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Transparency 

Giving information access to a whole 
group



“Why pick on 
transparency? 
Why now???”



Transparency is at best 
inadequate, and now is the 
time to move past it. 

“Why pick on 
transparency? 
Why now???”



About me

My whole adult life I’ve benefited from the open 
sharing of information. 



 History of 
Transparency
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“Publicity is justly commended 
as a remedy for social and 
industrial diseases. 

Sunlight is said to be the best 
of disinfectants; electric light 
the most efficient policeman”

- Louis Brandeis, Other People’s 
Money (1914)

First wave: progressive 
reform

History of Transparency

Illustration from Other People’s Money and 
How Bankers Use it  

https://louisville.edu/law/library/special-collections/the-louis-d.-brandeis-collection/other-peoples-money-by-louis-d.-brandeis
https://louisville.edu/law/library/special-collections/the-louis-d.-brandeis-collection/other-peoples-money-by-louis-d.-brandeis


From 1950-1954 Senator Joe 
McCarthy turned the spotlight 
of transparency on communist 
sympathizers in government 
and media, wrecking lives.

End of the first wave: 
McCarthyism

History of Transparency



● To promote democratic 
accountability and public 
trust

● Coalition of journalists, 
scientists, consumer 
advocates, and Congress

Second wave: the 
Freedom of Information 
Act (FOIA), 1967 / 2000

History of Transparency

FOIA button by Insercorp LTD

Transparency’s Ideological Drift, 
D Pozen, 2018

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:FOIA_Button.png
https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=FOIA_Button&action=edit&redlink=1
https://www.yalelawjournal.org/pdf/Pozen_5xbpkxy6.pdf


Transparency in 
management

Jack Welch
Image: Wikimedia CC BY-SA3

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:JackWelchApril2012.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en


Transparency in 
management

“Above all else, though, good 
leaders are open. They go up, 
down, and around their 
organization to reach people. They 
don’t stick to the established 
channels…. They never get bored 
telling their story.”

- Jack Welch, Harvard Business 
Review

Jack Welch
Image: Wikimedia CC BY-SA3
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https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en


Transparency in 
management

“They never get bored telling their 
story.”  

Welch’s story? We must maximize 
shareholder value. 

Jack Welch
Image: Wikimedia CC BY-SA3

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:JackWelchApril2012.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/deed.en


“Transparency” implies neutrality and 
symmetry, but information transparency 
has many asymmetries….



Transparency asymmetries

What is the power dynamic between the parties?

Who is the information supplier and who is the observer? 

Is the information being pushed or pulled?



Transparency asymmetries

Example: Jack Welch, the high-power party, supplied 
information to low-power staff via push. 

This can be genuinely helpful…. 



Transparency asymmetries

Example: Jack Welch, the high-power party, supplied 
information to low-power staff via push. 

This can be genuinely helpful…. It can also be gaslighting.



Transparency asymmetries

Example: Brandeis espoused publicity, the pull of information 
by lower-power members of the public.

This can provide accountability. It can also lend credence to 
unfounded narratives. 



Transparency asymmetries

Example: Joe McCarthy, as a member of a high-power 
Senate Committee, pulled information from lower-power 
public figures.

This can provide key insights to decision-makers. It can also 
be surveillance.





Transparency has a completely different 
meaning when it’s consolidating power 
vs redistributing power.



 
Where transparency 
does and doesn’t 
work
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In cases of journalism and civic 
governance, transparency 
hasn’t reliably given the desired 
results. 



Transparency 

Transparency of bad things

➡ trust

➡ accountability

In theory…



Transparency in journalism

“Transparency is the new objectivity”

 — D. Weinberger, 2009



Does transparency in 
journalism build trust?

“Audiences’ trust perceptions did 
not differ between a text/website that 
had no transparency features and a 
text/website that had hyperlinks to 
original documents, corrections, 
time stamps, reader comments, call 
for reader participation, and an 
editorial text explaining the 
production of the news article.”  

- M. Koliska, 2015 Transparency and trust in 
journalism: an examination of 
values, practices and effects, M. 
Koliska, 2015 

https://www.proquest.com/openview/057913a1d51c130876cabb69bca3530a/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=18750
https://www.proquest.com/openview/057913a1d51c130876cabb69bca3530a/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=18750
https://www.proquest.com/openview/057913a1d51c130876cabb69bca3530a/1?pq-origsite=gscholar&cbl=18750


Fox news and a closed 
world

Consistency leads to trust

Around 35% of Americans 
believe the 2016 election was 
stolen.





