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How can Agile methods be successfully 
applied on Global Projects? 

Consider the following when reviewing projects to determine if Agile methods are 
the best course of action: 
 

Within your specific environment, what initial Agile implementation issues 
would need to be considered and/or overcome? 

Rapidly changing market conditions and 
business demands are requiring companies 
to shorten project delivery cycles and 
become more responsive to customer 
expectations. Agile development 
methodologies are leading the way, helping 
software development teams adjust to 
projects with global requirements and 
implications. Agile practices also challenge 
our notion of software engineering best 
practices, project management 
methodologies, and how we lead our teams. 
 
Although Agile is more instantly associated 
with software development, Agile 
methodologies can be, and actually have 
been, applied to “non-software” project 
scope items for many years.  Most 
commonly, Agile methodologies have been 
used on large and complex programs and 
projects where there are many functional 
project contributors, and Traditional and 
Agile methods must be utilized in tandem. 
 
 

A mainstay for choosing Agile methodologies is the realization that the customer cannot describe their 
objectives and needs as detailed requirements at the outset of the project; and as a result change will 
be the norm, rather than the exception. This obviously contradicts traditional project management 
views where, theoretically, objectives are clear and can be defined and refined to a detailed level. We 
use the term theoretically as benchmark data often paints a different picture for many traditional project 
efforts. 
 
For projects of substantial size, complexity, and certainly for global objectives with geographically 
dispersed teams, the combination of Traditional and Agile methods can and must be exercised across 
the various functional scope areas. 
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Where do you recognize areas of scope 
development with different characteristics? 

When we examine complex projects of both Traditional and Agile scopes we arrive at the 
following realizations: 
 

1. There are portions of complex 
projects that we have done before 
that can be defined and 
decomposed to levels of task 
clarity early in the project 
(Traditional). 

 
2. There are just as many (if not 

more) portions of projects that we 
have not done before that cannot 
be defined and decomposed to 
levels of task clarity early in the 
project (Agile). 

 
3. There are just as many (if not 

more) portions of projects that we 
have done before that could not be 
defined and decomposed to levels 
of task clarity early in the project; 
yet, and most times due to blind 
process adherence, we have 
forced them into traditional models 
only to find out later that we do not 
have the clarity we once thought or 
the results we expected. 

4. Given the realities of large and 
complex projects we reach the 
conclusion that Traditional and 
Agile methods must be leveraged 
simultaneously on larger and 
more complex project efforts; and 
across software and non-software 
scope areas. 

 
5. Combining Traditional and Agile 

methods is not intuitive, and will 
require a great deal of experience 
and creativity to implement 
successfully. 
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From experience, we note that risk 
and integration difficulties increase as 
the number of functional contributors 
increase.   
 
 

The key to successfully implementing 
Agile methods across diverse 
functional areas is the ability and 
willingness to acknowledge that the 
functional scope is not clear and will 
require a more iterative approach.  

 
A generic and iterative approach like 
Scrum, as is pictured below, reflects a 
process where the product backlog 
(user stories) is worked down during 
each iteration or sprint (sprint backlog) 
so that functional software or a 
component of functional software is 
the tangible deliverable. 
 
Strangely enough, for non-software 
functional areas, the iterative 
principle is the same yet, the format 
of execution and tracking is a bit 
different. This Agile method is known 
as “Rolling Wave Planning” (RWP) 
and is a sound process for 
developing and tracking non-software 
requirements development as the 
project progresses.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

This is more than a question 
and requires constant inquiry 
and introspection. 

 

What areas become difficult as a 
result of the increase in functional 
contributors? 

 
Software development certainly is not 
the only functional area where 
customers and/or functional 
contributors cannot describe their 
objectives in detailed requirements. 
Projects of high complexity and large 
size generally contain many functional 
contributors, with varying levels of 
scope cognizance that must be 
successfully integrated. These non-
software areas could include: 
 

• Compliance 
• Regulatory 
• Marketing 
• Public Relations 
• Engineering and Manufacturing 
 

All of these areas can benefit from 
modified Agile approaches to defining 
project scope and requirements 
development early in the project’s life 
cycle.  
 

