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“The glory which is built upon a lie soon becomes a most unpleasant incumbrance. How easy it is to make people believe a lie, and how hard it is to undo that work again.”

Mark Twain

​Introduction​

According to the dictionary the term agile means: to have the “agility to move swiftly, gracefully, accurately and with quick, easy grace;” 

The term Agile has become ubiquitous in the fields of Business and Industry, however, the term agile in a technology context has its provenance in the Agile Manifesto that sets out a philosophy or mindset relevant to the specialised field of Software Development. The authors of the Agile Manifesto chose “agile” as an adjective for their vision of a fast moving, nimble and graceful approach to adapting software development techniques to meet inevitable change. Presumably they coined the term because agility is a concept strongly aligned with their perspective as being the best approach when developing innovative software within an uncertain world. 

Agile, therefore describes the innate ability to create and respond to change. It is a way of dealing with, and ultimately not just surviving but thriving, within an uncertain and volatile environment. In short, the agile approach is about thinking through and adapting to change as the software development progresses. This allows you, as a designer or developer, to comprehend what’s going on in your specific environment; identify what are the design demands, understand the risks of uncertainty or turbulence you’re facing, and then to figure out how you can successfully negotiate change - shifting design, adding new features, or mitigate risk.

Twenty-two years after its release to the public. The Agile Manifesto for Software Development is firmly ensconced in the pantheon of unimpeachable ethos of software development, and is a fixture in mainstream technology (software) dogma. So it’s easy to forget what a shock the Agile Manifesto for Software Development represented to the software developer community on its publication in 2001. 

​The Agile Manifesto


We are uncovering better ways of developing software by doing it and helping others do it.

Through this work we have come to value:

Individuals and interactions over processes and tools

Working software over comprehensive documentation

Customer collaboration over contract negotiation

Responding to change over following a plan

That is, while there is value in the items on the right, we value the items on the left more.

© 2001-2022 Agile Manifesto Au

––––––––
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The Manifesto was, gasped one Technology review, “unlike any methodology you or anyone else has ever read”. If that wasn’t entirely true – Agile Manifesto for Software Development, certainly was not a methodology or entirely new, (if the truth be told), it had a plethora of antecedents, both in the incremental, iterative, and eclectic developer-centric methodologies; XP (extreme programming), Lean, Iterative, Spiral, and in Scrum – but it wasn’t far off the mark. This was as we will see, no accident or coincidence.

The Manifesto on its release certainly didn’t sound like anything else published in the mainstream technology media despite the inconvenient fact that it was not really new as it was how most start-ups or small businesses actually did software development at the time. (As an aside, I actually was introduced to the agile philosophy and later to the Agile Manifesto around 2005. This was several years after we had begun to develop our own in-house software products albeit without having heard of the term. Intuitively we were following these same iterative, collaborative, and adaptive steps simply because it was a natural way of working in a startup environment.)

However, the Agile Manifesto’s message was different for some other notable reasons. Its tone and sentiment was both provocative and confrontational. It read like a 1970’s era Trades Union (UK) Manifesto and this was and still is how its interpreted. There was undeniably a deliberately self-indulgent focus on the software development team as an elite fellowship. Also a somewhat puerile ostracization of management within the context of software development i.e. the redaction of any form of external leadership out with the self-organising autonomous Team. This was and still is particularly jarring. Nonetheless, The Agile Manifesto for Software Development gained traction through the esprit de corps within the software development industry.

Agile Rings a Bell

You can’t help but read the Manifesto and feel subliminally that you might be in contact with the great and wise, those that developed the software that ate the world. In truth however agile-style software development frameworks and methodologies had been around a lot longer. Indeed software development was changing rapidly due to the explosive growth of the Internet in the late nineties. As a result, applications and solutions were being developed upon web-based architectures, as client-server models, which lent themselves ideally towards fast iterative and incremental programming. Consequently in technology and business startups’ the Agile Manifesto struck a chord. 

Regardless, of what others may have thought, the Agile Manifesto certainly rang a bell with a generation of software developers at the time. I would like to think that it captured the imagination of other software developers as it was the natural, even intuitive way to develop software. Indeed one possible reason for its impact and general acceptance was that developers working in enterprise organisations were drawn to its developer-centric common-sense approach whilst developers working outside the enterprise found satisfaction in the validation of their existing work-practice. Either way, placing the self-organising team at the very heart of the development project certainly struck the right chord with many programmers at the time and indeed a decade or so later. 

So what is this Agile development movement that shook up the industry from the grass roots?

Well let’s see shall we!

​
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“It’s when you can see the disaster coming but you can’t do anything to stop it.”

Agile’s official provenance can be traced back to the turn of the millennia at Snowbird Utah 2001. The objective at the time was to find common ground amongst the 17 software developers and 2 testers as to how to best develop software for the modern era. 

It is important to keep that in mind as the concept of ‘agile software development’ was the product of a highly-biased group – they were all software developers or testers. If you were to ask any highly specialist group to write a manifesto on how to improve their work and productive environment you would probably end up with the same self-centred and hubristic nonsense.

The problem was though that the technology media eats all this ridiculous crap for breakfast. But it’s unfair to blame the technology media, for as lazy as they are – they cannot be blamed for the wilful ignorance and sheep-like mentality of this generation of - what they would consider themselves to be - technologists.

The Industry is awash with media-driven but catastrophic failures of understanding based on a belief system of technological panaceas advertised, adopted, and hyped way beyond their relative capabilities or competence. Just think of Industry 4.0, Blockchain, or Digital Transformation ... big names with very little substance, if you doubt this try implementing any of them. 

