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S U M M A R Y

Words and definitions help with communication. And it's hard to come up with an
unambiguous word. But try hard to use words as they are defined in your context.
That will help you to communicate, set expectations, and maybe even be more agile.

The other day a colleague use the phrase open interval to refer to time periods that
included their endpoints. This didn't sound like the definition that I'd learned in analysis
class, which I will admit was not my favorite subject in grad school, so I searched for a
definition and found:

An open interval is an interval that does not include its end points.

This led to a brief, but interesting, discussion about why my mathematically-minded
colleague flipped the meanings. It came down to the feeling that the definition didn't
make sense in terms of common english usage (when you open a door, or a group, for
example, you're being inclusive).

Definitions add precision, but when you use words that have meanings in multiple
contexts, you can find yourself in confusing conversations. Consider a term like normal,
which can be defined as:

a lack of significant deviation from the average

This sounds pretty benign, but people often carry around more that just definitions when
they hear words. Using "normal," for example, in conversation can get tricky if the group
you are in has not established a baseline context;  even though there is no value
judgement inherent in the word, people might assign values to being more than a certain
distance from the average. And then rather than than discussing the problem at hand you
get distracted by a meta conversation.

The same is true when you're adopting new engineering practices. Consider a word like
refactoring, which has a precise meaning and that people often use to mean "change."
When adopting agile methods, you might have a discussion about how many of the
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practices that you need to follow to be able to say that you are using a method. Can you
do Extreme Programming as a solo programmer when Pair Programming is a practice,
for example?

The discussion is very interesting and useful, as it leads to an understanding about what
is useful about XP practices. But from a definitional sense, I would err on the side of
saying "No, XP is defined as the practices, but you can be doing something XP-inspired."
 The question you want to ask is "why does it matter if I'm doing XP (or Scrum, or another
process)?" Maybe it doesn't. Unless you want to learn the value (and limits) of a practice.

The discussions get more interesting when it comes to concepts like "agile" which are
very overloaded in different contexts. You can be more agile from a business perspective,
yet not follow a defined agile software development method, for example. But if you want
to say that your team is agile, be sure that you understand what your definition is.

Doing an "inspired by" process can be good if you are getting the results you want. When
you are learning a process, it's important not to customize the practices until you
understand why they are in place. And when communicating with others, being a bit
fussy on the definitions (or qualifying your description) can be helpful.

Definitions help us to communicate. It's a useful default to stick with the definition in the
domain. Then apply value judgements as needed. It seems better to say that you aren't
agile, yet getting better results than you were, than to morph the definition of agile so that
it fits your practices. Making "Agile" a checklist item itself is counter to the principles of
agile. Define what you do in terms of your practices and evaluate effectiveness in terms
of your results.

Words and definitions help with communication. And it's hard to come up with an
unambiguous word. But try hard to use words as they are defined in your context. That
will help you to communicate, set expectations, and maybe even be more agile.
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