Transparency for governance

“[T]here is no consensus about whether 
transparency improves concrete outcomes. 
The answer, as with so many other questions in 
political science, seems to be that ‘it depends.’”

 — Does Transparency Improve Governance? 
     Kosack and Fung, 2014

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ce018c4d711f30001ff4dab/t/5ce0aebeb43da20001fe2fff/1558228672155/FungKosack.AnnRevPSTransparencyGoverance2014.pdf


Transparency for accountability: 
Report cards in Ugandan health care

● Ugandan health services underwent a sudden loss of funding and 
infrastructure 

● During rebuilding, a “transparency intervention” tried
○ Collecting service data, e.g. equipment usage, waiting times
○ Hosting meetings: staff, citizens, interface
○ Designing action steps
○ Checking back in

● Saw marked improvement in health outcomes and staff 
engagement



Does Transparency Improve Governance? Kosack and Fung, 2014

How transparency can improve governance 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ce018c4d711f30001ff4dab/t/5ce0aebeb43da20001fe2fff/1558228672155/FungKosack.AnnRevPSTransparencyGoverance2014.pdf


Transparency for civic outcomes: 
Citizen’s report cards in Uganda

● Ugandan health services underwent a sudden loss of funding and 
infrastructure 

● An “transparency intervention” was designed 
○ Collected service data, e.g. equipment usage, waiting times
○ Hosted meetings: staff, citizens, interface
○ Designed action steps
○ Checked back in

● Saw marked improvement in health outcomes and staff engagement



Transparency for civic outcomes: 
Citizen’s report cards in Uganda

● Ugandan health services underwent a sudden loss of funding and 
infrastructure 

● An “transparency intervention” was designed 
○ Collected service data, e.g. equipment usage, waiting times
○ Hosted meetings: staff, citizens, interface
○ Designed action steps
○ Checked back in

● Saw marked improvement in health outcomes and staff engagement

The meta-story here is how much work it took.



“It costs a lot of money 
  to look this cheap.” 

- Dolly Parton 

It also takes a lot of work 
to be “transparent.”

Dolly Parton, 2005

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Dolly_Parton_in_Nashville_april_2005.jpg


In agile orgs, transparency has 
also had mixed results.



The cycle of transparency



Losing confidentiality 
via transparency

“You idiot. You naive, foolish, 
irresponsible nincompoop. There 
is really no description of 
stupidity, no matter how vivid, 
that is adequate. I quake at the 
imbecility of it.”

-Tony Blair on the Freedom of 
Information Act, 2000

Tony Blair in 2022



● Erases asymmetries: high power/low power, info 
provider/receiver, pull/push

● Assumes that the viewer has the tools to interpret what they see
● Used to give veneer of objectivity to judgements and 

interpretations
● Implies low effort for the information provider
● Denies the importance of interpretation
● Leads to feelings of surveillance inside previously safe spaces
● Easily weaponized

Objections to “transparency”





 Reframing 
transparency
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We’re aiming for an approach that 
embraces differences in 
perspective and the need for 
active communication.



We’re here at an agile conference. 
It’s time we talk teams.



Assumption: the most effective 
configuration for value delivery 
is loosely-coupled teams of 4-14. 



 

https://teamtopologies.com/industry-examples
/building-a-successful-platform-team-at-croz

https://nielspflaeging.medium.com/org-physics-th
e-3-faces-of-every-company-df16025f65f8

Team Topologies Beta Codex



Communication inside 
teams

Inside teams, we have years 
of experience now in 
visualizing work.

Also, deep literature on 
psychological safety.

✅



Communication 
between peer teams

Team Topologies provides 
framing to evolve inter-team 
relationships, e.g. Team APIs 
and the collaboration- 
to-XaaS pipeline.

✅



But this isn’t where we’re 
struggling with transparency



Where transparency approaches often fail

● Up and down levels of the org
● Across disciplines
● In heterogeneous or diverse environments

 = Anywhere we have to communicate across worldviews!



Image: Frugal by TaxCredits.net



Struggling business area:  two worlds, two answers

Leadership
● If an area of the business 

isn’t working well,
● Then the org should slim it 

and improve effectiveness, 
while investing in areas with 
solid fundamentals

Team
● If you want better results,
● Then the org should invest 

to stabilize, then explore 
options



 
Product 

Value 
stream 
team

Value 
stream 
team

Value 
stream 
team

Product

Product

Product

Platform 
grouping

Division

…

Organisational zoom levels



Scale example: skin



Skin cell (keratinocyte), NIH Image Gallery

Scale example: a cell

“I want to take in nutrients, keep out toxins, and make energy”

https://www.flickr.com/photos/nihgov/26567781502


Skin and fat cells, NIH Image Gallery

Scale example: skin cell / fat cell structure

“I want to act as a barrier to keep out harmful bacteria”

https://www.flickr.com/photos/nihgov/48380546537


Scale example: skin



Different zoom levels in an 
organisation also have different 
dynamics.



