagnostic Question Skills Gap Signal Resistance Signal 

When given explicit instruction, 
does their output improve? 

Yes, with guidance they 
produce better work 

No, quality stays flat 
regardless of instruction clarity 

Do they ask questions when 
stuck? 

Yes, they seek help and 
clarification 

No, they work around the tool 
rather than engaging with it 

Can they articulate what is not 
working? 

Yes, specific technical 
blockers or confusion 

No, vague complaints or 
categorical dismissal 

How do they respond to the 
explain-back review? 

Engaged, wants to 
understand what they 
missed 

Defensive, views the review as 
an accusation 

Is the pattern consistent across 
tasks or context-specific? 

Specific to certain task 
types or tools 

Consistent across all 
AI-related work 

Intervention Paths 

If the diagnosis is a skills gap: 

Pair the engineer with a peer who has genuinely adapted their role to the AI-augmented model 
— not just someone who is technically proficient with the tools, but someone who has rethought 
how they work, not just how fast they work. That distinction matters. A technically fluent peer 
who still operates the old way will model adoption without adaptation, which is exactly the 
pattern you are trying to break. Make the pairing about a specific ticket, not about the struggling 



engineer's deficiency. Set a two-sprint timeline and check in explicitly. If improvement is visible, 
continue. If not, reassess whether the issue is actually a skills gap. 

If the diagnosis is active resistance: 

Have the direct conversation without softening it. "I've noticed a consistent pattern where 
[specific behavior]. I want to understand what's driving it, because I need to know whether this is 
something we can work through together or whether this role is no longer the right fit." Give the 
engineer an opportunity to respond honestly. Document the conversation. Set clear behavioral 
expectations with a defined review timeline. 

Do not allow active resistance to persist without naming it. Passive non-compliance is visible to 
the rest of the team and signals that the transformation has an opt-out path. It does not. 

 

Protocol C: Tool Sprawl and License Bleed 

The Symptom: Your team — or teams across the organization — have accumulated a 
collection of AI tools that overlap in capability, vary in governance compliance, and collectively 
represent a significant and growing license cost with unclear aggregate return. Engineers have 
personal favorites, different squads have standardized on different products, and nobody has a 
clear picture of what the organization is actually paying for or getting value from. 

Why This Happens: AI tooling moves fast. Engineers experiment, find something useful, and 
adopt it before a governance process catches up. In the absence of a lightweight approval 
structure, "just trying it out" becomes permanent shadow IT with a recurring charge attached. 

60-to-90 Day Sunset Discipline 

The core mechanism is a mandatory review cycle on every standalone AI tool that is not part of 
your primary platform stack. 

Step 1 — Inventory what exists. Do not assume you know. Ask each team lead to list every AI 
tool — IDE extensions, standalone subscriptions, CLI tools, personal API key usage — that their 
team uses with any regularity. Consolidate the list. 

Step 2 — Apply the consolidation check first. Before evaluating any standalone tool on its 
merits, ask whether the capability already exists in your current primary platforms. GitHub, 
GitLab, Atlassian, and similar tools are shipping AI capabilities continuously. A configuration 
change or a plan tier upgrade often covers what a standalone product provides. If the capability 
is already available, the standalone tool does not survive this check. 

Step 3 — For tools that pass the consolidation check, start the clock. Set a 60-to-90 day 
evaluation window. At the end of the window, the team that owns the tool presents two data 



points to justify renewal: usage frequency and demonstrable delivery impact. Tools that cannot 
answer both questions get sunset. This is not negotiable. 

Step 4 — Enforce the cost model conversation. Where standalone tools are genuinely 
needed, push toward usage-based pricing over per-seat licensing wherever possible. Per-seat 
AI tool costs scale poorly — fixed charges regardless of actual usage accumulate quietly. Tools 
that allow you to bring your own API keys or route through a central enterprise gateway are 
preferable both for cost control and data governance. Security warning: Personal API keys 
used on corporate repositories without passing through an approved enterprise logging gateway 
are not a tool evaluation question — they are an immediate security escalation. Proprietary 
code processed through unmonitored personal accounts creates data exposure risk that sits 
outside your governance perimeter entirely. If you discover this during your inventory, do not 
treat it as a policy reminder. Treat it as an incident and involve your security team. 

