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Executive Summary 

The Scaled Agile Framework (SAFe) provides a powerful model for aligning strategy, execution, 

and delivery across large enterprises. Portfolio vision cascades into Agile Release Train (ART) 

objectives, team commitments, and Planning Interval (PI) execution, enabling organizations to 

deliver value at scale. 

However, a critical alignment gap remains: individual performance management. 

Across most enterprises, performance management exists as a parallel system—disconnected 

from PI planning, iteration execution, and real delivery outcomes. Individuals are asked to 

commit to team objectives while being evaluated through mechanisms that rarely reflect the 

work they actually do. This disconnect contributes to disengagement, inconsistent motivation, 

and persistent frustration for both leaders and practitioners. 

This white paper proposes an Individual Alignment Layer—a lightweight extension to SAFe that 

lives below the Team level. This layer aligns individual vision, growth, and performance 

objectives directly to team and PI objectives, without reintroducing individual output metrics or 

undermining team-based delivery. 

By embedding individual performance into the same cadence, intent, and learning cycles as 

SAFe delivery, organizations can achieve stronger engagement, clearer accountability, and 

more sustainable agility—while honoring the core Lean-Agile principle that people are the true 

drivers of value. 

Global employee engagement has fallen to its lowest level since 2020. According to the Gallup 

2026 State of the Global Workplace report, only 20% of employees worldwide are engaged at 

work—costing the global economy an estimated $10 trillion annually, or approximately 9% of 

global GDP.1 For enterprises investing in SAFe transformations, a parallel obstacle is equally 

well-documented: 71% of organizations now use agile methods, yet culture remains a real 

obstacle to scaling.2 The alignment gap this white paper addresses is not theoretical—it is 

measurable, costly, and solvable. 

Key Constructs Introduced 

Individual Vision – Long-term career direction (1–5 years) 

Individual OKRs – Multi-PI measurable outcomes 

Growth Backlog – Living repository of development opportunities 

Individual PI Objectives – Contribution + growth commitments per PI 

Performance Owner – Coach-oriented alignment role 

Handshake Commitment – Intent-based personal commitment 

Individual PDCA Cycle – Continuous learning and adaptation 
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Key Terms 

This paper uses standard SAFe and industry terminology. The model’s own constructs are 

summarized in the Key Constructs box above; the terms below define the SAFe and industry 

vocabulary used throughout, in plain language. 

Term Definition 

Agile Release Train 
(ART) 

A long-lived team of Agile teams (typically 50–125 people) that plans and 
delivers value together on a shared cadence; the primary value-delivery 
vehicle in SAFe. 

Business Owner Senior stakeholders accountable for an ART’s business outcomes, who 
set context and validate objectives at PI Planning. 

eNPS (employee Net 
Promoter Score) 

A short survey measure of how likely employees are to recommend their 
workplace; used here only as an aggregate, team-level engagement 
signal. 

Inspect and Adapt (I&A) A recurring SAFe event for reviewing results and identifying 
improvements; applied in this model at the individual level at the end of 
each PI. 

Iteration A short, fixed timebox (typically two weeks) for planning, executing, and 
reviewing work; SAFe’s term for a sprint. 

Lean-Agile The mindset and principles—respect for people, flow, decentralized 
decisions, and relentless improvement—that underpin SAFe. 

OKR (Objectives and 
Key Results) 

A goal-setting method that pairs a clear objective with a few measurable 
key results. 

PDCA (Plan-Do-Check-
Act) 

A continuous improvement loop, used here as the individual’s ongoing 
cycle of planning, doing, reviewing, and adjusting. 

Planning Interval (PI) A fixed planning and delivery timebox (typically 8–12 weeks) made up of 
several iterations; the cadence, or “heartbeat,” of an ART. 

PI Planning The cadence-based event where all teams on an ART plan the upcoming 
PI together. 

Portfolio Vision / 
Strategic Themes 

The long-term direction and investment priorities that guide an entire 
portfolio. 

Q12 (Gallup Q12) Gallup’s 12-question employee engagement survey; used here as an 
aggregate engagement measure. 

Release Train Engineer 
(RTE) 

The chief facilitator and servant leader of an ART; in this model, a 
recipient of aggregated—never individual—growth and risk themes. 

SAFe (Scaled Agile 
Framework) 

A widely adopted framework for applying Lean-Agile practices across 
large enterprises. 
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Scrum Master A servant leader who coaches a team and removes impediments; one of 
the roles that can serve as a Performance Owner. 

Solution / ART Vision The shared future state that aligns delivery within a solution or ART. 

 

1. The Problem: Performance Management Remains 
Disconnected from Delivery 

1.1 The Persistent Failure of Traditional Performance Management 

Across industries and organizations, performance management has remained a persistent 

challenge. Despite decades of iteration, most enterprises struggle to maintain consistent, 

continuous, and meaningful performance management practices. 

For individuals, performance management often feels disconnected from the reality of their day-

to-day work. Year after year, organizations experiment with different approaches—annual 

reviews, quarterly check-ins, goal frameworks, rating systems—yet the core problem remains 

the same: performance conversations rarely align with the actual work being delivered. 

Even when performance cycles become more frequent, they are often still detached from 

execution. Objectives are set in isolation, reviewed long after the work has occurred, and 

evaluated through a lens that feels abstract rather than grounded in lived contribution. As a 

result, performance management becomes something that happens to individuals, not 

something that actively guides or supports them. 

The data confirms what practitioners already sense. Only 14% of employees strongly agree that 

their performance reviews inspire them to improve.3 A landmark meta-analysis of 607 feedback 

experiments—spanning more than 23,000 observations—found that over one-third of 

interventions actually decreased performance—often when feedback was disconnected from 

the individual’s goals and work.4 And as recently as 2025, 61% of managers and 72% of 

workers reported that they do not trust their organization’s performance management process.5 

Leading organizations have responded by abandoning annual reviews entirely. After eliminating 

its annual review cycle, Adobe reported a roughly 30% drop in voluntary attrition. The evidence 

is consistent: the mechanism is broken, not just the execution. 

1.2 The Motivation Gap in SAFe Transformations 

A parallel challenge exists within many SAFe transformations: igniting and sustaining intrinsic 

motivation across the enterprise. 