I suggest Agile was the precursor to all of these media driven fantasies as consultancies saw just how gullible or desperate for turn-key solutions were the major organisations’ leaders. For example, Scrum and all its commercialised organisations drilled a hole in the skulls of incompetent leaders and then poured in their snake-oil nonsense – that had them chanting ad nauseum crap like this:

Agile is Great, because ... err,  it creates more by doing less ... deliver projects faster, which meets the expectations of the customer. All of which is based on weak antecedent examples or reports and surveys from heavily conflicted sources. 

Where they were going wrong was that business executives should have been concerning themselves less with buzzwords, pithy phrases, and cleverly constructed retorts but with some of the core SDLC fundamentals, such as product quality, maintainability, operability, and budget? But in fairness they were not really to know that as their focus was on the business domain.

Agile morphs into Business Agility

Nonetheless, Agile appears to be ubiquitous these days, but its proliferation means it has become actually a vacuous term, often confused with business, marketing, and HR, agility. For as much praise as the mindset gets in the technology and latterly the business media, agile certainly isn’t for everyone. So before you embark on a big agile journey, be sure to keep in mind these following advantages and disadvantages of an agile approach.

​Agile’s Provenance is in SDLC in the 1990s


A common misconception today is that the agile philosophy was the direct product of a meeting that occurred in Snowbird, Utah in 2001 when the term; Agile Software Development was first coined. (An important point here is that agile was a description an adjective – a small ‘a’ - such as agile software development, today agile has been transformed into a noun and a real noun at that with a capital A, as in Agile. This was of course contradictory to the original authors’ goals.)

The proof of this is that the original pioneers of the agile iterative and adaptive approach to software development had been busy throughout the mid-to-late 1990s developing their own ways of working. These agile pioneers had materialised their deliberations and thoughts into software development thinking, and several had come up with their own agile-style frameworks for SDLC (Software Development Life Cycle) using common iterative methods, such as Iterative, Spiral, XP (Extreme Programming), Lean, and Scrum amongst others. The pre-existence of these agile-style frameworks for software development at the time in the 1990’s is a bit of a contradiction to the common agile narrative. 

The pioneers of Agile software development thinking were not particularly bothered with business or technological strategies of the time. They actually found the status quo regards software development outdated and well deserving of a total rewrite – and so they came up with the Agile Manifesto for Software Development – which was not so much a revision of the old and perhaps trusted methods of software development but a radical call to action to put aside these old and legacy methods.  

Another anomaly in the agile narrative is that the software development environment was not at the time, as is commonly portrayed, a vast enterprise driven discipline following a rigid management-centric Waterfall SDLC process. Instead, it was a fractured landscape of a plethora of predictive-style or adaptive-style frameworks used to produce customised methodologies, which were often a selection of hybrids; all driven by outcomes, convenience, and what worked. The myth that everyone prior to 2001 was developing software as Big Design Up Front (BDUF) in a predictive serial sequential pattern such as Waterfall is ludicrous, but still a widely held belief. In reality, most software development was dependent on predictive SDLC using heavy up-front pre-design. However, they were developed by implementing some of the collaborative, iterative, incremental and adaptive patterns into the mix. There was no Waterfall hegemony pre-2001. 

​The Dawn of the ‘agile’ Way of Working


The Agile Manifesto for Software Development will go down in history as the document that gave birth to the flexible way to develop software, and later just about anything imaginable. However, what the authors of the manifesto actually achieved was to simply codify what were common, popular practices, beliefs and procedures, within the Software Development Life Cycle (SDLC) during the 1990s.

Indeed, many organisations had started working in an ‘agile’ fashion, oblivious of the terminology of course, long before that fateful 2001 Snowbird meeting in Utah. What is more, the shift to a more flexible and suitable software development solution actually started around the early to mid-nineties. The movement towards a more adaptive ‘agile’ approach was driven not through the efforts of any organised initiative but via various expert practitioners. 

In-house knowledge and experience created the environment for software developers or consultants, always on the lookout for more adaptable frameworks to sell to organisations, to build software to help produce innovative and adaptive solutions, quickly.

The reality is that software developers started to roll their own adaptive frameworks and develop their own methodologies to build something that worked for them. They went about experimenting and cherry-picking ideas and features from old and new frameworks, until they found a combination that worked - for them. By doing so they would experiment, adapt and transform ‘off-the-shelf’ frameworks and by doing so create a custom methodology; one that was aligned to their organisations context and fitted the development team’s specific characteristics and needs.

​The Rise of the Agile Frameworks


Throughout the 90’s there was a considerable shift away from the predictive SDLC models towards creating iterative, and adaptive frameworks. These resulted in several custom methodologies, which tended to emphasise close collaboration between the development team, business stakeholders, and the customers. These frameworks encouraged an iterative approach to design and development, through close collaboration with customers, frequent feedback based on working software, fast delivery of business value, tight self-organising teams, and smart ways to craft, confirm, and deliver code of value to the customer.

At the time the people – the software developers, business analysts, program managers, etc, who created those methodologies figured that others might be interested in getting some of the same benefits they were experiencing, so they created frameworks to spread the ideas to other teams in other organisations and contexts. This is where and when frameworks and methodologies such as Scrum, Extreme Programming, Feature-Driven Development (FDD), and Dynamic Systems Development Method (DSDM), among others, started to appear. The relevance and importance is that these frameworks or methodologies predated the Agile Manifesto by half a decade or more. The problem was there was no marketing momentum behind these custom frameworks so uptake was sporadic and their growth organic as people borrowed the original frameworks and tweaked them to create their own methodologies with different work-practices and principles to make them appropriate for their own contexts. 

