SYSTEM DEVELOPMENT M ETHODOLOGIES

Plan-Driven vs. Agile
by Craig D. Wilson, PMP

As a consultant, | am frequently asked which is the best approach for developing computer
applications, plan-driven or agile. As with most complex questions, the correct answer
depends upon multiple factors and is situational. In short, “it depends.” Before considering
which situation is best served by which methodology, it is probably worthwhile to define
these two types of development approaches.

A plan-driven methodology is generally considered to be one in which the approach is
formal, with documented and approved artifacts and is driven by a published project plan,
against which progress is tracked. These projects tend to have high ceremony, including
project team meetings, published status reports, project reviews with management, etc.
Examples of plan-driven methodologies include the Rational Unified Processes, SDM 70,
and most of the legacy methodologies from decades past.

Agile methodologies are generally considered to be those utilizing a less formal approach
and are more adaptive in nature. They are people-oriented instead of artifact-oriented. The
focus is on creating software code rather than the intermediate artifacts dictated by the
more formal methodologies. There is little project ceremony in the way of formal meetings
and documentation. This does not mean that agile methodologies are without rigor and
discipline. In fact, agile methodologies require a great deal of process maturity to work
well. Examples of agile methodologies include Extreme Programming, Scrum, and Lean
Software Development.

There are a variety of factors which should be considered when selecting an approach.
Here are a few which may be considered.

Complexity of the Problem Domain

A situation in which the problem to be addressed is complex and requires the combined input of
alarge number of people tends to lend itself to a plan-driven approach. A situation in which the
problem domain can be explained by a few people tends to lend itself to an agile approach.

Complexity of the Solution

A situation in which the solution will be architecturally complex, such as a high-use
transaction processing system requiring rapid responses (think airline reservation systems),
would likely be better addressed using a plan-driven approach. A situation in which the
solution is less complex, for example a data entry system used by a handful of people,
would probably be better served with an agile approach.

Knowledge of the Solution

A situation in which the solution is not well understood and which may require a trial-
and-error approach, might utilize an agile process. An example would be a research and
development project utilizing a new or unfamiliar technology.

Process Maturity of the Project Team

A team which is low in process maturity will likely be best served with a formal, plan-
driven approach. A team which is made up of individuals with high process maturity, and
especially individuals who have worked together as a team in the past, may find an agile
approach very effective.

Size of Project Team

A small team, considered to be less than a dozen people, may find that an agile approach
provides them with the minimal formal communication required. A larger team may require
the formal and structured communications offered in a plan-driven approach.

Regulatory Requirements
New regulatory requirements, such as those dictated by Sarbanes-Oxley, often require the high
degree of formal controls and documentation provided in a plan-driven methodology.

Organizational Culture
As you can imagine, the process with which the organization culture best fits will probably
cause the least resistance in acceptance.

Each situation has a variety of factors which will influence the decision of which type of
system development methodology. Taking the time to review and consider these factors
will help you select the appropriate approach for your project.

Craig D. Wilson, PMP is an IT management consultant helping organizations more effectively manage people,
projects, and processes. He will be speaking on this topic in more detail at the Southern California Coalition
Technology Conference in August. Craig can be reached at craigdwilson@matincor.com or (949) 388-3559.

Mark Your Calendars

July 8 Advanced Topic Seminar

Andy Anderson and Allan Shechet
OPM3, Part 1

How much does your company invest in
project management every year? Can your
company identify the benefits of project
management? Would you like to help
your company improve return on project
management investment? Yes? Come
learn how.

July 11 SPECIAL EVENT
Career Networking and
Leadership Dinner Meeting

Career Fair and Business Expo featuring
top executives from cutting edge Orange
County area companies.

Leadership presentation by Mark Adams,
one of the most sought after motivational
speakers and business educators in America.

SEE PAGE 1

July 27 All Day Seminar
Achieving Project Management
Excellence Using Best Practices
Presented by Dr. Harold Kerzner
SEE PAGE 7

August 8 Dinner Meeting

Mike Parris and Issam Khalaf

How Did We Do [t? Women’s Pavilion
at Hoag Memorial Hospital Presbyterian
Ahead of Schedule and Under Budget

PMI-0C 2005 Project of the Year

August 11-12 SCCTC Conference

Growing and Strengthening at the
Speed of Technology
The Westin Long Beach

SEE INSERT

Sept. 9 Advanced Topic Seminar

Jan Birkelbach, PMP
Creating Effective Risk Responses

Sept.12 Dinner Meeting

Tom Stein
Business Continuity Program Management

Oct. 7 Advanced Topic Seminar
Diane Altwies, PMP

Overcoming Team Dysfunction
October 10 Dinner Meeting

Craig Smith
Building the Great Pyramid,
Project Management 2550 B.C.

Nov. 4 Advanced Topic Seminar

Mike Cohn
Agile Estimating and Planning,
User Stories Applied
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