Lean-Agile principles emphasize respect for people, decentralized decision-making, and 

empowered teams. As coaches, we speak often about collaboration, shared purpose, and 

collective ownership. Yet in practice, it remains difficult to achieve deep, authentic buy-in from 

every individual participating in a SAFe transformation. 
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Too often, individuals comply with the framework without truly connecting to it. SAFe becomes 

something they operate within, rather than something they feel personally invested in. When 

individual goals, growth, and aspirations remain disconnected from PI execution, Agile risks 

becoming performative rather than purposeful. 

This creates a subtle but powerful tension: teams are asked to own outcomes collectively, while 

individuals are still evaluated through performance systems that are misaligned with how value 

is actually delivered. 

The scale of this misalignment is significant. Research consistently shows that managers 

account for 70% of the variance in team engagement scores.6 Employees who say their 

manager involves them in goal-setting are four times more likely to be engaged—yet only 30% 

of employees report experiencing collaborative goal-setting.6 The cumulative effect is a global 

engagement rate of just 20%, with the annual economic cost of disengagement estimated at 

$10 trillion.1 

This matters acutely in SAFe environments. With 70% of Fortune 100 companies having 

certified SAFe professionals and more than 2 million practitioners trained globally,7 the 

framework’s reach is significant—but its impact is constrained by the same engagement and 

performance management gaps it was never designed to address. Culture and PM practices, 

not the delivery mechanics, are where SAFe transformations stall. 

1.3 Connecting Individual Purpose to Enterprise Execution 

This is where the proposed Individual Alignment Layer creates meaningful change. 

By explicitly tying individual performance objectives to team PI objectives—and by extension to 

ART, solution, and portfolio objectives—performance management becomes embedded in real 

delivery. Individual contribution is no longer abstract or retrospective; it is intentional, visible, 

and continuously reinforced from PI to PI and from iteration to iteration. 

This approach does more than align execution—it reconnects individuals to purpose. 

Individuals gain clarity not only on how they contribute to team and enterprise outcomes, but 

also on how their work supports their own growth, aspirations, and career direction. 

Performance objectives are no longer something imposed annually; they become a living 

agreement between the individual, their team, and the organization. 

When individuals can see their personal goals reflected in the work they do every day, 

motivation shifts from extrinsic compliance to intrinsic engagement. Agility becomes personal. 

The research reveals two compounding gaps. First, Kaplan and Norton found that 95% of 

employees are unaware of or do not understand their organization’s strategy—making 

individual-to-enterprise alignment more aspiration than reality in most companies.8 Second, 

McKinsey research across 13,382 respondents identified lack of career development as the 

single most-cited reason employees leave their organizations, named by 41% of respondents.9 

Performance systems that ignore individual growth are not just ineffective—they are actively 

contributing to attrition. The Individual Alignment Layer addresses both gaps directly. 
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2. Current SAFe Alignment Model 

SAFe establishes a clear hierarchy of intent and execution: 

• Portfolio Vision and Strategic Themes define long-term direction and investment 

priorities 

• Solution and ART Vision align delivery toward a shared future state 

• ART PI Objectives guide program-level value delivery 

• Team PI Objectives translate ART intent into iteration-level execution 

This structure enables transparency, dependency management, and economic prioritization at 

scale. Teams plan, commit, execute, inspect, and adapt together within a cadence that 

reinforces continuous learning. 

However, individuals are expected to self-organize within this system without a comparable 

alignment construct for their own performance and growth. Alignment stops at the team 

boundary. 

The Individual Alignment Layer does not replace or disrupt this model—it extends it, completing 

the alignment chain from portfolio strategy to individual contribution. 
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Figure 1: End-to-End SAFe Alignment with the Individual Alignment Layer 
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3. Individual Vision and Long-Term Alignment 

In SAFe, vision exists at multiple levels of the enterprise to provide long-term direction and 

intent. Portfolio Vision guides investment decisions, while Solution and ART Vision align delivery 

toward a shared future state. What is often missing is an equivalent vision at the individual level. 

3.1 Defining the Individual Vision 

The Individual Vision is a long-term articulation of where an individual aspires to be in their 

career and how they want to grow over time. Typically spanning one to five years, it answers 

questions such as: 

• What kind of professional do I want to become? 

• What skills or mastery do I want to develop? 

• What roles or responsibilities do I want to explore or grow into? 

• What impact do I want to have within the organization? 

The Individual Vision serves as a personal north star, providing continuity and purpose beyond 

any single PI. 

3.2 Vision as Input, Not Entitlement 

Importantly, the Individual Vision is aspirational, not contractual. It evolves as individuals learn 

more about themselves, their interests, and organizational opportunities. The organization does 

not guarantee future roles or promotions based on a stated vision. Just as enterprise vision 

adapts to market realities, individual vision adapts as people grow. 

3.3 Individual OKRs: Bridging Vision and Execution 

To operationalize the Individual Vision, individuals may define Individual OKRs. These translate 

long-term vision into measurable outcomes that span multiple PIs, providing focus without 

rigidity. 

For example: 

Sample Individual OKR 

Objective: Become a trusted technical leader within the ART 

KR1: Lead at least one cross-team initiative this year 

KR2: Mentor two team members through a full PI cycle 

KR3: Complete an advanced certification in the domain 

Individual OKRs act as a bridge between long-term vision and PI-level objectives, ensuring that 

daily execution remains aligned with long-term aspirations. 

3.4 The Individual Growth Backlog 

To support continuous growth and intentional development, the Individual Alignment Layer 

introduces the Individual Growth Backlog. 
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The Growth Backlog is a living repository of future-oriented growth items owned by the 

individual. It captures long-term actions, opportunities, certifications, ideas, projects, roles, and 

experiences an individual may want to pursue—without requiring immediate commitment. 

Items in the Growth Backlog may include: 

• Certifications or formal training 

• New technical, domain, or leadership skills 

• Roles or responsibilities to explore 

• Innovation or improvement initiatives 

• Stretch assignments or cross-team contributions 

• Mentorship, coaching, or community involvement 

Growth Backlog items can originate from the individual’s long-term vision, Individual OKRs, 

retrospective insights, coaching conversations, or organizational opportunities suggested by 

leaders. 

Importantly, the Growth Backlog is not a task list or performance contract. It functions similarly 

to a product backlog—prioritized, refined, and continuously evolving—but only a small subset of 

items are ever pulled into Individual PI Objectives or Iteration Objectives. 