​The Crystallisation of the agile Movement 

Even though as we have just seen Scrum, XP, Spiral, and Lean, were products of the 1990s, it is true that there wasn’t a consistent way to describe a method for this approach to developing software. Well, in 2001 a group of 17 experienced software developers changed all that. This group of software developers thought, “We’re all doing these different approaches to developing software. We ought to get together and see where there are commonalities in what we’re thinking about.” The result was a meeting at a ski resort in Snowbird, Utah in 2001, and the outcome was the Agile Manifesto for Software Development.

The Agile Manifesto

The ‘agile’ movement crystallised when the Agile Manifesto was written and published, some years after the pioneering ‘agile’ years of the mid-1990s, at Snowbird, Utah in 2001. However, what the Agile Manifesto lacked in any technical substance, it more than made up for in political gravitas. It had no framework or methodology; it was up to the self-organising and autonomous development team to choose what suited their context - to this end it remained supposedly agnostic to any frameworks or methods deployed. This however led to some subtle conflict as the Agile Manifesto’s balanced approach suited some methodologies better than others. Scrum for example was a better fit than XP, as the Manifesto was not about extremes, it was about balance. Unfortunately at the time, despite or perhaps because of goodwill being in abundance, minutiae like that went unnoticed. As did the facts that several existing agile-style frameworks and the Agile Manifesto were actually at odds. The elephant in the room was that the concept of agility and prescriptive methodology were uneasy bed-fellows to say the least but that was conveniently ignored. Consequently, the agile movement began with an unhealthy amount of built-in cognitive dissonance.

​The role of the media, the ignorance of technologists


The technical media, even back then, had unethical hacks in abundance, who focused only on creating news that sells – captures eyeballs (attention) of an audience of hordes of gullible executives, technologists, and prospects, especially within the business sector. Hence, the media became over time, cynical, experienced, and highly competent when recognising what captures the attention and influences the thinking of their target audience. This resulted in technology media becoming the mother-hen incubator charged with producing prodigious promotional output for over-hyped, over-sexed, and over-sold emerging technologies. But in this case the agile approach was not really an easy sell.

The Hard Sell to the Enterprise

Agile was a hard sell, because, if the media led ‘agile’ promotions on the business benefits, then journalists and marketers found to their dismay that the technologist audience genuinely turned off and lost any interest. But, being persistent if nothing else the media discovered that if they could adapt the approach so to drip-feed an agenda, such as, preaching the benefits of the agile approach but slyly aim it towards a shift towards emerging technology, science, or increased productivity, then audience focus could be significantly altered. Then when the audience was hooked, marketers could hit people with a message at the end as to just how brilliant an agile approach is to software development, it tended to work.

It seems to be that when trying to get organisations to adopt an agile approach to software development that the secret sauce was in finding the leaders’ pain points and then addressing a solution that will mitigate these troublesome woes. 

There is nothing new there. Instead the ingenuity came from finding a way to prevent the agile approach its self as being seen as the source of pain. The management after all were sceptical and wary at first. Naturally, self-organising teams and autonomy do not sit easily with senior management let alone Enterprise thinking. This was not managerial incompetence it was just that there was a greater divide between the business and technology ideology back in the early 2000s. However, that was soon to change as the technical wonders of the digital age came into the spotlight and importantly of interest to the main-stream media so could no longer be ignored. 

​A Significant Role Reversal


What followed was a significant reversal of roles – with business now harassing vendors for agile products and tools to fulfil business use-cases they had read about in the mainstream media and with consultants struggling to keep up. Consequently, the business and technology media would eventually catch-up; and agile technologies were marketed with great gusto to business executives as a panacea for all business woes. As the quote states;

“Lies sound like facts to those who've been conditioned to mis-recognise the truth.”

Oscar Wilde

Agilists Vs. Pragmatists

The Manifesto for Agile Software Development was the product, the aggregation of all the Snowbird group’s commonalities. The two main things the Agile Manifesto accomplished was to provide a set of value statements that form the foundation for agile software development and to coin the term ‘Agile Software Development’.

At the time ( and still is read that way today), the Agile Manifesto for Software Development was drafted deliberately as a divisive, disagreeable document as the choice of the word ‘Manifesto’ with its militant and socialist tone, was not accidental. Understandably, this resulted in polarisation of the software developer and business leader communities. 

On one hand you had; The Agile Manifesto for Software Development considered by its apostles (agilists) as the incontrovertible gospels of agile: a quasi-religious metaphor for the Ten Commandments brought down from the mountain in Snowbird, Utah.

On the other hand you had the pragmatists who, although generally in agreement with the overriding values and principles, albeit only when there was clarity and clear definitions. Consequently, they were cautious of taking too literal an interpretation of the sometimes vague yet somehow compelling text. 

The irony is that both groups through their own cognitive dissonance failed to see the contradictions in their own beliefs and practices. For example, the pragmatists are seen as saboteurs and renegades in some ways as they welcome change and iterative progress by embracing new technologies and methodologies. But these are very often frameworks with very prescriptive processes, such as Scrum, which to an extent means they can no longer be considered to be practising agile software development. On the other hand the agilists would hold firm and true to the Agile Manifesto words: and to this day more than twenty years later the agilists still refute change or shun process improvements, such as Scrum, with the stern rebuke, “That's not doing agile” - Oh, the irony. 

