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Summary

This paper presents ﬁndings from a case study of a mul na onal organisa on
that adopted Dynamic Systems Development Method (DSDM) in one of their
oﬃces, along with a summary of the challenges they faced and sugges ons from
published literature about how to overcome them. Their main challenge was
that their projects were approved, budgeted and monitored by their Headquarters
using a tradi onal waterfall approach. As a consequence they were running agile
projects in a non-agile environment. The three main aspects of this challenge
were: 1) Diﬀerences in organisa onal cultures; 2) Managing the transi on to
agile; 3) Repor ng progress and demonstra ng control. Recommenda ons from
the literature for each of these challenges include 1) Nego a ng new approaches
to knowledge management and knowledge sharing; 2) Suppor ng an acceptance
and understanding of agile through aligning processes, educa on, ownership, understanding change, emphasizing values and winning the conﬁdence of execu ve
management; 3) Proposals for repor ng formats, managing the burden of repor ng,
and repor ng just enough.
Share your experience
We are interested in your experiences with agile in non-agile environments.
• What challenges does your organisa on face?
• How have you overcome these challenges?
Please ﬁll in our ques onnaire at http://www.agileresearchnetwork.org1

2

Introduc on

Using agile in a non-agile environment can be challenging. There are many reasons
why this situa on occurs, a common one is that agile is o en adopted through
a gradual transi on process and during transi on it has to exist within a nonagile environment. Transi oning requires changing processes, working prac ces,
and the culture of an organisa on. Agile transi ons o en start bo om up at the
development team level and the biggest challenge is a corresponding organisa onal
adjustment. In mul na onal organisa ons transforma on may occur in one country but not in another. On a team level agile might work well, but the challenges
occur once interac ons with the wider organisa on are required; the business does
not understand the need to engage with the development team frequently, the
exis ng governance does not support quick decision making processes and the
budge ng is not ﬂexible enough to accommodate the planning and re-planning of
agile projects. When agile and non-agile areas of an organisa on clash agile could
be set up for failure.
1 The Agile Research Network (DSDM-Agile-Research@open.ac.uk) is funded by the DSDM Consorum Board. The model operated by the network is that DSDM members propose the challenge
they’d like to inves gate, and then work closely with the research team to understand the causes and
consequences of the challenge and to iden fy alterna ve ways of working from published research
and other literature.
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To start the discussion about agile in a non-agile environment, this paper presents
the experience of a mul na onal organisa on that adopted DSDM in one of their
oﬃces along with a summary of the challenges they faced and sugges ons from
published literature about how to overcome them. The main challenge was: their
overseas Headquarters directed, budgeted and monitored their projects, using a
tradi onal waterfall approach.

3

An overview of DSDM

DSDM is an end-to-end framework for agile project management and delivery. The
ﬁrst version was published in 1995, and it has been developed through several
versions since, with the most recent being the Agile Project Framework. The
underlying philosophy is that projects must be aligned to strategic goals and focus
on early delivery of real beneﬁts to the business.
The DSDM framework covers the full project lifecycle including roles, process,
prac ces, and documenta on. Phases include Pre-project, Feasibility, Founda ons,
Explora on, Engineering, Deployment, and Post-project. It’s highly conﬁgurable
to accommodate a range of project types and size, making it compa ble with a
variety of governance and programme ofﬁce structures. The key techniques used
throughout the lifecycle are Itera ve and Incremental development, Timeboxing,
MoSCoW priori sa on and Facilitated Workshops. Addi onally, DSDM provides
a set of roles that ensures teams contain the right mix of representa ves from the
business, solu on developers and project management.

4

The story so far

About two years ago, a er a change in external factors, the London oﬃce of a
mul na onal organisa on that operates in a regulated environment decided to
adopt DSDM. The oﬃce decided to use DSDM because it covers the whole project
lifecycle and it provides a framework that supports the governance needed in a
regulated environment.
The transi on to DSDM was supported by the business, the management and
the Project Management Oﬃce (PMO) all based in London. Extensive training
for the employees was provided and agile consultants worked closely with the
organisa on. From a London oﬃce perspec ve, the transi on to DSDM was
successful. Management reported that the agile culture was embraced and the
project increments that were run using DSDM were delivered on me and within
budget.
However, the organisa onal culture of the Headquarters and the London oﬃce
began to diverge signiﬁcantly. While the London oﬃce transi oned to agile their
Headquarters s ll had a very hierarchical structure and used a waterfall approach.
The Headquarters had a prescribed waterfall approach but a accepted an alternave approach from the oﬃces; however, they were scep cal about the change of
methodology in the London oﬃce. Their main concern was that London was not in
control of their projects. At this stage with external factors playing a big role, being
seen to be in control with respect to being on me and on budget was crucial to
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the Headquarters.
The London oﬃce tried to address the concern by educa ng the Headquarters
about DSDM and by se ng up a rigorous governance process for their projects.
They explained and produced documents that visualised how the new governance
process related to the governance processes in the waterfall approach. However,
concerns and challenges remained and the London oﬃce approached us, the Agile
Research Network, about 18 months into their DSDM adop on to inves gate the
challenge of running agile in a non-agile environment. The remaining paper describes the challenges that the organisa on faced and sugges ons from published
literature on how to overcome these challenges. The paper is presented from a
viewpoint outside of the organisa on, i.e. that of the ARN researchers who had
access to the London oﬃce but did not engage with the Headquarters directly.