This separation creates a healthy distinction between possibility (the backlog), focus (PI 

objectives), and commitment (the handshake). By externalizing future growth ideas into a 

backlog, individuals gain clarity and optionality without pressure, while leaders gain visibility into 

emerging interests, capability development, and talent evolution. 

Growth Backlog Refinement 

The Growth Backlog is refined on a regular cadence—quarterly or once per PI—either 

individually or through a structured conversation with their Performance Owner. 

During Growth Backlog Refinement, participants: 

• Review existing backlog items for relevance and priority 

• Add new opportunities surfaced through delivery, coaching, or organizational changes 

• Remove or deprioritize items that no longer align with the individual’s evolving vision 

• Identify items ready to be pulled into the next PI’s Individual Objectives 

This event mirrors team backlog refinement, reinforcing SAFe’s fractal cadence model and 

ensuring that individual growth remains intentional, inspectable, and adaptive. 
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Figure 2: Individual Vision → Execution Cascade 
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4. The Individual PI Planning Lifecycle 

4.1 Pre-PI Planning: Individual Intent and Aspiration 

Prior to PI Planning, individuals spend a short amount of time reflecting on their personal goals 

and ambitions for the upcoming PI and beyond. These may include certifications, new technical 

or domain knowledge, exploration of new roles, innovation initiatives, or leadership aspirations. 

These inputs are intentions, not commitments. They provide context for how the individual 

hopes to grow while contributing to the upcoming PI, ensuring individuals enter PI Planning not 

only as delivery contributors but as intentional participants in their own development. 

4.2 PI Planning: Standard and Unchanged 

The PI Planning event itself remains unchanged. Teams align on PI Objectives, dependencies 

are identified, risks are surfaced and mitigated, and plans are created based on outcomes and 

value delivery. Team-based planning and commitment remain the primary delivery mechanism. 

4.3 Post-PI Planning: Individual PI Objective Definition 

Following PI Planning—either the next day or before the PI begins—each individual creates a 

set of Individual PI Objectives. These objectives serve two equally important purposes: 

Contribution Objectives: Clear articulation of how the individual intends to contribute to team 

PI objectives, cross-team dependencies, risk mitigation, and delivery outcomes. 

Growth Objectives: Explicit personal development goals drawn from the Growth Backlog, such 

as achieving a certification, exploring a new role, leading innovation efforts, or deepening 

domain expertise. 

This dual focus ensures performance management is not limited to output but also supports 

long-term capability building. Growth objectives are pulled from the Individual Growth Backlog, 

ensuring continuity between long-term aspiration and PI-level action. 

4.4 The Performance Owner Role 

Each individual reviews their Individual PI Objectives with a designated Performance Owner. 

The Performance Owner may be a People Manager, a Scrum Master, or a designated delivery 

leader, depending on organizational context. 

The role is intentionally analogous to a Scrum Master or team coach: 

• They ensure alignment to team and ART objectives 

• They ensure objectives are valuable and do not detract from team or ART delivery 

• They coach rather than command 

During this review, objectives may be refined, added, or clarified. Alignment to team and PI 

goals is validated, and expectations are made explicit. 

4.5 Commitment Through the Handshake 
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Once aligned, the individual formally commits to their Individual PI Objectives. Instead of a 

confidence vote, this commitment takes the form of a handshake: 

"I will do everything within my control to achieve these objectives by the end of the PI." 

This reinforces ownership without introducing punitive measurement. The commitment is 

personal, professional, and intentional—a statement of effort and intent, not a guarantee of 

outcome. 
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5. Continuous Individual Performance: PDCA at the 
Individual Level 

Once the PI begins, individuals operate within a personal PDCA cycle that mirrors team-level 

execution. This cycle ensures that individual performance is continuous, adaptive, and learning-

focused—not episodic or retrospective. 

5.1 Individual Iteration Goals 

At the start of each iteration, individuals define lightweight iteration-level goals that move them 

toward their Individual PI Objectives, support team delivery, and balance growth with 

contribution. These goals are adaptive and may shift as the iteration unfolds. 

5.2 Daily Individual Check-In 

Instead of a formal meeting, individuals perform a brief daily self-check for a few minutes each 

morning: 

• Am I progressing toward my iteration goals? 

• Is there an impediment or blocker? 

• Do I need support? 

If blockers exist, individuals are expected to notify their Performance Owner or Scrum Master 

immediately to enable fast resolution. This mirrors the team-level impediment escalation pattern. 

5.3 Individual Iteration Review 

At the end of each iteration, individuals conduct a focused 10–15 minute review with their 

Performance Owner. This may include: 

• Demonstration of work completed 

• Summary of progress toward iteration goals 

• Reflection on learning and growth 

• Identification of impediments or risks carried forward 

This review reinforces transparency and continuous alignment without adding significant 

ceremony. 

5.4 PI-Level Individual Inspect and Adapt 

At the end of the PI, individuals and their Performance Owner conduct an Individual Inspect and 

Adapt. This session reviews progress against Individual PI Objectives, reflects on outcomes, 

learning, and challenges, and serves as the performance evaluation for the PI. 

Critically, this session also generates input for the next PI’s personal goals. The output feeds 

directly into the next Individual PI Planning event, closing the loop and sustaining continuous 

improvement. 
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Figure 3: Individual PDCA Loop – Continuous Performance and Learning 
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6. Integration with Existing SAFe Roles and Events 

The Individual Alignment Layer is designed for minimal disruption. It integrates with existing 

SAFe roles and ceremonies rather than introducing parallel structures. 

Scrum Master 

The Scrum Master may serve as Performance Owner for team members, facilitating individual 

planning, iteration reviews, and impediment removal. This extends their existing coaching role 

without fundamentally changing it. 

Release Train Engineer 

The RTE gains visibility into aggregated themes—skill gaps, growth trends, and risk patterns—

across the ART. Individual-level data is never surfaced as comparison. The RTE uses this 

insight to improve ART-level planning and support. 

People Managers 

People Managers align to PI cadence rather than annual or quarterly review cycles. 

Performance conversations become more frequent, relevant, and delivery-connected. The 

Growth Backlog and Individual Vision provide structured coaching artifacts. 