Staying agile ... isn’t so easy

The insidious problem with being agile, is that any methodology or prescriptive processes you may adhere to will be counter-productive to being agile. Buying into one particular framework is not being agile.  Agile is a mindset, it is not a framework and certainly not following a prescriptive methodology.  

The philosophy suggests that an organisation or the self-organising development team must have the mindset and the self-awareness to be free to embrace change. And that means having the freedom to adapt as necessary... even if this includes moving to a waterfall approach. This is because you cannot prescribe methods and processes to solve problems in every case. Not all problems are the same,  and not all teams are the same.  

Therefore the agile mindset is to always do what is best for the team, environment and organisation as a whole. Finding your own way to solving your unique problems and always reflecting on what is working and what is not. The secret to being agile is to be able to recognise opportunities or distant obstructions and be ready to pivot, if necessary. That is being agile.

No Planning and No Documentation – what’s not to like?

Agilists seem to flock around the Agile Manifesto’s inference that there is no need for detailed up-front planning or detailed documentation as it’s all done ad-hoc, on the hoof so to speak. This is hugely appealing to many software developers and hence Agile’s popularity within the software community. The inconvenient truth however is that it’s a lie!

The problem is that Agile’s mindset does not cater for a method, process, or procedures as that would be anti-agile. The premise being that the self-organising team should be free to choose their own preferred method, process or procedures as best fits their context. 

That is all very laudable, except for one thing, somewhere along the way, in crept a role for an Agile leader. This is understandable because who else – in Agile SDLC there is no Product Owner - is going to negotiate the project with the customer, write the project charter, create the team-charter, co-ordinate and record all the collaboration between customer and the development team, construct and prioritise the product backlog and all the other administrative tasks the manifesto ignores. However, to do this pretty much thankless task requires that the development team records and documents the rationale behind all their actions, client and team interactions, as well as reporting on their current status and progress. The result is not a reduction in documentation and planning but rather a spreading out of the burden across the duration of the lifecycle. After all planning and documentation in any SDLC are inescapable much like death and taxes.

​Generic Agile SDLC Workflow


Agile as per the Agile Manifesto for Software Development has no method, process or procedures, instead it has an ethos based on the group-thinking of Software Developers and testers back in 2001. However the Agile SDLC which quickly emerged based on those values and principles left a lot of gaps in the process. The truth be told the agile manifesto was not the solution to all software development’s issues at the time. Just as the aging and calculated Waterfall methodology, was no more a relic of the past as the Agile SDLC ethos was the future. Moreover, the agile manifesto offered up just as many questions as answers, and still does. 

Organisations and development teams were left to try and sort it out, resulting in many generic process flows coming into the collective way of working in an agile style. Below is one such SDLC process flow, which is gloriously minimalist and adheres well to the Manifesto’s teaching. Nonetheless, it shouldn’t be  confused with later Scrum process flows, which add several additional roles, ceremonies and artifacts into the mix. However, it is this model that we should keep in mind when discussing an agile process flow, and not the more convoluted and heavily prescribed Scrum model.
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​Chapter 2: How Did Agile Get from There to Here
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"The greater the contrast, the greater the potential. Great energy only comes from a correspondingly great tension of opposites." - Carl Jung

​A Background on Agile


We will start with a summary of the heavily hyped advantages, which you will be almost certainly familiar with and then try to redress the balance. Before we discuss the advantages of the agile approach, let’s review what this philosophy is all about. Originally developed for software delivery, agile emphasises an iterative cycle method fuelled by customer collaboration in delivering valuable products in small adaptive increments.

This incremental delivery comes with many potential advantages, as it allows teams to bring new products (or at least parts of them) to market faster, incorporate customer feedback along the way and easily experiment with new features. 

Although that is generally deemed to be true of any iterative frameworks, such as Iterative, Spiral and XP amongst others. What makes agile software development different and there really isn’t much, is perhaps, despite it being a melting-pot of other frameworks’ agile ideas and principles, is its keen focus on the self-organising team, and the product backlog to drive the production of actual value as defined by the customer.  

​The Benefits and Advantages of Agile SDLC


Since the creation of the Agile Manifesto more than two decades ago, teams across the globe have welcomed the ethos of the agile mindset into their software development processes. According to those who embrace the agile philosophy, this approach has a number of advantages over other, traditional software development methodologies, others will dispute these claims. So, why has it become so popular?

Why is Agile so popular?

According to management consulting firm McKinsey & Company, “agility is catching fire, as organisations recognize the value of the agile methodology in a new era of work.”

The over-riding problem here is that what is termed agility in business has little similarity to the agile methodology (SDLC) or heaven forbid - Agile Program Management. But that is for later – just now we will contemplate agile in terms of SDLC. 

The Economic Shift

The provenance of Agile came not uncoincidentally yet interestingly and somewhat paradoxically with the emergence of near zero interest rates (NZIR) that made finding investment funding very easy and accountability – well not so much. For example, prior to the 2000s interest rates essentially dictated how long a business could plan their products runway – the time needed before new refunding was necessary - and before they were required by stakeholders and investors to produce something of real value. The interest rate does shine a light on business prospects as in a 10% interest rate banking era, it will very quickly become evident that the business is failing to produce something of value. Since essentially 1/10th of your capital disappears each year, so unless you are doing something that will generate products that provide real profits quickly, then you are in a very deep hole, so you would be well advised to stop digging. 