Step 5 — Publish the approved catalog. Maintain a simple, current list of approved tools by 
category. A shared document is sufficient. Review it quarterly. Remove what is stale, add what is 
proven. The catalog is the governance mechanism — if a tool is not on it, it is not approved, and 
the team using it needs to make the case or stop using it. 

 

Protocol D: The Loudest Voice in the Room 

The Symptom: One person on your team — engineer, PM, PO, or otherwise — has become 
the de facto authority on how the team relates to AI. Their opinion sets the informal norm. When 
they're skeptical, adoption quietly stalls. When they're enthusiastic, scrutiny quietly disappears. 
Neither outcome was decided collectively. It happened through social gravity. 

Why This Is Different From Standard Resistance: Most resistance and over-adoption 
problems are individual. You coach the person, the team is unaffected. The loudest voice 
problem is structural — one person's behavior is shaping everyone else's without any explicit 
decision being made. Engineers who would otherwise engage stay quiet because the social 
cost of disagreeing with a respected peer is higher than the cost of not trying the tool. Engineers 
who would otherwise push back on uncritical AI output don't, because the energy in the room 
signals that enthusiasm is what's rewarded right now. 

The person at the center of this usually has no idea they are doing it. 

The Two Failure Modes: 

The Blocker. A respected team member's visible skepticism becomes the team's implicit 
permission structure. They don't need to say "don't use this." They just need to sigh loudly when 
AI output misses the mark, share a war story about a bad generation in standup, or decline to 
engage publicly with the tool while everyone else watches. Others calibrate to that signal. 



Adoption numbers look flat and you can't find a clear reason — the reason is social, not 
technical. 

The Accelerant. An enthusiastic early adopter creates momentum that skips past judgment. 
They share impressive generations, they move fast, they make AI use feel like the obvious 
correct behavior. The team follows the energy. What's missing is scrutiny — no one wants to be 
the person who slows down something that feels exciting. Architectural review gets lighter, 
explain-back conversations feel awkward, and code churn quietly climbs because the norm the 
loudest voice established was speed, not soundness. 

 

Diagnostic Questions 

Before acting, establish which failure mode you are dealing with and whether the influence is 
intentional or unconscious: 

Question What the answer tells you 

Does this person's behavior 
change when you're not in the 
room? 

If yes, the influence is partly performative and coaching 
will land. If no, it's a genuine belief system. 

Do other team members reference 
this person's opinion when 
explaining their own behavior? 

If yes, the social influence is explicit and the team 
knows it. 

Has this person held informal 
authority before this 
transformation? 

Long-standing social capital amplifies the effect and 
makes it harder to redirect. 

Is the pattern role-specific — does 
it track to their domain? 

A PM loudly skeptical of AI-generated specs affects 
product context quality. An engineer loudly enthusiastic 
about generated code affects review rigor. Know where 
the blast radius is. 

 

Intervention Protocol 

Step 1 — Address it privately before it becomes public. Do not create a team-level response 
to an individual's influence pattern. That either embarrasses the person or signals to the team 
that their informal leader is being managed, which erodes your own credibility. Start with a 
1-on-1. 

Step 2 — Name the influence, not the behavior. The conversation is not about what they said 
or did — it's about the effect their voice has on the team. "I want to talk about something that 



isn't about your individual performance. You carry a lot of credibility with this team, which is 
earned. I need your help with how that credibility is landing right now as we go through this 
transition." 

Step 3 — For the Blocker: Make the ask specific and bounded. You are not asking them to 
pretend enthusiasm they don't feel. You are asking them to separate their private skepticism 
from their public signal. "I'm not asking you to believe this works yet. I'm asking you to stay 
visibly neutral in team settings while we build enough data to have a real conversation about it. 
Your public skepticism is closing the door before we know what's behind it." 