Inspect and Adapt 

The PI-level Individual Inspect and Adapt synchronizes naturally with the team and ART-level 

I&A events. Individual learning feeds into team retrospectives, and organizational patterns 

surface through aggregation. 

7. AI as an Enabler of Individual Alignment 

One of the most common objections to any new practice inside SAFe is overhead: more 

meetings, more artifacts, more complexity layered onto an already demanding framework. The 

Individual Alignment Layer is designed to be lightweight, but the perception of added burden is 

real and must be addressed directly. 

This is where artificial intelligence becomes a practical enabler—not as a buzzword, but as a 

personal tool that dramatically reduces the friction of individual planning, reflection, and goal-

setting. 

7.1 AI as a Personal Performance Assistant 

Individuals can use AI assistants as thought partners throughout the Individual Alignment Layer 

lifecycle. Rather than starting from a blank page, individuals can work with an AI tool to: 

• Draft their Individual Vision by reflecting on career aspirations through guided 

conversation 
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• Generate and refine Individual OKRs based on their vision and current role context 

• Build and maintain their Growth Backlog by exploring certifications, skills, roles, and 

projects relevant to their goals 

• Create Individual PI Objectives by synthesizing team PI objectives with personal growth 

priorities 

• Set iteration goals quickly at the start of each sprint 

• Prepare for iteration reviews by summarizing progress, identifying blockers, and 

articulating learning 

• Conduct structured self-reflection for daily check-ins and PI-level Inspect and Adapt 

In practice, what might otherwise feel like thirty minutes of writing and planning can be reduced 

to a focused five-minute conversation with an AI assistant. The individual still owns the 

thinking—AI accelerates the articulation. 

7.2 Reducing the Overhead Objection 

The overhead concern is legitimate. SAFe already includes a significant number of events, 

roles, and artifacts. Adding individual-level planning could feel like more of the same. 

AI changes this equation. When individuals have a personal assistant that helps them draft 

objectives, track progress, prepare for reviews, and reflect on learning, the administrative 

burden of the Individual Alignment Layer drops significantly. What remains is the high-value 

human work: meaningful conversations with Performance Owners, genuine reflection on growth, 

and intentional contribution to team outcomes. 

Practical Example 

After PI Planning, an individual spends 10 minutes with an AI assistant: 

 

"Here’s my Individual Vision and my Growth Backlog.  

 The team’s PI Objectives are X, Y, and Z.  

 Help me draft 3–4 Individual PI Objectives that connect my growth goals to the team’s plan." 

 

The AI generates a structured draft. The individual reviews, adjusts, and 

walks into their Performance Owner conversation with a clear starting point. 

 

Total prep time: 10 minutes. Quality of conversation: dramatically higher. 

7.3 AI for Performance Owners 

Performance Owners also benefit from AI enablement. Before coaching conversations, a 

Performance Owner can use AI to review an individual’s objectives, identify patterns across 

iterations, and prepare targeted coaching questions. This makes the Performance Owner more 

effective without requiring them to become experts in coaching methodology overnight. 

7.4 A Note on Ownership 
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AI accelerates the mechanics of planning and reflection, but it does not replace personal 

ownership. The individual remains the author of their vision, the decision-maker on their 

objectives, and the accountable party in every handshake commitment. AI is the tool. The 

human is the driver. 

This distinction matters: the goal is not to automate performance management, but to remove 

the friction that makes it feel like a burden—so that what remains is purposeful, human, and 

genuinely valuable. 
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8. Guardrails for the Individual Alignment Layer 

Any system that introduces individual-level objectives inside an agile environment carries risk. 

Without clear constraints, organizations may unintentionally reintroduce behaviors that Lean-

Agile ways of working explicitly aim to avoid—competition over collaboration, output over 

outcomes, and control over empowerment. 

These guardrails ensure that the Individual Alignment Layer reinforces team-based delivery, 

preserves intrinsic motivation, supports growth without punishment, and remains adaptive rather 

than rigid. 

Guardrail 1: Team Outcomes Always Take Precedence 

Individual success can never come at the expense of team success. Individual PI Objectives 

must explicitly align to Team PI Objectives, and an individual meeting their goals is not 

considered success if the team fails. Likewise, an individual’s growth objectives never take 

precedence over their contribution objectives—personal development is pursued alongside 

team delivery, never at its expense. Team commitments remain the primary delivery contract. 

This prevents hero culture, individual optimization, and siloed execution. 

Guardrail 2: No Individual Output, Velocity, or Utilization Metrics 

Performance is measured through contribution and learning, not throughput. Story points per 

individual, individual velocity, task completion quotas, and time-utilization targets are explicitly 

prohibited. Allowed focus areas include contribution to outcomes, learning achieved, capability 

developed, and impediments surfaced early. This preserves psychological safety and flow. 

Guardrail 3: Objectives Are Commitments, Not Contracts 

The handshake is a commitment of intent, not a promise of outcome. Missing an Individual PI 

Objective is not failure. Learning and adaptation are expected outcomes. Objectives may 

change mid-PI if conditions change. Performance discussions focus on what was learned, what 

impediments arose, and what will change next PI. This reflects the Agile Manifesto’s value of 

responding to change over following a plan—and its preference for collaboration over contracts. 

Guardrail 4: Growth Objectives Are First-Class Work 

Personal growth is part of the work, not something done on nights and weekends. Growth 

objectives are planned alongside delivery objectives. Time and capacity for growth are made 

visible. Innovation and learning are treated as investments. This prevents burnout, performative 

growth plans, and lip service to people-first values. 

Guardrail 5: Performance Owners Coach, Not Judge 

The Performance Owner’s role is enablement, not evaluation. Expected behaviors include 

asking coaching questions, helping remove impediments, supporting growth and exploration, 
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and facilitating alignment. Explicitly discouraged behaviors include ranking individuals, 

comparing individuals, and using objectives as leverage. This is essential for maintaining trust. 

The business case for this guardrail is clear. McKinsey research shows that 74% of employees 

report performance management is effective in organizations where managers function as 

coaches—compared to just 15% in organizations where they do not.10 The Performance 

Owner’s coaching posture is not a soft preference; it is the primary driver of whether this model 

delivers results. 

Guardrail 6: Individual Vision Is Aspirational, Not a Promise 

The Individual Vision expresses intent, not entitlement. The organization does not guarantee 

future roles. Vision evolves as the individual learns. Conversations are exploratory, not 

transactional. This keeps the model flexible and honest, preventing false expectations and 

career-path rigidity. 