When interest rates are high you can’t just disregard and blur over the financial problems with more borrowing because that just exacerbates the problem as the cost of that borrowing is so high and your debt will be rising steeply. But the real underlying reason is that during such high interest periods the payoffs for investment (ROI) need to be sufficiently large in order to offset the risk of failure. After all, only a fool is going to invest in a seemingly high-risk venture where they may lose their investment or on something that may be only barely profitable if they can get a 10% return by just sticking their money in the bank.

However, in a low interest rate environment, everything changes. Businesses can borrow money readily as the banks are willing to lend so they can continue to run even when bordering on insolvency almost forever. This means for investors that high-risk technology startups become very attractive as each investment is like a lottery ticket, and you only need one to come up and if it doesn’t then almost any reward at any time in the future is still better than what the bank is paying for your savings. Therefore, investors are more willing to invest their money on startup projects that have high capital costs with potentially huge pay-outs in the future. Additionally, low interest rates topically referred to as “zero interest rate policy” (ZIRP) across the western world saw the price of money plummet, letting startups run at a loss for years and giving investors massive appetite for risky bets that might pay off in a big way. What this meant was that struggling or even fraudulent startup ventures don’t get found out for quite some time. This is because when borrowing money is almost free, it is easy to kick problems down the street by just borrowing more as the real cost of borrowing money is practically zero. 

In the tech sector, you can always bamboozle people to say that your payday is coming “in the future,” as most investors are not able to separate truth from fiction and frankly, they really don’t care – so long as you deliver pay-back sometime.

In short, the era of low interest rates had a huge influence on technology startup investment which increased funding but also played upon the greed, and the gullibility of investors. But it also allowed management to simply paper over financial problems by simply going back to investors or the bank with cap in hand and borrowing more money practically for free.

What has this to do with Agile? Well it was this investor fuelled funding that created the startup technology boom or bust era and guess what it was based upon agile SDLC methodologies that could produce software solutions surprisingly quickly, which were full of promise but low on specifics such as scope, cost and time of delivery, but had the potential to realise vast profits – if successful.

However, this risk mattered not a jot to investors as they were more entranced by the potential future product, or rather the huge potential return on the investment, which could quite feasibly be a thousand or so fold. Hence, with banks offering near zero investment interest then cash flowed into the technology startup businesses. It was a veritable gold rush. Investors would build portfolios of technology startups to hedge their bets because it only took one to become successful or more likely be bought out (acquired) by a technology giant for them to be seriously in profit and this would mitigate and write-off the comparatively low losses on the portfolio.

What this reversal in the financial market brought about was a higher risk appetite for companies that developed software solutions. Now they could adopt a more agile approach without the hefty upfront financial payments or future guarantees for the business. But incredibly it also was reflected by the customers’ attitude to risk as they too seemed to be awash with money and risk acceptant. Indeed customers would heartily launch into software development projects with no constraints on scope, budget and time. Welcome to the Agile Era!

Investment Portfolio 

Agile inspired and accelerated the drive towards web applications and later mobile app development and delivery. This in turn resulted in a rush to innovation with start-ups developing and delivering software solutions that would not have been feasible prior to the emergence of the Agile SDLC method. This was not so much a technological constraint but a financial one as prior to Agile software development the upfront costs of developing a software solution could be prohibitive and require external funding. 

The tech sector spans a wide field of industries as well as product/service categories, which includes cloud computing, e-commerce and mobile media apps and services. This variety of investment opportunities gives investors the option to diversify their holdings and hedge their risk across a portfolio of companies big and small as well as to indulge in established or emerging technologies.

The attraction of investment in Technology startups, particularly software development as it has the potential for vast growth. As such investing in Tech stocks are viewed by many investors as opportunities to invest in cutting-edge technology, which can be rewarded handsomely if a company’s product or service takes off.

ZIRP – Zero Interest Rate 

The vast influx of funding around 2010 allowed everything from “Blitzscaling”, which was the bizarre phenomenon of the 2010 decade whereby companies such as Uber practiced a strategy of throwing vast amounts of cash at growing so fast that their competitors simply could not keep up or run out of money and go bust trying too. An alternative was evidenced in technology companies chucking about ridiculous and unconscionable CEO salaries, which has its roots in ZIRP. But there is another pertinent and perhaps bigger issue, margin cost.

Zero Marginal Cost

Marginal cost is typically determined as the cost to reproduce another item of a product and so is relevant in physical products such as a car, because if you want to stay in business, you must not sell lower that your marginal cost. It is actually far more nuanced than that as marginal cost does not take into account, research, development, marketing, and other organisational costs. However, when producing software using an agile approach, then the marginal cost is as close to zero as makes no difference. This is because it can be developed incrementally with low upfront investment but then cloned and delivered over the air by internet connection, then updated and maintained long after the initial sale. This makes software ideal for agile development, continuous improvement and incremental build and delivery.

Selling the Snake Oil

The potential financial benefits of an agile approach were first explored by software development teams, who used it to advance their projects and reduce the time between product launches. Today, other companies are opting for an agile approach to accelerate their workflows across many business domains in their efforts to keep up with the fast-paced future of work. According to a recent study by Organize Agile, surveying professionals in 19 countries, nearly half of all organisations have been using the agile SDLC methodology for three years or longer. The problem is that if you do a Google search on Agile you will be inundated with data on Agile success. But most of these surveys are sponsored by or conducted by Agile organisations polling their own membership. These organisations are highly conflicted and their survey respondents likely to be heavily biased. Therefore, what and what isn’t agile remains hugely debatable. 

Nonetheless, it is undeniable that agile SDLC has proliferated throughout the software development and business world.

To fully understand the burgeoning popularity of the Agile SDLC, let’s take a deeper dive into some of the heavily promoted key benefits.

