
NO PAPERWORK, NO PROMISES, NOT EVEN
CHAIRS. SOUNDS CRAZY?  SOUNDS AGILE,
DISCOVERS CARL HANCOCK

SOFTWARE DEVELOPMENT
THE AGILE WAY

Computers now populate nearly every aspect of our lives, from our
schools and business, through to hospitals and up to the highest
echelons of central government. The Geospatial industry is no
different. The way that software for those machines has been
produced has remained fairly static ever since the days when a
computer was the size of a small house, yet since the turn of the
century a minor revolution in software development has been
taking place.

How things always were
Originally, software development was a process in which the
customer would list their requirements, software developers would
go away and build the software, it would be tested and then put
into use by the customer. Although this process sounds simple
enough, for as long as there has been software development, there
have been failings in the system. The term Waterfall was the name
attributed to this model by a man called Winston Royce in his 1970
paper, ‘Managing the Development of Large Software Systems’, yet
rather than introduce the name to promote it, the intention of
Royce was to criticise it. Ironically though, it was the model that
Royce conceived that received most interest and his criticisms were
largely ignored. 

One of the key failings with the Waterfall model was the level of
documentation required, often stretching to several hundred pages.
These documents were intended to lay out exactly what is was the
customer wanted so that the software developers could go away
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and precisely build to those specifications.
Unfortunately though, such documents
relied on understanding and communica-
tion between client and developer. What
was happening in practice was that the
customer, though able to have a vision of
what they wanted, could not clarify exactly
what that vision was - because they were
not IT experts. Naturally therefore, the
software developer was liable to misinter-
pret that and so the documents would be
inaccurate from day one. Put simply, no
matter how good or competent one is from
the customer side and the software
development side, neither will ever be in a
position to fully articulate what the system
should be.

By the very nature of the Waterfall
model, these problems would not become
apparent until the very end of the process,
when the customer would turn around,
often after months and months of develop-
ment and say, “This isn’t what I asked for.”
Frequently, time and money would be lost
as a result, but this very frequency led to
the painful practice of project overrun and
increased expense becoming the accepted
norm.

The Revolution is coming
This all changed in 2001 when a group of
software developers began to think, ‘this is
just not a good way of working’ and so was
born the Agile Model of Software
Development. One of the key concepts was
to dramatically reduce the amount of
documentation simply because that
documentation, as previously mentioned,
will prove invariably to be inaccurate.

Months can be spent producing it and at
the end it is a document that does not do
what it is supposed to do.

In addition to the reduction in
documentation, the other key concept is
that Agile not only accepts but embraces
the fact that the customer will most likely
change their mind. This can be through a
new influence on the business, a change of
priorities or even simply an aesthetic
change regarding the software’s look and
feel. To accommodate this, the Agile process
has removed the concept of delivering the

software right at the end of the process.
Rather than months of arduous work before
presenting the software, the Agile model
actively encourages customer participation
throughout the process, allowing them to
visualise and see what they’re getting right
from the start so at the end of the project
there will be absolutely no surprises.

Through this, the customer becomes
able to prioritise their needs and have the
software built with this prioritisation in
mind. A complete package that might take
six months from start to finish could allow
the customer to have the most important
part complete and running in a month, the
second most important after two months,
etc. From the developer’s perspective, Agile
is a very test-driven approach because of
the need to frequently deliver production
quality software. The process means that
you do not just build a whole load of
software, then do some testing at the end;
you build a little bit, you test it, make sure it
works as it should do and then you deliver
it to the customer.

Resistance
As with any form of change, there is likely to
be resistance and Agile in this respect is no
different. For those working in the trenches
of software development it is just a
question of it being a different way of
working, so it is usually from the manage-
ment side that the most resistance can be
found. This is because Agile requires a
change of mindset about the way things
should be done. The belief that if you write
everything down on paper and its says, ‘this
is what you will get and at this time’ has
been so engrained that although everyone

The Agile Method 

The ‘scrum’ – people interaction is key to the method
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knows it is never that simple, there remains
a degree of comfort to be had in it. Agile
requires almost a leap of faith and trying to
change habits and mental expectations,
though difficult, can be achieved through
the concepts turning into demonstrated
results.

Agile in Practice
An example of a company that has adopted
Agile as its model for software development
is gazetteer management specialists
Aligned Assets. It was brought to them by
new project manager Dinesh Thanigasalam
who had a comprehensive software
development CV stretching from support
engineer, through working with Oracle and
SQL servers as a developer, into analysis and
onto CRM project management.

His introduction to Agile was during a
project designing a website for a leading
High Street bank, which involved 1400 man
hours crammed into seven months to

produce a new commerce system,
developed from scratch, completely
bespoke, with a backend customer services
system. Whereas previous projects,
completed using traditional methods, had
always been found wanting, this project
was not only completed in the seven
months, but the company then went on to
hit its objective of selling an additional 1000
loans per month, within a month.

“For me this was proof,” explained
Thanigasalam, “that you could actually
develop a huge amount, and this was far
more complex than most of the other
systems I’d ever worked on before, yet still
have it delivered a lot quicker and without
all the documentation.”

He explains his decision to move to
Aligned Assets not only in terms of the
company’s growth and success, but
because, “it was apparent that the whole
GIS market place from a software develop-
ment perspective was still lagging behind in

terms of the old ways.  There was the scope
that we could start making good things in a
different way.”

With Aligned Assets, he found himself
moving from working with the private to
the public sector, but explains that the shift
should prove no problem for the flexibility
of the Agile model. “In one sense the public
sector customer is no different to one from
the private sector in that their needs from a
software development perspective are the
same – they want the software to do what
they want it to do for a set amount of
money and delivered in a set period of
time.”

Though local government and the
emergency services do tend to require a
degree of documentation due to procure-
ment methods and government regula-
tions, as the term Agile implies, you don’t
have to follow absolutely everything to the
letter of the law. The very essence of Agile is
that it adapts to the customer’s require-
ments, so it is more than possible to run
certain parts of a project using Agile and
other parts using a more traditional
approach. So far the results have been
positive. “I believe that by showing success,
that will build up momentum, and it will
filter through the public sector community,”
explains Thanigasalam, “I think that they’ll
say, ‘hang on, perhaps this really is a good
way of doing things’.”

Conclusion
The Agile Method of Software Development
is all about benefits.  No one would deny
that changing heavily engrained habits is
going to be difficult, but with Agile the end-
user – the customer – will have influence,
can see what they are getting right up front
so always know what they are getting, and
they get it quicker and faster.  Put simply,
the use of Agile is safer, quicker and
monetarily a more efficient process in terms
of getting what’s required.
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Sprint: Within the Agile process the
delivery of functionality to the customer is
frequent and comes in short spurts or
sprints. Typically sprints will last two to three
weeks with the objective of producing the
customer’s priority function within that time
period.

Scrum: The Agile process is very dependent
on team working, face-to-face communica-
tion, rather than volumes of documentation.
Every day the team meets to tell each other
what they are doing, any problems, etc. The
scrum, to emphasise the sense of urgency,

means these meetings are held while stood
up and in a circle.

Velocity: Projects done using traditional
methods were budgeted time-wise on
100% productivity and did not take into
account time for meetings or communica-
tion of any kind. Velocity therefore
represents Agile’s acceptance that one
cannot code 100% of the time and factors
that in at the start of a project; when there
are lots of unknowns, velocity will be low,
but will increase as the project moves
forward.
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Agile Method proponent Dinesh Thanigasalam