Guardrail 7: Lightweight by Design 

The model must reduce friction, not create bureaucracy. Implementation guidance calls for 

minimal documentation, simple templates, short and focused conversations, and iteration over 

perfection. If the process becomes heavy, it has already failed. 

Guardrail 8: Inspect and Adapt the Model Itself 

This system is subject to continuous improvement like everything else. At the end of each PI, 

feedback is gathered from individuals and Performance Owners, friction points are identified, 

and guardrails are adjusted as needed. This reinforces that the model practices what it 

preaches. 
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9. What This Is Not 

Clarity of intent requires clarity of boundaries. The Individual Alignment Layer will inevitably be 

compared to practices it is designed to replace or avoid. The following distinctions are essential 

for anyone evaluating, piloting, or coaching this model. 

This Is Not a Return to Taylorism 

Scientific management treated individuals as interchangeable units of output, optimized through 

measurement and control. The Individual Alignment Layer does the opposite. It treats 

individuals as whole professionals with aspirations, agency, and judgment. There are no task 

quotas, no time studies, no output rankings. Contribution is defined by the individual in 

partnership with their Performance Owner—not imposed from above. 

This Is Not Individual Velocity Tracking 

SAFe moved away from individual metrics for good reason, and this model does not reintroduce 

them—no story points per person, no individual burndown charts, no utilization dashboards. 

Guardrail 2 prohibits them outright. 

This Is Not HR Performance Management in Agile Clothing 

Traditional performance management systems—annual reviews, forced rankings, bell curves, 

rating scales—are fundamentally incompatible with Lean-Agile values. The Individual Alignment 

Layer is not a repackaging of those systems. There are no annual ratings. There are no forced 

distributions. There is no stack ranking. Performance conversations happen continuously, are 

tied to real delivery, and focus on progress and learning rather than judgment. 

This Is Not a Replacement for Team Accountability 

Teams remain the primary unit of delivery, and individual objectives exist in service of team 

objectives, never in competition with them. If the two ever conflict, the team goal wins—exactly 

as Guardrail 1 requires. 

This Is Not Career Path Entitlement 

The Individual Vision is a directional aspiration, not a promotion contract: it entitles no one to a 

specific role, title, or compensation outcome. Growth is earned through demonstrated 

contribution, not documentation—consistent with Guardrail 6. 

The Core Distinction 

Traditional performance management asks: How do we measure and rate this person? 

The Individual Alignment Layer asks: How do we help this person contribute and grow? 

 

That difference is not cosmetic. It is structural, cultural, and philosophical. 
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10. Executive Concerns and Stress Testing 

For the Individual Alignment Layer to gain traction in enterprises, it must pre-empt the concerns 

executives will raise. Below are the most common objections, what drives them, and how the 

model’s guardrails address each one. 

10.1 "Individual performance management undermines team-based 
delivery" 

This is typically the first concern raised. Executives fear a return to hero culture, competition 

over collaboration, and individuals optimizing locally at the expense of the system. 

How the model holds: Individual objectives cannot exist without explicit linkage to Team PI 

Objectives. There is no incentive structure for outperforming teammates. Success is framed as 

contribution, not comparison. Guardrails 1 and 2 directly address this. 

10.2 "This sounds like a lot of overhead" 

Executives fear slowing delivery, Agile turning into bureaucracy, and resistance from teams and 

managers. 

How the model holds: This is the overhead concern the AI as an Enabler section (Section 7) 

addresses in full—conversations align to existing cadence, reviews replace less-effective annual 

check-ins rather than adding to them, and AI reduces preparation to minutes. Guardrail 7 keeps 

the model lightweight by design. 

10.3 "Managers aren't capable of coaching at this level" 

Executives worry about inconsistent execution, manager bias, HR escalations, and legal risk. 

How the model holds: The Performance Owner role is explicitly constrained. Coaching is 

guided by structured artifacts—vision, objectives, reviews. Evaluation is based on progress and 

learning, not subjective ratings. Guardrails 3 and 5 provide the structure. 

The capability gap is real, but it is a development opportunity, not a disqualifier. As Guardrail 5 

establishes, managers who coach rather than judge drive markedly higher performance-

management effectiveness—so the Performance Owner model builds that capacity through 

structured artifacts, guardrails, and cadence rather than relying on untrained managerial instinct. 

10.4 "We tried continuous performance management—it didn't work" 

Executives fear repeating a failed experiment, employee skepticism, and initiative fatigue. 

How the model holds: Previous attempts failed because they were calendar-based, not 

delivery-based. This model anchors performance to PI cadence and real work. Individuals see 

immediate relevance because objectives are tied to what they are actually doing. 

This concern is empirically grounded. As Section 1 showed, what undermined earlier feedback 

efforts was detachment from the work itself—feedback disconnected from goals can even 

reduce performance, and the organizations that abandoned annual reviews improved retention 
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by reconnecting feedback to real outcomes. What failed in prior attempts was not continuous 

feedback, but its detachment from delivery; this model anchors both to the same PDCA rhythm 

individuals already follow on a daily, iteration, and PI basis. 

10.5 "How do we ensure accountability without ratings?" 

Executives worry about inability to address underperformance, legal and HR exposure, and loss 

of managerial authority. 

How the model holds: Accountability exists through transparent commitments. Repeated 

failure becomes visible through PI and iteration reviews. Coaching conversations happen 

earlier, not at year-end. This increases accountability by making intent, effort, and impediments 

visible sooner. 

Research validates this mechanism: accountability that emerges from co-ownership—the same 

collaborative goal-setting behind the engagement gains noted earlier—proves more durable 

than accountability imposed through ratings or forced rankings. Visibility replaces judgment as 

the accountability lever. 

10.6 "Won't this create entitlement or career expectations we can't meet?" 

Executives fear retention leverage, unrealistic career demands, and HR conflict. 

How the model holds: Vision is explicitly framed as directional. Growth is about capability, not 

titles. Transparency reduces resentment rather than increasing it. Guardrail 6 directly addresses 

this. 

10.7 "How does this scale?" 

Executives worry about inconsistency, reporting chaos, and loss of standardization. 

