
Using Agile Methods for creating better
products faster



The origin

Developers began experimenting with Agile methods 

through the '90s owing to a growing dissatisfaction with 

the conventional waterfall method. The waterfall method 

had its uses, but the sequential, structured method tried 

improving the predictability by discouraging changes 

during the design and development process. In 

addition, traditional software development methods 

stress heavily on documentation as a means of freezing 

and elaborating requirements, and this in turn added to 

the time lines.

This made it unsuitable for scenarios where the user 

was unsure of the requirements at the start. Thus, 

traditional methods were found to be unsuitable for 

enterprise software development as dynamic 

requirements and short turnaround times were the order 

of the day. The Agile Manifesto sought to get around the 

various pitfalls of traditional methods by stressing on:

• Individuals and communication over processes and

tools 

• Working software over comprehensive documentation 

• Customer collaboration over contract negotiation 

• Responding to change over following a plan 

Software product development and Agile 
methods

Consider the case of building an enterprise software 

product.  Imagine there is a bunch of developers with a 

"great" product idea they have validated by talking to 

select customers and prospects. Through these 

interactions they have

• A good  perspective on the market worthiness of the

product idea 

• They also have a broad idea of the scope of the

product

• They have a fair idea of must have and nice to have

features

They now come up with a "time-boxed" software product 

development plan that ensures there are releases of 

working software to the customers at frequent intervals 

of time. Now, what exactly is time boxing? A time box 

has a duration of a week to four weeks typically with a 

deliverable or outcome at the end. The important point 

to note is the deadline is fixed up-front - a release may 

comprise more than one time box, depending on the 

complexity of the development effort.  

The development team "releases": the software after 

each time box to the set of customers/ users, who then 

use it and give feedback. In fact, even while developing 

the product, they constantly interact with the customer 

community to decide what is necessary and when.

At the end of the exercise, this process leads to a more 

market driven and relevant product for two reasons- 

collaborating with users and often giving users working 

versions that allows them to "touch and feel" the product. 

For a moment, superimpose the waterfall method on this 

scenario and the answer is evident- it is infeasible to 

mesh this real life scenario with the structured and 

change resistant waterfall method.

Using Agile Methods for creating better products faster

In the recent past, a new class of software development methodologies has found favor - Agile methods.   

We can apply the term "Agile" to a group of specific approaches that include Extreme Programming, 

Scrum, DSDM and Adaptive Software Development. While these methods may vary at a detailed level, they 

embody a common philosophy - adaptive, iterative, methodologies built around the themes of "just enough" 

and constant communication. Agile methods ensure faster and better outcomes especially in scenarios of 

varying requirements and fast time to market. 
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On the other hand, Agile methods allow you to do 

precisely the above- follow an iterative, collaborative 

approach that involves users and assumes that 

software development needs to consider change 

rather than discourage it.

Clearly, such a method, as explained above, leads to 

a superior product, as well as one that can hit the 

market quicker.

What Agile is and what it is not

In software jargon, we term Agile variously as a 

movement or philosophy and its interpretation has also 

been subjective. In this section, we offer our 

interpretation, as practitioners of this method -

Agile methods are adaptive rather than 
predictive

Source: Wikipedia

This is the most fundamental difference or perhaps the 

key differentiator of Agile methodologies.  Traditional 

methodologies do most of the detailed planning up-

front; assuming a well thought through and 

documented design would ensure a perfect product. 

This approach is similar to the way one would go 

about a construction. The architect discusses the 

requirements with the client and comes out with a 

drawing and detailed design, and once that is signed 

off the construction begins. Given that it is a brick and 

mortar exercise, it is hard to consider changes once 

the building gets underway. 

On the contrary, the premise of Agile methods is that 

users cannot decide all changes early in the life cycle. 

It is likely that once the user sees a version of the 

product, they get ideas that may warrant changes to 

the original design and scope. 

Agile outcomes can be predicted

One may infer that Agile methods lead to a chaotic 

and unstructured way of software development- while 

that may seem like an intuitive inference, in reality, a 

well implemented Agile methodology leads to more 

predictability and this is how-

One of the banes of traditional methods is that it does 

not allow for change and delivers the product in an 

almost fully finished form. In a complex development 

effort, the time elapsed between freezing a design and 

delivering a product may be significant. Meanwhile, 

the business environment may have changed, new 

challenges may have cropped up, and users may 

have identified new needs. Now, when the product 

finally does arrive, they find, contrary to their 

expectations, the product has not turned out the way 

they now envisage. 

This either leads to their "canning" the initiative or 

asking for large rework- certainly not the predicted 

outcome of the exercise.

Switch back to Agile now- how would the development 

team go about the process? They would elicit high-

level and high priority needs of the user and market 

and estimate a date by which the user needs these 

features, to be most relevant and useful.

They would then do another exercise of prioritization of 

this list too and then commit to a delivery date. 

They would then decide on a suitable architecture and 

begin the development- along the way, they would 

involve the users to confirm the detailed assumptions 

and design. Once the developers build the prioritized 

set of features, the software is shared with the users 

for feedback. In addition, users have flexibility to 

change their mind on features the development team 

is yet to incorporate. 
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