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Agile Agile everywhere – not a definition to speak of

Unless you have spent the last 10 years away form the IT world you can’t have missed the rise of Agile software development.  Countless books, journals, blogs and consultants are now devoted to furthering the use of Agile techniques.  

Agile is apple pie.  Everyone seems to favour it and many claim to be doing it.  Even the Software Engineering Institute (originators of CMM and CMMI) have issued a paper showing how CMMI and Agile are complementary.  But, who is actually doing Agile?

My own best estimates, little more than educated guesses really, suggest that between 5 and 15% of software development is now Agile.  Some of these teams are practicing fully-fledged Scrum with a full selection of technical practices, like Test Driven Development (TDD), Continuous Integration and Refactoring.  Other teams are attempting various forms of half baked Agile sometimes characterised as Wagile or WaterScrum.

Part of the problem in determining who is, and who is not Agile comes from the from difficulty in defining what Agile is.  The two best know Agile methods - Extreme Programming (XP) and Scrum – actually pre-date the label “Agile.”  

The Agile manifesto (http://agilemanifesto.org/) provides a starting point but it has been criticised for being too apple-pie.  It is hard to find anyone who will actually disagree with the manifesto.  In fairness, it was written eight years old as a rallying call against a mechanistic approach to development.

Dissecting Agile

To really understand what it means “to be Agile” we need to look beyond the single word label.  As figure 1 shows, we need to differentiate between the techniques of Agile development, Agile methods and the state of Agility, or “being Agile.”
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Figure 1 - Three meanings of Agile
First off the techniques of Agile development, or rather, the Agile toolkit.  The toolkit contains a lot:  developers techniques like test driven development, continuous integration and refactoring.  Project management techniques like time-boxed iterations, ready to ship quality, stand up meetings and planning meetings.  Requirements techniques like user stories, value based delivery and absolute prioritisation.

These are just the techniques in the toolkit and this is by no means a complete list.  There are also software tools like xUnit family of unit testing frameworks, FIT for acceptance tests, commercial tools like Rally and Target Process for tracking progress and managing requirements.

Many of these techniques can be used whether you are following an Agile method or no.  For example, no matter how traditional your software development you can adopt TDD, you might even use the JUnit test framework.  Doing so will most likely improve your process and software quality but tools alone will not make you Agile.

So, the Agile toolkit is a group of tools and techniques, some are physical tools while others are processes and mental approaches.

Next there are the Agile development methods: Scrum is the dominant method at the moment having replaced Extreme Programming (XP) as the Agile poster child.  In some circles DSDM is popular and Kanban is on the rise.  Then there are the lesser know methods like FDD, Crystal and Evo.

Each method chooses a set of techniques from the toolbox and wraps them together with process, recommendations, case studies and experience.  The promise of each method is the state of Agility; the method is a shrink-wrapped route to Agility, if you follow the method you will reach Agility.  Well, that is the claim at least.

Yet many organizations will struggle to adopt a method in full.  Adopting any Agile method is not an single event, it is a process.  Teams need to be trained, experience needs to be gained and method need to be adapted.  

Not every Agile method will be compatible with every organizations.  For example, Scrum’s project manager free, self organizing teams will not be acceptable in organizations which assume a command and control management approach.

Objective Agility

In order to determine whether a team, or company, is actually Agile, we need to examine the end result.  The inputs to the process - how many tools from the Agile toolkit a team uses from the Agile toolkit, or which Agile method is adopted – are not the objective.  They may serve as milestones on the road but the objective is to be Agile.

So what are the attributes of Agility?  

A good starting point is the look at the label itself “Agile”.  The Oxford Dictionary of English defines Agile as: able to move quickly and easily.  Breaking this definition down is helpful: 

· able to move: that is, the team can and does do what it says.  Action is more important than words.  Rather than talk about delivery and agility, the team delivers software.

· quickly: the term “quick” is somewhat subjective.  For an organization accustomed to software projects lasting several years one lasting less than a year may be considered quick, while in other places anything taking more than a few weeks may be slow.

With nearly a decade of Agile experience behind us it is now possible to quantify “quickly” in the Agile sense.  Three months should be the longest period between deliveries.  Early Scrum implementations sometimes used three-month sprints, now two weeks is more the norm and one month is considered a long, if not unusual, sprint.

· easily: another subjective term and one that needs to be measured on two axis, business and technical.

For the business easily means the development team accept what is requested, teams embrace changing business requirements rather than resisting them or hiding behind an onerous change request process.

This can be something of a double-edged sword. The right to change requirements comes with the responsible to articulate requirements and engage in the process.  The days when “the business” could write 200 pages of “requirements”, throw it over the wall to development and wait for the result.  So too are “requirements by project name.”  Simply asking for a CRM system and expecting developers to know what is required is no longer an option.

The second axis of ease is the ease of technical change.  Development teams keep the software in a state were change is possible without excessive overhead.  

Again this is a double-edged sword, only this time for the technologists.  On the one hand the team needs keep the internal quality of the software high, while on the other hands they do not gold plate it with unused design and features which are not needed.

Hopefully the definition of Agility is becoming clearer but there are important attributes missing.  We need to add three more attributes.

Firstly, a team must be delivering business value and demonstrating success.  If a team cannot, or does not, deliver software which the business wants and values then it should not be considered Agile.  

Therefore, almost by definition failed projects are not Agile because they do not deliver.  An Agile method can fail, an Agile tool can fail,  but for teams aiming at  Agility failure shows they do they have not reached their destination yet.

Second: Sustainability.  Being Agile for a short period has limited value.  Achieving Agility through 80-hour weeks is not sustainable in anything other than the short term.  As much as Agile encourages developers to focus on the short term we must remember we are playing a long game.

Finally, Agility implies change and improvement.  Team need to be learning from what they do in the technical, business and process space and improving their capability in all three dimensions.

Being Agile

Thus, being Agile is not about following any specific Agile method, although that may well help.  Nor is it about using a specific set of tools, although again, that may help. You can practice Scrum but not be Agile.  You can unit test your entire code but not be Agile.  Both may be necessary to be Agile but are not sufficient.

Being Agile is about delivering value to the business side of your company.  It is about doing this in such a way that needs and objectives can change without imposing great penalties, and it is about doing this in a sustainable way.

Finally, being Agile is about being better at what you do tomorrow than you were yesterday.  Business doesn’t stand still and if software developers are to deliver value they too much learn, change and improve.

(c) allan kelly

Page 4 of 4