How the model holds: Individual data rolls up as themes, not metrics. Leaders gain insight into 

skill gaps, growth trends, and risks. No cross-team individual comparisons are required. This 

scales by aggregating insight, not by centralizing control. 
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11. Addressing Individual Concerns 

Section 10 examined the concerns leaders raise. But a performance model only succeeds if the 

people inside it trust it. A system imposed without addressing the fears of those it describes will 

be complied with, not embraced — the precise failure mode this layer exists to prevent. The 

concerns below are the ones individuals raise most often, and the model is designed to answer 

each one structurally, not with reassurance. 

11.1 "Will this be used against me?" 

Fear: That objectives, check-ins, and reviews quietly become evidence for a performance-

improvement plan, a low rating, or a termination. 

How the model holds: The handshake is a commitment of intent, not a contract, and a missed 

objective is expected to generate reflection rather than penalty (Guardrail 3). There are no 

ratings, rankings, or output metrics to accumulate against anyone (Guardrail 2). The record the 

layer creates exists to support growth and surface impediments early — not to build a case. 

Where formal HR processes are required, they remain separate from the coaching relationship. 

11.2 "Is this just surveillance with a friendlier name?" 

Fear: That daily check-ins and iteration reviews are activity monitoring in disguise. 

How the model holds: The daily check-in is a brief, private self-check the individual runs for 

themselves — not a status report filed to management. The individual decides what to surface 

and when. The cadence exists to remove blockers quickly, and the model explicitly prohibits 

velocity, utilization, and time-tracking metrics (Guardrail 2). Transparency flows toward support, 

not control. 

11.3 "What if my Performance Owner isn’t a good coach?" 

Fear: That the entire experience depends on one person, and not every manager coaches well. 

How the model holds: The Performance Owner role is bounded by explicit do-and-don’t 

behaviors and a structured role card (Guardrail 5, Appendix B), so the conversation is 

scaffolded by artifacts rather than left to individual instinct. The role can be filled by a Scrum 

Master or delivery leader rather than a line manager, which separates growth coaching from 

positional authority. And because the model inspects and adapts itself each PI (Guardrail 8), a 

poor pairing is a visible, fixable problem rather than a year-long sentence. 

11.4 "Is this just more work on top of my real job?" 

Fear: That this adds another layer of ceremony, paperwork, and meetings. 

How the model holds: The layer is lightweight by design (Guardrail 7), and growth is planned 

inside normal capacity rather than expected on nights and weekends (Guardrail 4). The 

conversations replace less-effective annual and quarterly reviews rather than adding to them, 
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and AI assistance reduces individual preparation from a half-hour of writing to a few minutes 

(see the AI enablement section). What remains is the high-value human part. 

11.5 "What happens if I’m honest about a struggle or a blocker?" 

Fear: That admitting difficulty will be remembered and held against me. 

How the model holds: Surfacing impediments early is the model’s explicit definition of success 

— the Performance Owner role card states plainly that you are succeeding when individuals 

bring you problems sooner (Appendix B). Learning from missed objectives is a designed 

outcome, not a deviation (Guardrail 3). Psychological safety is treated as the precondition for 

the model to function, not an optional benefit. 

11.6 "Will my growth actually be supported, or just documented?" 

Fear: That the Individual Vision and Growth Backlog become wish-lists no one ever acts on. 

How the model holds: Growth objectives are pulled into Individual PI Objectives and given real 

capacity (Guardrail 4), and the Performance Owner is accountable for removing impediments to 

growth, not only to delivery. The Growth Backlog is refined on cadence so it stays alive rather 

than stale. Here, visibility creates accountability for the organization to invest — not just for the 

individual to perform. 

The throughline across every concern is the same: the individual remains the author of their 

vision, the owner of their objectives, and an equal party in every conversation. The layer earns 

trust not by promising good intentions, but by removing the mechanisms — ratings, rankings, 

output metrics, and hidden records — that make performance management feel unsafe in the 

first place. 

12. Compensation, Promotion, and Reward 

Every reader eventually arrives at the same question: how does this connect to pay and 

promotion? The answer is deliberate, and stating it plainly matters — because getting it wrong 

reintroduces the exact dysfunctions the model is built to remove. 

12.1 The Core Position: Decoupled, Not Disconnected 

The Individual Alignment Layer does not produce a score, rating, or ranking that feeds a 

compensation formula. Hitting your Individual PI Objectives does not entitle a raise, and missing 

them does not trigger a penalty. The moment objectives directly determine pay, they stop being 

honest instruments of growth and become contracts to be gamed — people sandbag their 

goals, avoid stretch assignments, hide struggles, and begin competing with teammates, which 

are precisely the behaviors Guardrails 1, 2, and 3 exist to prevent. 

Decoupled, however, is not disconnected. The continuous record of contribution, capability, and 

growth that this layer produces is far richer input to reward decisions than an annual rating ever 

was. Managers enter compensation and promotion conversations with real evidence of how a 
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person contributed and what they grew into — they simply use it as judgment, not as an 

automated trigger. 

12.2 How Reward Decisions Should Draw on the Layer 

Compensation should remain anchored to market and role, adjusted through holistic managerial 

judgment that is informed by — not dictated by — an individual’s demonstrated contribution and 

growth across multiple PIs. Promotion should be based on demonstrated readiness: capability 

built, scope handled, and leadership shown over time, all of which the Individual Vision and 

Growth Backlog make visible and intentional. This makes the path to advancement transparent 

without guaranteeing any specific outcome (Guardrail 6). Where reward is tied to delivery 

results, it should reward team outcomes, preserving the primacy of team success (Guardrail 1). 

12.3 What to Avoid 

Three anti-patterns will quietly convert this model back into the system it replaces. First, do not 

build a points total or objective-attainment score that rolls up into a compensation formula. 

Second, do not use Individual PI Objective attainment as an input to forced ranking or stack 

ranking. Third, wherever possible, separate the coaching relationship from the pay decision — 

or make the boundary explicit — so that candor in coaching conversations is never in tension 

with a reward the same person controls. 