Common zoom level differences

Zoomed out 
(e.g. division leaders)
● Change is slower
● Impact is over longer 

horizon
● More people affected by 

decisions
● Aggregated information

Zoomed in:
(e.g. a stream-aligned team)
● Change is faster
● Impact is either fast or 

untraceable
● Small number of people
● Direct, granular information



Our communication, especially 
across zoom levels, must account 
for different worldviews.





Communication beyond transparency



1. Send out information others need

The goal is not just for the information 
to exist, but stick in stakeholders’ heads

Narrative is critical. Important to be 
clear, relevant, and interesting.

Communication beyond transparency



2. Assume everyone else is zoomed 
out from your work

Your information is probably not their 
top priority. What’s the right level of 
fidelity?

Communication beyond transparency



3.  Information flowing through the 
org should still be consistent when it 
meets up again

Two stakeholders who talk about your 
project should not surprise each other. 
This is important for trust.

Communication beyond transparency



4. Every venue is a good venue for 
storytelling

That townhall everyone hates? Those 
reports you think nobody reads? Often 
beneficial to build awareness

Communication beyond transparency



A pair of changemakers who were given a remit to bring  
existing technology to market as a new product. 

They methodically built bridges to
● HR
● Contracting
● Legal 

Case study: product initiation in an enterprise 

● Marketing 
● Security 
● Finance 



They connected each group into their coalition
1. Started with individual introduction
2. Connected to wider team, if appropriate
3. Sought examples of what had gone before
4. Defaulted to accepting other group’s 

interpretations and constraints 
5. Checked for impact on the rest of the network

Case study: product initiation in an enterprise 



They finely tuned ongoing communications.

The pair established rhythms: infrequent enough that 
there was news, but frequent enough to keep channel 
warm.

They took every opportunity for communication and 
maintained very high communication standards.

Case study: product initiation in an enterprise 



Techniques for 
collaborative 
reasoning
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“Reasonable people 
exposed to the same 
information generally 
come to the same 
conclusions.” 



Reasonable people 
regularly disagree.

“Reasonable people 
exposed to the same 
information generally 
come to the same 
conclusions.” 



Tools for collaborative reasoning: 
Mapping

Mapping works to provide safe 
ways to explore revealed 
perspectives and preferences.

The value is in the conversation, not 
the map!

MSchottlender-WMF, 
CC BY-SA4

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/User:MSchottlender-WMF
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/


“[M]ost arguments are not about 
facts, but about values or how to 
use and/or choose facts.” 
 — Michael Gilbert

Tools for collaborative reasoning: 
Coalescent argumentation

Coalescent Argumentation, 
Michael Gilbert, 1997

https://www.routledge.com/Coalescent-Argumentation/Gilbert/p/book/9780805825206


Situate logic amongst the different 
types of reasoning humans do:
● Logical
● Emotional
● Visceral
● Kisceral

Tools for collaborative reasoning: 
Coalescent argumentation

Coalescent Argumentation, 
Michael Gilbert, 1997

https://www.routledge.com/Coalescent-Argumentation/Gilbert/p/book/9780805825206


Lucy by hehaden

https://www.flickr.com/photos/hellie55/8259398640


In order to understand other 
people’s positions, you need to 
understand your own.

What are my prior beliefs? What 
biases do I bring? What are my 
values? What will I not 
compromise? 

Tools for collaborative reasoning: 
Reflection



 A collaborative reasoning toolkit, 
aka a “social epistemology and 
metacognition” toolkit



Transparency approaches help 
us solve the easiest problems, 
not necessarily the most 
important.



● Move away from “transparency”
● Communicate actively
● Think zoom levels, not hierarchy
● Recognize different ways of reasoning as valid
● Give yourself the space for social reasoning and 

reflection
● And yes, it takes a lot of work

Key takeaways



Nikki Lee, Alex Soble, Alex Bielen, Tadgh 
O’Higgins, John Cutler, Christian 
Crumlish, Sean Blanchflower and all the 
people who helped mature this talk 
beyond its original Charlie Day rant.

Thanks to…



One last thing…



Please don’t use LLMs for this.



Thank you!

@ElizAyer