5

Challenges

The London oﬃce experienced a range of challenges that are discussed below and
can be grouped into three categories:
• Diﬀerences in organisa onal cultures,
• Managing the transi on to agile, and
• Repor ng progress and demonstra ng control

5.1 Diﬀerences in organisa onal cultures
The diﬀerent organisa onal cultures between the Headquarters and London oﬃce
led to misunderstandings, diﬀerent expecta ons and frustra ons.
5.1.1 Communica on
Agile working introduces a diﬀerent approach to communica on. Two communicaon challenges were iden ﬁed. First, how can diﬀerent parts of the organisa on
communicate eﬀec vely when one part, the Headquarters, values wri en communica on over verbal communica on while the other part, the London oﬃce
adop ng agile, encourages verbal communica on over wri en communica on?
The London oﬃce subscribed to the agile principle of only producing essen al
documenta on.
Second, how do the diﬀerent parts of the organisa on nego ate the level of
detail that they communicate? The challenge was that the Headquarters requests
detailed informa on about projects and uses documenta on to review everything,
while the London oﬃce manages detailed project informa on by regular verbal
communica on within teams and uses wri en documents based on providing “just
enough” informa on. The London oﬃce found it challenging to ﬁnd the right level
of detail and to understand what needed to be reported. They felt that they had
not achieved the right level of detail yet because Headquarters frequently followed
up with requests for more detailed informa on about their reports. Headquarters
did not ar culate who or how this informa on would be used leaving the London
oﬃce feeling that the informa on requested was far too detailed. In addi on the
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reports required by Headquarters could not be directly extracted from data that
was already captured by the agile projects. This meant that crea ng reports was
an addi onal eﬀort on top of day-to-day tasks.
5.1.2 Staﬀ rota on
Addi onal to the uncertainty about how and what to communicate, the London
oﬃce also faced the challenge of frequent staﬀ rota on at the Headquarters as
part of their organisa onal culture. At the Headquarters, employees rotated their
posi ons about every two years, this involved not only changing their role but also
the Department in which they worked. This increased the challenge of establishing
an understanding of agile with relevant contacts at the Headquarters. Staﬀ in the
London oﬃce expressed frustra on that by the me they had got to know a contact
at Headquarters and had developed their understanding of agile, that member of
staﬀ was rotated and the process had to start again.
5.1.3 Diﬀerent values
From Headquarters’ point of view ‘value’ was associated with projects being onme, on-budget and delivered according to speciﬁca on. In contrast, while the
London oﬃce appreciated the need for projects to be on me and on budget, they
also focused on delivering ﬁt-for-purpose products that provide business value.
Progress was demonstrated by working so ware and through verbal communicaon rather than adherence to the plan. The contrast between agile and tradi onal
values was highlighted by the diﬀering approaches to communica on and control
taken by the London oﬃce and Headquarters. A number of staﬀ at the London
oﬃce felt that Headquarters requirements undermined their new agile values and
created an overhead because special documents needed to be produced. For
example, the agile values of trust and minimal documenta on were challenged
when informal queries from Headquarters, which were ini ally addressed by a
conversa on, were s ll followed by a formal request for a wri en document. Whilst
the London oﬃce embraced agile philosophies, the balance of power remained with
the Headquarters that valued documenta on as a means of control.
5.1.4 Language barriers: Lost in transla on
Addi onally, the Headquarters and the London oﬃce both worked in diﬀerent
languages. This meant that all wri en reports provided by the London oﬃce were
translated within the Headquarters. This was perceived as a poten al source for
misunderstandings because transla ons can be subjec ve and emphasis of certain
aspects might be lost which in turn might lead to addi onal queries for more
informa on.