12.4 A Note on Fairness 

Because the layer removes output metrics and annual ratings, it also removes several well-

documented sources of bias — recency bias, proximity bias, and the distortion of compressing a 

year of work into a single score. A continuous, documented, contribution-based history is a 

fairer and more defensible basis for reward decisions than episodic ratings, provided the 

decoupling described above is maintained. The goal, stated simply: the Individual Alignment 

Layer makes people more promotable and easier to reward well — by developing them and 

making their growth visible — without turning growth itself into a transaction. 
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13. Coexisting with HR, Legal, and Compliance 

A fair and frequent challenge is that organizations still carry obligations the Individual Alignment 

Layer does not remove. Documentation for employment decisions, protection against bias 

claims, accommodation requirements, and — in some settings — collective-bargaining rules all 

persist. The layer is not a replacement for these obligations and does not ask the enterprise to 

abandon them. It is designed to coexist with them while changing what the day-to-day 

experience of performance feels like. 

13.1 Two Systems, Clearly Separated 

The Alignment Layer is a growth-and-contribution system: coaching-oriented, continuous, jointly 

owned, and free of ratings. The organization’s formal HR and legal apparatus is a system of 

record and protection: it handles the documentation required for employment decisions, legal 

defensibility, and regulatory compliance. Keeping the two explicitly separate is what allows the 

coaching relationship to stay candid — when growth conversations are not the same artifact as 

the disciplinary record, individuals can be honest about struggles, and the organization still 

maintains everything it is required to keep. 

13.2 Where the Layer Strengthens the Formal System 

Although separate, the layer produces a richer and more contemporaneous trail than annual 

reviews ever did: 

• Documented expectations and conversations: Individual PI Objectives, iteration 

reviews, and Inspect and Adapt notes create a continuous, dated record of what was 

discussed, agreed, and supported — more reliable than a single year-end rating 

reconstructed from memory. 

• Earlier intervention: because impediments and capability gaps surface every iteration, 

genuine performance problems become visible in near-real-time, with a documented 

history of the support that was offered. 

• Reduced bias exposure: removing forced rankings and output metrics removes 

mechanisms that disproportionately generate fairness and disparate-impact challenges. 

13.3 Handling Genuine Underperformance 

The no-ratings stance does not mean no accountability. When repeated, well-supported 

objectives go unmet despite coaching and impediment removal, that pattern is visible through 

iteration and PI reviews far sooner than an annual cycle would reveal it. At that point the 

organization’s standard HR process — performance improvement plans, formal documentation, 

and the rest — is invoked through its normal channel, informed by the rich record the layer has 

produced. The layer surfaces the signal earlier and with better evidence; it does not adjudicate 

the consequence. 

13.4 Regulated and Unionized Environments 
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In environments with collective-bargaining agreements, works councils, or sector-specific 

regulation, the layer’s voluntary, coaching-oriented design is an asset: because it introduces no 

new ratings, quotas, or output measures, it generally sits alongside existing agreements rather 

than altering the terms of evaluation. Organizations in these settings should validate the 

approach with their HR and legal partners during the pilot and adapt cadence and 

documentation to local requirements (consistent with Guardrail 8). This white paper describes 

an operating model, not legal advice. 

The principle is simple: the Individual Alignment Layer changes how performance is grown and 

discussed, not whether the organization meets its legal and HR obligations. The two run in 

parallel, each doing what it does best. 
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14. Measuring Success Without Individual Metrics 

A model that prohibits individual output metrics still has to answer a basic question: how do we 

know it is working? The answer is to measure at the level the model actually targets — 

engagement, growth, retention, and team delivery health — and never individual throughput. 

That distinction is not a loophole; it is the point. We measure the system and its outcomes, not 

the person. 

14.1 What We Deliberately Do Not Measure 

No individual velocity, story points per person, utilization, task-completion quotas, or objective-

attainment scores. None of these are collected, reported, or compared — at any level of 

aggregation. Any metric that would tempt someone to rank or pressure an individual is excluded 

by design (Guardrail 2). 

14.2 Leading Indicators (Within the PI) 

Early signals that the model is taking hold: 

• Participation rate: the share of eligible individuals who define Individual PI Objectives 

and hold a handshake conversation. 

• Conversation cadence: the share of planned iteration reviews and Inspect and Adapt 

sessions actually held. 

• Impediments surfaced earlier: the trend in how early blockers are raised — a rising 

count early is a good sign, because it signals safety, not dysfunction. 

• Growth objectives funded: the share of Individual PI Objectives that include a 

resourced growth objective, which tests Guardrail 4 in practice. 

14.3 Lagging Indicators (Across PIs) 

Outcome measures that show the model is delivering value: 

• Engagement: movement in standard instruments such as eNPS or the Gallup Q12, 

measured at team and ART level and never attributed to an individual. 

• Regretted attrition: the trend in voluntary departures, especially among high-capability 

contributors. 

• Capability growth: aggregate skill and certification progress drawn from anonymized 

Growth Backlog themes. 

• Team delivery health: PI predictability, flow, and quality — confirming the layer 

maintained or improved team outcomes (Guardrail 1). 

• Coaching effectiveness: Performance Owner feedback and the share of individuals 

reporting more meaningful conversations. 

14.4 Reading the Data Responsibly 
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• Aggregate, never compare: individual data rolls up into themes — skill gaps, growth 

trends, risks — never into cross-individual or cross-team rankings. This is the same 

aggregation principle that lets the model scale. 

• Themes inform investment, not judgment: leaders and RTEs use aggregated insight 

to improve planning, training, and support — not to evaluate people. 

• Inspect the measures themselves: at each Inspect and Adapt, review whether a 

metric is driving the right behavior and retire any that begin to feel like surveillance 

(Guardrail 8). 

A simple test for any proposed metric: would knowing it tempt someone to rank, compare, or 

pressure an individual? If yes, it does not belong in this model. If instead it tells you whether 

people are growing, staying, and contributing — and whether teams are healthy — it is exactly 

what you should be watching. These measures complement the pilot’s Success Indicators that 

follow. 

15. Pilot and Adoption Approach 

The Individual Alignment Layer should not be rolled out enterprise-wide. Consistent with Lean-

Agile principles, adoption should follow an incremental, experiment-driven approach. 

Recommended Pilot Structure 

• Start with a single ART 

• Run for one PI 

• Use opt-in participation—volunteers only 

• Assign dedicated Performance Owners with coaching support 

• Gather structured feedback at Inspect and Adapt 

Success Indicators 

• Individuals report clearer connection between daily work and personal growth 

• Performance Owners report more meaningful coaching conversations 

• Team delivery is maintained or improved 

• Impediments are surfaced earlier 

• Participant engagement increases measurably 

Expansion Criteria 

Expand to additional ARTs only after one full PI cycle with positive feedback. Adjust guardrails, 

templates, and cadence based on pilot learning before scaling. 
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16. Conclusion 

SAFe scales value. People create value. 

