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S U M M A R Y

Being agile is a means to an end; your goal is to develop better software more
effectively, not to be able to wear a "We are Agile" badge. If you're considering
adopting agile, you are probably doing do because your current approach isn't
getting you where you need to be so it's worth giving the 'by the book' technique a
shot before you try to adapt an agile method to your circumstances.

I recently read an article in SD Times about how organizations tailor agile processes to
fit into their environment, rather than feeling a need to be dogmatic. Adapting a process
to work in your environment is very important to being successful. It's also  important,
however to understand how the variations you are making help you move toward your
goals.

Being agile is a means to an end; your goal is to develop better software more effectively,
not to be able to wear a "We are Agile" badge. If you're considering adopting agile, you
are probably doing do because your current approach isn't getting you where you need to
be so it's worth giving the 'by the book' technique a shot before you try to adapt an agile
method to your circumstances.

This especially applies to when you consider omitting practices.  Like many approaches, 
there is a synergy between the the core agile practices; any one can help you be better
but the big wins come when you do them all.

 The essential parts of an agile process in my experience are:

Feedback, with a goal of continuous improvement.
Honest evaluation of why you're doing and why.
A (periodically) stable codebase so that you  deliver functionality to customers
quickly
A set of goals that lead to customer value.
A belief that the team doing the execution can find the best solution and that
management needs to step back to encourage innovation.
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Agile methods define some techniques for achieving these goals. Scrum has you doing
sprint planning, daily scrums and sprint reviews. You need technical practices like unit
testing and continuous integration to verify that the code does what your project plan
expects it to do. There are other ways to achieve these goals, but if you are trying to
change how you work, a template is helpful.

When I read something like this finding reported in the article:

Of agile’s core tenets—daily standup, iteration planning and unit testing—VerisonOne
found in its fourth annual “State of Agile Development” survey that 69% of the 2,570
participants adhered to these three things.

or

Even a variation of Scrum exists. Known as “ScrumBut,” it was dubbed for shops that
don’t fully comply with the methodology. It is for those who say, “We are doing Scrum,
but…” While some people may view this as non-agile, others argue it’s simply a
customization of an agile process to work better for that particular company and its
structures.

I wonder what these teams are they doing instead of the core "standard" practices to
achieve the goals of agile.  The argument about whether those practicing "Scrum-But" are
"agile" misses the point of the label, which is to highlight the areas where teams can work
to improve their productivity.

My former colleague Bruce Eckfeldt was quoted in the article as saying:

“I see the methodologies as a continuum, and at the end of the day it’s all agile with the
same principles and practices,” ... “There’s nothing set in stone on how to do something.
You’re always looking to improve."

If you're not improving as fast as you like, consider what steps in your process you are
skipping.  It's really hard to grasp the concepts behind agile until you are disciplined and
try to apply the practices. If you have another approach that gets you to the end goal, by
all means do it, but at the core, agile methods don't define a lot of detail. The basics are
mechanically easy. The hard part is getting comfortable with the transparency agile
methods require.

"Agile" methods define a set of goals and techniques to attain these goals.  If you are
trying to adopt agile, but don't want to adopt all of the practices of a method, it's fair to
say that your organization isn't ready for a given practice, but be honest about it. Without
the honesty and transparency, you're missing the key difference of agile methods.

As to the relationship between textbook and practical agile when adopting agile
methods, Bruce is quoted as saying:

“things may be reasonably pure,” but then people start to see what works or not and
begin “to look beyond the textbook versions of agile.”

The trick is not to customize too soon. Until you give the process a fair trial, there is a
great tendency to fall back on comfortable ways.

Organizations look to agile methods because their current approaches don't allow them
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to deliver as quickly as they can. And in the end, organizations and people need to
change, whether they are adopting agile, or any new process. 

Before adapting you need to understand the core values or agile before you risk throwing
the benefits away. You need to understand why you want to make the adaptation and
honestly express the reason. And most important of all, you need to be clear and
consistent about your goals. For example, if you want to encourage unit testing, you need
to be clear that unit testing is encouraged, and accept that initially slightly slower
progress is possible and OK if people are learning to write tests. Nothing can kill a
change endeavor more quickly than inconsistent messages.

Being dogmatic for the sake of method purity isn't useful. Following the process until you
understand the benefits of the practices can be very useful as a way to facilitate change. 
I'll end with a brief story.

When I first heard of XP, at an OOPSLA conference I came back to work and suggested that
our definition of "done" include unit tests. The other person on my team grumbled each time
I asked "did you test that?" The grumbling continued until a couple of days later when, being
presented with a problem report from our QA team, he was able to diagnose the source of
the problem in minutes with the help of unit tests. "Cool," I head him mumble as he found
and fixed the problem.

Had we not given the discipline of testing a good shot because we believed that unit
tests didn't help, we would not have understood why the practice mattered. If you think
that a method has value, try it, learn, then adapt. The opposite, adapting before you try, is
less useful.
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