​Agile by any other Name...


Agile as I am sure you are aware has become pervasive throughout business and technology as a boiler-plate term to describe process agility. However, the agile philosophy started out in Software Development where it is still prevalent as an effective approach in Software Development Life Cycle (SDLC) to mitigate change and uncertainty. Agile though, as strictly related to the Agile Manifesto for Software Development (2001) is just that a philosophy or a mindset it was not intentionally supposed to be a model, framework, or methodology. It was the product of group-thinking by experienced software developers who were keen to find a more agile approach to their trade. However, along with the proliferation of the Agile Manifesto there came an accepted version of the Agile SDLC, which borrowed heavily from all the other “agile” style SDLCs that predated it. This Agile SDLC was presented as the antithesis of the Waterfall method, which was a predictive SDLC model. Being simply ‘Agile’ SDLC seemingly was enough for most developers who flocked to the fold to embrace this new iterative and incremental method for combatting uncertainty and change.
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The Agile SDLC provided a model for software development that was iterative by design and adaptive rather than predicative by nature. This allowed the Agile SDLC to thrive in uncertain, unpredictable, and volatile, design and development environments. In the early 2000s web-based design was the primary architecture being deployed with the typical 3-tier model (webserver, application-server, and database). This architecture leant itself to rapid software design and deployment but the UX/UI design element was unpredictable. It was these characteristics that were heaven-made for the Agile SDLC approach.

––––––––
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Agile first hit the headlines amongst the mainstream media due to its seeming disregard for requirements gathering, pre-planning, pre-design, or documentation, which was music to the ears of software developers brought-up on the predictive SDLC methods (Waterfall) that were heavy in these areas. Unfortunately, this was partly based upon ignorance or at least by erroneously comparing favourable Agile scenario with an unrealistic Waterfall model. This is simply because Agile doesn’t forego any of the troublesome stages in software development it just spreads the burden across each iteration if and when required rather than do it all upfront at the start.
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Different Approaches to SDLC Models

No life cycle can be perfect for all projects. Instead, each project finds a spot on the continuum that provides an optimum balance of characteristics for its context. Specifically,


-   Predictive life cycles. Take advantage of things that are known and proven. This reduced uncertainty and complexity allows teams to segment work into a sequence of predictable groupings.

-  Iterative life cycles. Allow feedback on partially completed or unfinished work to improve and modify that work.

-  Incremental life cycles. Provide finished deliverables that the customer may be able to use immediately.

-  Agile life cycles. Leverage both the aspects of iterative and incremental characteristics. When teams use agile approaches, they iterate over the product to create finished deliverables. The team gains



early feedback and provides customer visibility, confidence, and control of the product.

In an Agile SDLC iteration all of the Predictive model’s phases are simply condensed into one short iteration or cycle as can be seen in the diagram above and then development follows subsequent rolling waves of adaptive incremental iterations. So there is always some amount of requirements gathering, pre-planning, pre-design, and even documentation within an iteration. But that is not the only myth that seems to have leaked from hype and dripped corrosively into fact over the years. Here are a few more:

1. Satisfied customers : By involving customers in the development process, agile teams keep them in the loop and show that they value their opinion. Stakeholders want to be engaged throughout the project life cycle so they can offer feedback and ensure that the final product will be suited to their needs. These tailor-made deliverables will likely improve the overall user experience and boost customer retention.

2. Improved quality : Agile methodologies use an iterative and adaptive approach to software development, meaning processes are improved upon each time an interval is repeated. This consistent focus on improvement and quality control is one of the core principles of the agile mindset, and it helps to create superior products.

3. Adaptability : The central theme of the agile mindset is flexibility. Agile teams are responsive to change, even at the last minute, and can adapt to it without much disruption. The software deliverables are not set in stone, so teams can easily reassess their plans and adjust their priorities to align with updated goals. Being adaptable means teams can deliver consistently and manage clients’ changing requirements effectively.

4. Predictability : Agile teams work in short time periods, sometimes referred to as sprints. These fixed durations (e.g., two weeks) make it easier for management to measure team performance and assign resources accordingly. It is also easier to predict costs for shorter time periods than for a long-term project, simplifying the estimation process. 

5. Reduced risk : Developers regularly assess progress during sprints, meaning they have better visibility into the project and can spot potential obstacles quickly. These minor issues can be tackled before they escalate, creating an effective risk mitigation process and giving the software development a greater chance of success.

6. Better communication : Agile development teams prioritise face-to-face communication and continuous interaction. They will usually conduct daily meetings to ensure everyone is on the same page and working towards the same objectives. By regularly communicating with each other, the development team eliminates potential confusion and other obstacles to successfully achieve their objectives. 

But Hold the Horses ...

The advantages outlined are only theoretical ones based on an ideal agile customer, philosophy, and implementation. Under such ideal conditions the agile mindset approach to software development is often considered the superior option when compared to opposing product development methodologies due to its assumption that customer feedback is King. 

However, the customer’s feedback can be a double-edged sword as it can bring welcomed and rapid insightful feedback but it can just as well provide unwelcome, slow and irregular feedback delaying sprints as they dither over changes. This is a fundamental weakness with agile in that it assumes that the customer will provide timely and effective feedback at the end of each sprint and the customer is always right mentality. But that is misleading as it isn’t the Customer feedback or opinions that is King – it is something else. To understand this we need to appreciate why software’s zero marginal cost is so critical to agile software development? Simply it is because software products can be refactored with minimal cost, effort, and typically minimal time, which makes it very flexible and perhaps even too accommodating of change. Any change to a product mid-development will induce delays and require rework. Sometimes that is unavoidable and we do need to accommodate necessary changes i.e. those that bring additional value, which is the purpose of agile software development. However, when change is so readily adopted, we should not take the speed of delivery as a true metric, or as a result of agile development or as a product of the team, it can be mainly dependent on the customer’s commitment. Hence it is the Customer’s Commitment that is King.