Step 4 — For the Accelerant: Make the ask equally specific. You are not asking them to slow 
down individually. You are asking them to model the judgment layer, not just the speed layer. 
"The energy you're bringing is genuinely useful. What's missing is the scrutiny that makes the 
speed trustworthy. When you share a great AI generation in standup, the next sentence needs 
to be what you checked and what you caught — not just how fast it came back. That's the norm 
I need you to set." 

Step 5 — Create structural visibility for other voices. One person's voice dominates partly 
because the environment allows it. Rotate who presents in standup. Require written summaries 
of architectural decisions so that reasoning is visible independently of who said it in a meeting. 
When you ask for team input, ask specific people directly rather than opening to the room — the 
loudest voice fills silence, so reduce the silence. 

Step 6 — Watch for the proxy problem. Sometimes the loudest voice recruits allies — 
consciously or not. If you successfully redirect the original person and a different team member 
picks up the same pattern shortly after, you are dealing with a group dynamic, not an individual 
one. That requires a conversation about team norms, not individual coaching. 

 

The goal is not to silence influential people. Influential people are an asset if the influence is 
pointed in the right direction. The goal is to make sure one person's social gravity is not 
substituting for the team's collective judgment. 

 

Appendix: Manager Anti-Patterns 
These are the behaviors that feel like management and are not. Each one is common, each one 
is damaging, and most of them emerge from good intentions applied without enough scrutiny. 

 

Measuring prompt count. The number of prompts an engineer submits tells you nothing about 
whether those prompts produced anything useful. High prompt counts can mean an engineer is 



iterating productively. They can also mean an engineer is stuck in a generate-and-rewrite loop 
and too embarrassed to say so. Measuring prompts optimizes for the appearance of 
engagement, not the reality of it. 

 

Forcing AI usage on every task. Some tasks compress well with AI assistance. Some tasks — 
novel architecture decisions, deeply context-dependent debugging, complex legacy integrations 
— do not. Mandating AI usage on every ticket regardless of fit trains your engineers to generate 
plausible-looking AI output rather than to make good judgments about when the tool helps. The 
goal is effective use, not universal use. 

 

Publicly ranking engineers by adoption rate. Posting a leaderboard of who is using AI tools 
most frequently is one of the fastest ways to produce performative compliance at scale. 
Engineers will open the tool, run meaningless prompts, and generate output they immediately 
discard — because the metric being measured is activity, not value. You will have excellent 
adoption data and no actual transformation. 

 

Using AI usage as a performance management instrument. "You're not using the tools 
enough" is not a performance problem without evidence that the absence of tool usage is 
harming delivery outcomes. Tying performance reviews to tool usage frequency, before you 
have established what effective usage looks like, punishes engineers for sound judgment and 
rewards theater. Establish what good looks like first. Measure against that. 

 

Treating AI-generated code volume as productivity. Lines of code was already a bad 
productivity metric before AI. AI makes it actively counterproductive. A team generating large 
volumes of AI code that gets partially rewritten, partially committed, and partially shipped is not 
a high-performing team — it is a team with high churn and low durable output. Volume is not 
velocity. Watch what ships and holds up, not what gets generated. 

 

Skipping architectural review because the AI already checked it. AI tools do not review 
architecture. They generate code that compiles and, in many cases, passes tests. They do not 
evaluate whether the abstraction is sound, whether the pattern will hold under load, or whether 
the design creates maintenance debt three months from now. "The AI generated it" is not a 
review. It is a starting point that still requires a human who understands the system to evaluate 
it. Relaxing review standards on AI-generated code inverts the one place where standards need 
to be higher. 



 

Assuming the transformation is done when tools are installed. Tool installation is the 
precondition for transformation, not the transformation itself. A team with AI tools and 
unchanged workflows has not transformed — it has added subscriptions. The behavioral 
changes in Phase 1, the process changes in Phase 2, and the structural changes in Phase 3 
are the transformation. Tools are the means. Do not confuse them with the outcome. 

 

This field guide is a living document. As your organization's AI-augmented operating model 
matures, the protocols and conversational playbooks here should be updated to reflect what 
your specific context has taught you. The frameworks are the starting point, not the ceiling. 
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