5.2 Managing the transi on to agile
18 months into their adop on, the transi on to agile at the London oﬃce was s ll
in progress. The Project Management Oﬃce (PMO) was s ll building up their agile
knowledge base and improving and introducing new processes. The repor ng for
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diﬀerent projects was not yet fully consistent and project report templates were
s ll evolving. This compounded the perceived lack of full control and the likelihood
that inconsistencies would be seen as issues.
Although the London oﬃce had educated the Headquarters about agile concepts,
some agile concepts did not seem to be fully understood yet. For example, any
changes to project plans were perceived as a poten al failure for the project and
an indica on of a lack of control.
The London oﬃce realised very quickly that their Headquarters expected exact
es mates in terms of mes and cost early on in a project. They educated the
Headquarters that early project “es mates [during Feasibility] will be uncertain and
can only be expressed with a low conﬁdence factor” (DSDM 2014) and hence have
to be revisited as more accurate informa on is gathered and will therefore change.
Despite this, the Headquarters perceived any subsequent changes as an indicator
that the project was not on track and the London oﬃce were not in control of their
projects.

5.3 Repor ng progress and demonstra ng control
Agile projects follow a diﬀerent lifecycle compared to waterfall projects and when
repor ng agile progress to non-agile departments of the organisa on it is challenging to iden fy what needs to be reported and how to communicate progress.
In this case study even small changes to a project’s scope were considered to
indicate a lack of control. Re-priori sa on, de-scoping or even changes to the
meline without changing the scope such as moving a Priori sed Requirement List
(PRL) item from one mebox into another, were all perceived to be changes from
the original project plan, and hence indica ve of a lack of control.
The main challenges the London oﬃce faced with repor ng were: demonstra ng
control without retroﬁ ng the agile progress reports into waterfall templates,
ﬁnding the right level of detail and ensuring that the informa on provided was
interpreted correctly. Given that Headquarters was not familiar with agile methodologies it is important to ensure that agile progress data, for example informa on
about the Priori sed Requirements List (PRL) or meboxes are understood correctly. This raises a number of ques ons. For example how to eﬀec vely present
agile progress to non-agile parts of the organisa on? How to ensure that repriori sa on or de-scoping is well presented and will be easily understood? How
to avoid retroﬁ ng but s ll sa sfying all the informa on requests?
When the non-agile environment does not fully accept and recognise agile principles it is diﬃcult to demonstrate control. This poses the ques on: How can the
London oﬃce address the concerns of Headquarters without compromising newly
adopted agile principles?

6

Mi ga ng the challenges

Here, we present a range of diﬀerent mi ga on strategies suggested from exis ng
literature on these areas, some of which have been applied by the London oﬃce.
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6.1 Diﬀerences in organisa onal cultures
Nerur, Mahapatra and Magalaraj (2005) discuss how the transi on to agile requires
an organisa onal shi from command-and-control management to leadershipand-collabora on. In the organisa on presented here the change to agile only
happened in one part of the organisa on, resul ng in two diﬀerent organisa onal
styles exis ng side by side. Many areas of diﬃculty were related to diﬀerent
knowledge management prac ces in agile. The increase in verbal communica on
means that much knowledge in agile projects is tacit and resides in the heads of
team members rather than being documented. This shi s the balance of power
away from management towards development teams. If this is not acceptable to
an organisa on, an agreement needs to be made about which knowledge should
be codiﬁed and which should remain tacit (Nerur et al, 2005).
Noll, Beecham and Richardson (2010) acknowledge that the geographic and temporal distance of global teams can limit informal communica on, trust building and
knowledge sharing and that cultural diﬀerences can lead to misunderstanding of
goals, task and requirements.
Three sugges ons to promote inter-cultural knowledge sharing (Moller and Svahn,
2003) that can help to overcome diﬀerences in organisa onal cultures are:
• Establish shared team goals.
• Ensure a common understanding of managerial informa on and monitoring systems.
• Building trust through systema c crea on of personal rela onships.

6.2 Managing the transi on to agile
Why might execu ve management resist accep ng agile methodologies? Accep ng
change is always diﬃcult and organisa ons o en have decades of experience of
tradi onal project management, access to good quality project support tools and a
tradi onal project management mind-set.
In the exis ng literature it is o en suggested that organisa ons should make
adjustments, develop an organisa onal change management plan and ensure that
the whole organisa on transi ons to agile. While this might be an ideal scenario,
it is not always possible. In the organisa on presented here, it was clear that the
Headquarters would not transi on to DSDM. The following sugges ons based on
Boehm & Turner (2005) focus on suppor ng the acceptance and understanding of
agile methods rather than on convincing the whole organisa on to adopt agile as
well.
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Align processes

Realign and redeﬁne tradi onal milestone reviews to
be er ﬁt into the agile process
Iden fy compa ble and incompa ble assump ons
between agile & tradi onal approaches and eliminate
clashes where possible.

Educa on

Educate stakeholders about the new methodology and
principles
Translate agile and so ware issues into management and
customer language.

Create ownership
and include
stakeholders

Include waterfall stakeholders in project
mee ngs/retrospec ves.
Encourage execu ve and middle management to create
their own list of transi on issues to focus on and work
through.