So let’s take a deeper look at some of the other so-called benefits of the agile approach.

​​10 Key Disadvantages of Agile SDLC


Despite the benefits that Agile SDLC can offer, it’s not for everyone. As a result, it’s important to be aware of the disadvantages of an agile methodology. With that in mind, here are ten key disadvantages of Agile SDLC.​

	The Customer is rarely the end-user. 



The main problem with Agile SDLC is that it prides itself on always delivering a product the customer values but this assumes the customer is the end-user of the product but that is rarely if ever the case. Instead a Customer representative who is typically a project or product manager in their own right (cPO) but may not even use the product. Instead they will negotiate business and financial matters and communicate what they believe to be the product requirements and specifications with a person in the development organisation, typically a Product Owner. Between them, and invested stakeholders. they will effectively design the product – not crucially the end-users. In many cases the customer’s end-users and the development team are strictly forbidden from direct communications and vice versa. So what happens is the product is incrementally developed, demonstrated and reviewed within the development organisation’s own environment, sometimes even on a developer’s laptop. When it should have been demonstrated fully integrated within the client’s own systems and environment by the actual prospective end-users. This often leads to products being completed and delivered to the customer’s PO satisfaction only for it to be found un-satisfactory to the end-users as they have had little to no input into the design and development. So always take that cliché that Agile always delivers what the customer wants, with a large shake of salt.





	Poor Design Visibility.



Agile is based on the dubious premise that the Customer will not know what they want. That is a follow on from them not typically being the end-user, who definitely will know what they want but are rarely if ever allowed to speak directly with the development team and vice-versa. But that also infers that the development team won’t know what their end result (or even a few cycles of delivery down the line) will look like from day one. It is important to clarify the thinking and logic here; as if planning only occurs at the current (Sprint) iteration level then there can be only current planning with no near-future planning. Instead the following Sprint review solidifies the current status then pulls the process along into the next Sprint Planning process, and so forth. This makes the horizon for effective design, planning, managing, and forecasting essentially the length of the next increment.   



3.  Structuring the Team


Agile’s approach is heavily reliant on the premise of a self-organising and semi-autonomous team. But that is often difficult to implement in practice as it is highly dependent on the company culture and business. In some cases there will be development teams assigned to specific products. However in other cases where the business is building custom software for external customers then a team needs to be hand-picked that best suites the required disciplines. However in a modern development team many specialist disciplines are required such as; AI and Machine Learning specialists to compliment the traditional team’s skillsets for front-end, backend, cloud architect, security, networking, etc. The huge problem here is that some specialist skill work at a different pace and cadence to traditional coding. For example AI and ML require much experimentation as well as long requirements and data gathering, training, and execution cycles, which makes them unsuitable for short agile style iterations. Building this type of multi-disciplined team is sometime fraught with problems but again it can also work beautifully as each area is under the appropriate subject matter expert who has complete control of that domain. The biggest problem arises when an organisation insists on functional teams, where one teams works say on the database and backend, another on the UI and UX, and yet another on the main application, and so on. This means that work has to be cascaded from one team to another during a sprint, which can result in long sprint times. And is really not agile, but Waterfall.





	Estimating is just Guess Work. 



It’s challenging to predict efforts like cost, time and resources required at the beginning of a development project (and this challenge becomes more pronounced as projects get bigger and more complex) when you have no idea what you are building. Indeed estimating budgets against elasticated time and shifting scope is nigh on impossible so makes fixed cost projects prohibitive. ​Agilists will argue that fixed cost development work is viable as it is possible to fix two of the three constraints such as Time and Cost but leave the third Scope as variable. What they are saying is that the development will cost X and the time it will take is Y, but heaven knows what you will end up with.





5.  Managing Customer Feedback


As previously mentioned, the end-user is always the preferred source of feedback on a Sprint product. However as a specimen of working software it must be of some use to them as a demonstratable entity within their own working process or environment. So often a piece of code is produced as working software and demonstrated on a developer’s laptop, which is no real indication of how it is useful in the end-user’s process or environment. It can only be evaluated as being of value to the end-user if they can integrate it and work on it in their environment not just see it working in ideal development lab conditions. The issue here is that sprint demands almost instant customer response and feedback but that frankly isn’t realistic as it could take days, weeks even to thoroughly test a specimen of working software. If this is not done then the product will be hastily delivered due to the Sprint conditions without be fully integrated and tested in the customer’s environment leading almost certainly to more rework. Worse still many conditions may not even come to light until after the product has gone into production.



6.  Limited documentation. 


In Agile, only necessary documentation is produced throughout a project, and often “just in time” for building the output, not at the beginning. In some cases I have seen only ‘test code’ being documented. As a result of the Manifesto’s mantra ‘working software over extensive documentation’, there is a tendency to believe that any documentation is excessive so it becomes less detailed and often is omitted altogether.​ Agile assumes that teams are eternal and omniscient and that knowledge is immortal and somehow passed on, and that the existing code is flawless, robust and as good as documentation in itself – but it isn’t. (Take a look at the debacle at Twitter circa 2022-23) 



7.  Fragmented Output


Incremental delivery may help bring some products to market faster, but it’s also a big disadvantage of an agile methodology. That’s because when teams work on each component in different cycles, the complete output often becomes very fragmented rather than one cohesive unit. This is a significant drawback with Sprint planning when accommodating user-story features as tightly coupled functions or dependencies may become fragmented and split across Sprints. This creates technical debt which will require rework that needs to be addressed in a future Sprint.​ Hence, faster delivery of the product is certainly not a certainty – it’s another big risk.



