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To many people, the phrase “agile government” seems like an
oxymoron. Most of us have heard horror stories of
bureaucracies slowing things down, having a slavish devotion to
rules, and not adapting to change. Given all this, | was curious
what the US Government Accountability Office (GAO) report
(http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-12-681), released in July
2012, on agile software development in government projects
might say.

The report identified challenges as well as successes. It was especially interesting that the
report's recommendations could apply equally well to a small technology company adopting

agile methods as they could to large government-related organizations.

Agile software development in government agencies has been in the works for a couple of
years. This report looked at successful implementations, such as one in the Department of
Veterans Affairs (VA) (http://www.federalnewsradio.com/?nid=85&sid=2927560), as well as
less successful ones. That just about two years ago the GAO reported that the VA wasn't agile
(http://www.fiercegovernmentit.com/story/va-agile-development-project-could-have-been-
better-says-gao/2010-12-02)enough emphasizes the point that iteration and improvement
involved the process as well as the product.

Successes identified in the report include working to understand agile principles (such as those
in the Agile Manifesto (http://agilemanifesto.org/)), allowing for failure so that you can improve
(http://blog.berczuk.com/2009/11/fail-to-succeed.html), testing early and often, establishing
trust (http://blog.berczuk.com/2009/08/sprint-review-as-agile-enabler.html)by demonstrating
value at the end of each iteration, and empowering self-organizing (/2012/10/agile-enables-
google-developers-find-success-failure), cross-functional teams (/2012/08/tips-creating-high-
performing-teams). These are success factors of any project in any context—not just those in
government.

Most of the challenges that the report mentioned dealt with agile's difference from the status
quo. Tracking, team structure, and communication patterns (among other things) are different
in an agile project when compared to a traditional project, and organizations have trouble
adapting,

A particularly amusing example of the mismatch between standard metrics and agile teams was
the frustration caused when “dashboard statistics are flagged in red to note deviations, even
when the deviation is positive, such as being ahead of schedule and under cost.” When being
better is viewed as a deviation, you know you have challenges.

While there are technical practices that define agile software development, agile is as much a
cultural issue as a technical issue. Following practices helps you understand the principles, but
doing the practices isn’t enough. It’s possible to follow agile practices and not have an agile
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Even though your organization seems different from a government organization, there is much
to learn from these projects. If you are trying to understand how to make agile successful in a
challenging organization, this report (http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-12-681) is worth a
quick review.
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