The Individual Alignment Layer closes the final alignment gap in the Scaled Agile Framework—

connecting individual purpose, growth, and performance to the same system that governs 

enterprise delivery. It does not reintroduce individual metrics. It does not undermine team-based 

execution. It does not turn managers into judges. 

Instead, it creates a system where contribution is intentional, growth is visible, and performance 

management is finally embedded in how work actually flows. 

When personal goals are visible in everyday work, motivation shifts from compliance to genuine 

investment—contribution becomes meaningful, and progress becomes visible. And the 

enterprise becomes not only more aligned, but more human. 

The business case is equally compelling. Companies that prioritize individual performance 

through coaching and growth are 4.2 times more likely to outperform their peers and report 30% 

higher revenue growth.11 The organizations that will define the next era of scaled agile delivery 

are those that understand this: systems scale, but people perform. 

 

Next Steps 

Pilot the Individual Alignment Layer with a single ART for one PI. 

Gather feedback through Inspect and Adapt. 

Refine guardrails and templates based on learning. 

Expand deliberately. 

 

For coaching, workshops, or pilot support, contact Atomic Agility at atomicagility.us 
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Appendix A: Individual PI Objective Template 

Each individual completes 3–5 objectives using this format after PI Planning. 

 

Field Description Example 

Objective Title Clear, concise name for the 
objective 

Improve deployment pipeline 
reliability 

Type Contribution or Growth Contribution 

Aligned To Which Team PI Objective this 
supports 

Team Obj #2: Reduce 
deployment failures by 50% 

Success Criteria How you will know this is 
achieved 

Zero failed deployments in 
iterations 3–5 

Growth Dimension Skill, leadership, technical, 
domain, etc. 

Technical depth – CI/CD 

Confidence Personal confidence level (1–5, 
optional) 

4 

Notes Dependencies, risks, or context Requires access to staging 
environment 

 

Handshake Statement 

"I will do everything within my control to achieve these objectives by the end of the PI." 

 

Signed: ________________    Date: ________________ 

Performance Owner: ________________ 
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Appendix B: Performance Owner Role Card 

Purpose 

The Performance Owner enables individual alignment, growth, and contribution within the 

Individual Alignment Layer. The role is coaching-oriented, not evaluative. 

Responsibilities 

• Facilitate Individual PI Objective definition and alignment 

• Conduct iteration reviews and PI-level Inspect and Adapt 

• Support Growth Backlog refinement 

• Remove impediments to individual growth and contribution 

• Provide coaching, not judgment 

Who Can Serve 

• People Manager 

• Scrum Master 

• Designated delivery leader 

Cadence 

The Performance Owner engages at four key touchpoints in the SAFe cadence: 

• Pre-PI intent conversation — align on vision and growth direction before PI Planning 

• PI Objective session — co-create Individual PI Objectives aligned to team and ART 

goals 

• Iteration reviews — observe progress and provide coaching support 

• PI Inspect and Adapt — facilitate the individual I&A and capture learning for the next PI 

Key Behaviors 

Do Do Not 

Ask before advising — coach first, solve second Rank or compare individuals 

Create space for growth objectives in PI planning, 
not just delivery 

Dictate career paths 

Facilitate alignment to team goals Evaluate based on output metrics 

Encourage learning from missed objectives Punish missed objectives 

Surface learning at iteration reviews Turn reviews into status reports 
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Guiding Principle 

The Performance Owner is to the individual what a Scrum Master or team coach is to the team: 

an enabler of alignment, not a controller of execution. 

 

You’re succeeding when… 

Individuals bring you problems earlier. 

Missed objectives generate reflection, not anxiety. 
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Appendix C: Growth Backlog Template 

The Growth Backlog is a living, prioritized list of development opportunities. Only a small subset 

of items are pulled into Individual PI Objectives each increment. 

 

Item Source Priority Target PI Status 

AWS Solutions 
Architect 
certification 

Individual Vision High PI 4 Not started 

Lead a cross-
team dependency 
resolution 

Performance 
Owner suggestion 

Medium PI 5 Not started 

Mentor a junior 
developer through 
one PI 

Individual OKR High PI 4 In progress 

Explore Product 
Owner 
responsibilities 

Individual Vision Low PI 6+ Not started 

Build internal tool 
for test 
automation 

Innovation 
interest 

Medium PI 5 Not started 

 

Refinement Cadence 

Quarterly or once per PI, the individual and Performance Owner review the Growth Backlog 

together. Items are added, removed, reprioritized, or promoted to PI Objectives based on 

evolving vision, organizational needs, and learning from prior PIs. 
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Appendix D: Pilot Rollout Guide 

Phase 1: Preparation (2–4 weeks before PI Planning) 

• Select one ART for the pilot 

• Identify and train Performance Owners 

• Communicate intent and voluntary participation to the ART 

• Distribute Individual PI Objective templates and Growth Backlog templates 

• Brief Scrum Masters and RTEs on the model and guardrails 

Phase 2: Execution (One PI) 

• Individuals reflect on personal goals before PI Planning (Pre-PI Intent) 

• PI Planning proceeds as normal 

• Individual PI Objective sessions conducted post-PI Planning (20–30 minutes per person) 

• Handshake commitments made 

• Individual iteration goals set each iteration 

• Iteration reviews conducted (10–15 minutes per person) 

• Growth Backlog Refinement conducted at PI midpoint if applicable 

Phase 3: Inspect and Adapt 

• Individual Inspect and Adapt sessions at PI end 

• Aggregate feedback from all pilot participants 

• Aggregate feedback from Performance Owners 

• Identify what worked, what didn’t, and what to adjust 

• Decide whether to continue, expand, or modify 

Phase 4: Expansion (If warranted) 

• Adjust guardrails and templates based on pilot learning 

• Expand to one or two additional ARTs 

• Continue inspecting and adapting each PI 

• Build internal coaching capability 

 

Guiding Principle for Adoption 

Start small. React rapidly. 

The model should prove itself through outcomes, not mandates. 
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