Understand the
eﬀects of change

Inves gate how communica on occurs.
Conduct empirical studies about the adop on of agile and
collect evidence about the new process to present to the
stakeholders

Emphasize and
explain new values

Apply throughput accoun ng rather than cost accoun ng
(Anderson, 2004)2
Emphasize and explain the focus on business value and
how that is reﬂected in agile progress reports
Emphasize the value of team members and the value of
verbal communica on

Win conﬁdence of
execu ve
management

Convince the management by demonstra ng that agile
works for the organisa on. This is probably the most
powerful strategy to overcome management resistance.
However, it takes me to able to demonstrate success.

6.3 Repor ng progress and demonstra ng control
This sec on focuses on sugges ons about what informa on should be presented to
management, how informa on can be visualised, and how to avoid me-consuming
repor ng.
2 Anderson argues that the weakness with Cost Accoun ng, which calculates the cost per item
produced, is the assump on that when labour and machinery are inac ve they do not incur costs.
In fact, in most organisa ons labour and machinery are ﬁxed, and should be put in a bucket labelled
‘overheads’. In contrast Throughput Accoun ng focuses on delivered value. It seeks to understand
and maximize the eﬃciency of the ﬂow of value through the system. In other words, it wants
the latent value added in an investment to be released as quickly as possible as Throughput. It
measures how eﬀec vely the system moves the Investment value through the system and converts
it to Throughput. This is more usually described as ‘eﬀec veness’.
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6.3.1 What should reports look like?
One representa on of relevance to project management informa on is an agile
management dashboard (see ﬁgure 1). Barton et al (2005) suggest a dashboard to
give an overview of all project informa on. The informa on is on a higher level than
the development team level (at product level instead of sprint level). It includes
a visualisa on of the progress for each feature using a colour scheme to easily
iden fy project risks (Parking lot), a product burndown chart, an overview of the
work breakdown structure and a chart that represents the expected and actual
business value.

Figure 1: Agile project management dashboard (Barton et al 2005)

Figure 2: Combining earned value repor ng with agile burndown charts (Cabri &
Griﬃths 2004)
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Two alterna ve representa ons are shown in ﬁgure 2. The chart on the le
combines a view of cost (a tradi onal project measure) with a feature burn-up (an
agile project measure). The chart on the right shows how changes in scope can be
combined with a visualisa on of planned and actual progress.
6.3.2 Overcoming me-consuming repor ng
Sugges ons for managing the burden of repor ng (based on Hartmann and Dymond 2006, Ambler n.d.) are:
• Capture repor ng eﬀorts as stories and plan them as part of the project to increase
visibility of repor ng eﬀort for management.
• Decrease the eﬀort of crea ng reports by establishing self-documen ng processes
(the informa on needed for the reports are gathered as part of the process instead
of an addi onal eﬀort at the end of each itera on/project). This allows for easier
extrac ng of reports from exis ng informa on.
• Understand the purpose of the documenta on: O en reports include informa on
that is not really needed and used. Track the use of reports to iden fy which
informa on is actually valuable and who is actually reading them.
6.3.3 Report just enough
Repor ng just enough isn’t easy. For a start one might ask what does ‘just enough’
mean? This might vary from organisa on to organisa on and from report to report.
Hartmann and Dymond (2006) recommend a set of principles to consider when
developing reports:
• The name of the report should avoid ambiguity.
• What is the purpose of the report?
• Iden fy the ques on that the report is addressing because each report should
answer a speciﬁc, clear ques on for a par cular role or group.
• Basis of measurement: Clearly state what is being measured. Ensure that the
labelling of graph axes is clear.
• Level and usage: Indicate intended usages at various levels of the organiza on. For
example, is this report for the project level or program level?
• Iden fy assump ons and expected trend: What do you expect to see happen? For
example, highest value features will be delivered at the beginning of the project.
• When to use it: What prompted crea on or use of this metric/report? How has it
historically been used? For example, for evalua on or for planning?
• When to stop using it: When will it outlive its usefulness and be extra baggage?
• Warnings: Recommend clearly what it should be used for and what the limits of
use are.

7

What’s next?

This paper reports on the challenges faced by one organisa on when running agile
in a non-agile environment and presents ideas to mi gate these challenges based
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on exis ng literature.
The main challenges are:
• Diﬀerences in organisa onal cultures including communica on, staﬃng
approaches, values and language barriers
• Managing the transi on to agile and learning how to co-exist with the non-agile
part of the organisa on
• How to report agile progress to demonstrate control over projects and nego ate
what informa on should be provided and at which level of detail.
So, what’s next?
We would like you to share your experiences about running agile in non-agile
environments. Visit our website and share and discuss your experience: http:
//www.agileresearchnetwork.org
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