8.  No finite end


The fact that agile approach requires minimal planning at the beginning makes it easy to get side-tracked delivering new, unexpected functionality later on. Additionally, it means that projects have no finite end, as there is never a clear vision of what the “final product” looks like. This lack of foreknowledge of the final design is albeit why agile software development exists, to handle these unpredictable changes in scope. However, it is really a failure attributed to not having the end-users’ feedback, which completely contradicts the many so-called advantages of agile development such as rapid speed to market, better quality, and increased customer satisfaction.​



9.  Difficult measurement


Since Agile delivers in increments, tracking progress requires you to look across cycles. And the “see-as-you-go” nature means you can’t set many KPIs at the start of the project. That long game makes measuring progress difficult. Measuring most traditional KPIs is not an option so you have to find what other tools are available. Most projects rely on Sprint Reviews, Burndown charts, Velocity and Backlog Length, all of which are pretty much useless outside the context of a single sprint. Indeed most are pretty much useless even during a Sprint.



10. Planning is Still Essential


The major problem that the agile mindset and the Agile Manifesto overlooks is that upfront planning and design is essential and cannot simply be eliminated. For example, software and system architecture needs to be designed upfront. Similarly, the UX and UI designers need to work ahead of the software development team and not all of this can be accommodated within a Sprint. The common workaround is the Sprint 0 approach whereby all the software architecture, product planning, and design is accommodated within a single sprint that is unconstrained by time. That Sprint-0 approach to planning and design may work for establishing the software and system architecture but not the product design. This is because any feature changes downstream will require a review and possible redesign of the UI/UX before the next scheduled Sprint. Suddenly, the much-vaunted agile approach doesn’t seem so different from Waterfall after all.​



​Mitigating the Disadvantages of Agile SDLC


The disadvantages of agile software development make clear that it’s not for everyone. So what can you do?

Mitigating the disadvantages of the agile approach requires taking more of a Lean philosophy by emphasising the importance of:


	Know your customer and communicate directly with the end-users

	Working software should always be demonstrated to the end-user in their working environment

	Avoid where possible running with functional development teams, if not realise you’re doing Waterfall

	Delivering value through a quality end product that meets the end-user requirements rather than simply delivering a working product

	Planning, designing, and managing a clear process for delivering that product, not an uncertain route determined along the way



Pre-armed with knowledge about the disadvantages of an agile approach to software development, it’s time to take a look at how Agile might affect your projects. And if you find the disadvantages of Agile outweigh the benefits, remember that there are alternative methodologies for delivering better products efficiently.

​When Not to Use Agile?


The Agile Manifesto has literally changed the software development world regardless if your organisation is using agile or not. Still, should you use an agile approach in your SDLC project or within your organisation? What are the indicators, the red flags’ warnings for us to beware! 

​Why to Avoid agile?


Simply said, it is clear that some projects or environments are not suited for Agile SDLC frameworks. For example, Scrum as an SDLC has prescribed methods that require business dedication and investment. Still, the agile development mindset with its values and principles has no prescribed methods so can be used by any initiative as it promotes collaboration, working solutions and improvements. Thus, we must often differentiate and compromise between values the Agile Manifesto is promoting and the physical agile-style frameworks available for use to implement that agile mindset. Agile is certainly not for everyone or every software development project let alone any non-software project. 

You might have decided to start using Agile SDLC or just discussing if the agile approach is something that your organisation should implement. You probably have heard where the agile mindset is applied the most effectively: such as in the technology industry, apps, software, etc. Later, we will learn in what situations Agile frameworks are not a great fit for the project or business. We will explore some of the “red flags” in the company’s culture or projects’ types that you might undertake?

​Why adopt an Agile Way of Working?


Let’s start our journey with an introduction and understanding of the agile mindset. As mentioned above, an agile approach is not the same as the Scrum, Kanban or XP frameworks. 

Agile represents a philosophy or state of mind, which comes from the Agile manifesto. The ideas behind this are that the initiative or product will have their initial requirements or solutions unclear at the beginning but they will emerge through a collaboration between the customer, and the self-organised cross-functional team. 

Plus, agile aims to provide valuable solutions that should be delivered after each update that brings value to the customer or business. Finally, agile ideas will react to changes in markets, customer and business needs and priorities change rather than blindly following the plan (Responding to change rather than following a plan). 

The Mouse Trap Paradox

You could potentially argue that applying this agile mindset in any project would bring more value to final users. But that is not the case, even in digital products such as software applications there are situations where taking an agile approach would be folly and nigh on impossible to succeed. For example; consider the Mouse Trap paradox.

A traditional mouse trap (the old neck breaker type) only becomes a functional mouse trap when all the components are in place and suitably interconnected as per the design, such as a board, spring, hook, and bar. Hence, you need all the components in place and connected in the right way before it becomes a functional mouse trap. Missing one component or a connection makes it non-functional and simply a pile of junk. Therefore you cannot deliver the product in stages and call it a mousetrap. So, when developing this type of product you will not be taking an agile approach or having an agile mindset, as you are starting with a finished product in mind. Agile here is not productive and this holds true for many products and projects.
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