Applying Agile Methods to Non-Software Scope Areas 

Where are the projects where we 
aren’t acknowledging nebulous 
scope issues? 
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Rolling Wave Planning (and execution) is 
not new by any means; government and 
commercial organizations have been 
using Rolling Wave Planning as a best 
practice since the early 1960’s. Also, the 
underlying philosophy of Rolling Wave 
Planning aligns perfectly with Agile 
methods; “You cannot plan in detail what 
you do not know.”  When using Rolling 
Wave Planning, the total scope of work is 
reduced to two different forms of 
“packages”: 
 

• Work Packages: work we are 
familiar with and can define, 
estimate, schedule, assign 
resources to, execute and track. 

 
• Planning Packages: work we 

have identified that we are not 
familiar with and further planning is 
required to define detailed 
execution tasks and 
estimate/schedule accurately 

Direct comparison can be drawn from 
Planning Packages and Work Packages 
to Agile’s Scrum Product Backlog and 
Sprint Backlog.  Both of these methods 
are an admission that there is work to be 
undertaken; that we are not fully aware 
of the details early in the project, and 
Agile design/development will be 
needed to deliver smaller pieces of a 
workable system (as in Scrum), or 
further planning will be required to define 
executable Work Package (as in Rolling 
Wave Planning). 

How do I begin to think about Rolling 
Wave Planning as a practice? 

Where might we actually be using Planning and Work Packages, yet a 
lack of formal distinction may cause future performance issues? 
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The process for moving from planning packages to work packages is actually not a difficult 
one.  What is difficult is that both planning and work packages will be worked on during the 
planning and early execution phases of the project; and are often undertaken by the same 
resources. 
 
Process Steps 
 

1. Identify the planning steps that will be required within the planning package. 
 

2. Estimate the duration of the planning package execution. 
 

3. For overall scheduling purposes, we will need a “best guess” estimate, or place holder 
estimate for the work package that will be revised at the completion of the planning 
package. Generally, this will be based upon major tasks we are aware of, yet do not have 
detailed task definition for at this time. 

 
4. Execute the planning package tasks. 

Where do we currently have difficulties keeping 
senior resources working consistently on projects? 



The RWP Process 
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5. With the clarity and scope cognizance developed in the planning package execution, 
define the detailed work package tasks and revise the work package estimate. 

 
6. Assign and integrate the work package into the overall execution scope of work. 

 
As previously mentioned, the same resources may be used for both planning and execution; 
therefore, we must have the discipline to ensure that planning packages are complete prior to 
moving to an executable work package. Experience shows us that the line of planning package 
completion can be blurred when resources are working on both planning and execution, and 
execution timelines become compressed. 

What type of process steps or decision gates are needed to ensure 
planning package completion prior to work package execution? 
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What are a few key critical success factors we should 
consider prior to implementation of Agile best practices? 

Agile practices can be applied across 
larger and global projects where 
creative thinking and scope cognizance 
are the precursors. 
 
Experience shows us that a major 
commonality exists between Agile and 
Rolling Wave Planning practices: 
senior level resources for both 
customer and project teams are 
required for both approaches and those 
resources should remain in close 
proximity to the project to achieve 
consistent and successful execution 
results. 
 
Agility describes the behavior of the 
project participants, their ability to move 
or adjust in new and possibly 
unforeseen situations, and to apply 
tools in different and creative ways. 

Also, as traditional roles change, 
education of Agile methods for 
software development and non-
software development will be 
necessary both across the enterprise 
and up and down the organization’s 
hierarchy. This is a key critical success 
factor for successfully applying Agile 
methodologies across all aspects of 
complex and global projects. 

 
Glen Alleman [1], a noted Agile subject 
matter expert, quite nicely sums up the 
issue of achieving agility for any type of 
project when he says that achieving 
agility is no more than simply using 
processes and practices intentionally, 
appropriately, and with intelligence… 
with that, we certainly would agree. 
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• Team and client portal to ensure collaboration and communication.  
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• Project communications structure to ensure multiple consultants are briefed on client projects.  
• Global resources to provide the right consultant, at the right time, in the right place.  
• Best Practice tools and processes to support our solutions.  
• Industry specific accreditations and academic credit for specific programs.  
• Research: Articles, published works, podcasts, video vignettes, and benchmark research available for our client family.  
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• Blended Learning and delivery solutions to support a distributed workforce and travel budget controls. 
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