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Agile: Don’t Worry, it’s Natural  By: John Ryskowski   jfryskowski@yahoo.com 
 
In February 2001, seventeen individuals met in northern Utah and drafted the 
twelve principles of agile in a manifesto, which has had a profound impact on the 
software development industry. The purpose of the manifesto is to move software 
development from taking on all the requirements and completing each phase prior 
to starting the next, to exercising all the development phases on a smaller chunk of 
requirements that developers (and customers) can collectively get their heads 
around.  
 
Looping through the development phases several times during a project affords 
sensible adjustments that avoid catastrophic results and the need for blame. It also 
gives the entire development team greater project wisdom that can only come from 
several passes through all the development phases.  
 
Although the idea of repeatedly exercising the full development lifecycle on smaller 
chunks of the requirements is newer to the software industry, it isn’t at all new to 
many other aspects of life and nature. In other words, we have been agile 
practitioners for quite some time, and the software development industry is just 
now catching up. Let’s discuss a few examples. 
 
Agile Applied to Eating 
 
Try eating your 1200-1800 daily calories in one massive meal instead of three or 
four separate meals. If you did that (if you could do that) your body would go 
through the same phases of digestion that it always does, perhaps taking a bit 
longer, concluding with the same question, “will I be burning these calories or will I 
be storing these calories.” I think we all know how this story would end. We are 
healthier if we have our bodies complete the digestive process on smaller amounts 
of food multiple times a day.  
 
Agile Applied to the Musical Arts 
 
When world-class musicians practice, do they only practice the pieces they perform 
from beginning to end? Ever met a world-class musician that has never practiced 
their scales? Through repetitive practice of core elements, musicians gain a mastery 
of technique necessary to perform various pieces of music.  
 
Agile Applied to Conceptual Understanding 
 
Instantaneous understanding of a new concept is rare for us. Remember going 
through your algebra or geometry book for the first time? Who of us was able to go 
to the back of the book and comprehend the last chapter without first 
understanding the earlier ones? We needed the lifecycle of concept introduction, 
example, simple practice, advanced practice, and a demonstration of knowledge 
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(quiz). After this, we moved on to the next concept, completed the chapter, and 
eventually finished the book and the final test. 
 
Agile Applied to Fitness Training 
 
I met world-class triathlete Leanda Cave training in a lap pool in Tucson. She 
competes in many races, one of which is the “Escape from Alcatraz” triathlon which 
includes a 1.5 mile swim from Alcatraz to the San Francisco shoreline, an 18 mile 
bike ride, and an 8 mile trail run. The swim is the first leg of the race and Leanda is 
usually the first woman out of the water. Her training (that day) consisted of a 50 
meter sprint every 90 seconds for one hour. Doing this she not only gains strength 
and endurance, but she also has many opportunities to improve the efficiency of her 
stroke. Interesting that a person practicing for an endurance race would spend time 
on a repetitive short distance workout, but she does and it works. This is known as 
interval training, which is a “discontinuous” kind of physical training. Interval 
training is where an athlete, in a single workout session, subjects themself to many 
short cycles of exertion and recovery.   
 
Agile Applied to House Painting 
 
Ever driven by a house and seen swaths of colors painted on it? Someone is planning 
on painting their entire house, but before they do, it is necessary to be sure the 
chosen color(s) will work. Years ago when color options were few, choosing a 
primary color and identifying trim and other colors were rather easy. One would go 
to the paint store, all the choices would be on a single card, you choose the house 
color, trim color, and accentuating color(s) (most likely one of these was white) and 
you are done. You would buy the paint and paint the house. At this moment 
Sherwin-Williams claims 1500 paint colors to choose from. This is a lot of options. 
 
Let’s spend a minute on the complexities surrounding paint choices. First any color 
you choose will inevitably have variants that are so close to what you want, they 
must all be considered. I mean, what if you get the wrong one! Let’s say you are 
interested in a deep red for the accent color. You will find that Positive Red, 
Heartthrob, Gypsy Red, Cherry Tomato, and Stop all look like they would work for 
the front door of the house. Let’s assume each of the primary and trim colors brings 
five choices as well. Your total number of paint colors under consideration is fifteen, 
but your possible combinations are 5 x 5 x 5 or 125. That’s a lot. You could sit at the 
paint store and not leave until the final choices were made and just go ahead and 
paint the house. But hey, nobody does that these days, and they close at 6:00PM.  
 
The smart thing to do is buy a small sample of all fifteen colors and actually paint 
small swaths next to each other on the house. This is repeated for all the different 
micro-environments where the paint will be seen, direct sunlight, shade, first story 
(close up), and second story (farther away). After the paint dries, the primary and 
trim color choices jump right out at you, they are no-brainers. But that red accent is 
down to Gypsy Red and Stop. Like the old shampoo instructions (lather, rinse, 
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repeat), we repeat. The next step is to paint one half of the front door Gypsy Red and 
the other half Stop. Also, paint that section of the house and the trim around the 
door their (now) chosen colors. Once the paint has dried you check the door color 
up close and from the street, during day and night with the porch light on. At night 
with the porch light on, Stop is the obvious choice, and you are ready to paint the 
house. Nice job and remember, there were 124 ways this could have gone wrong. 
 
Agile Applied to Software 
 
Most software customers are confronted with choices about how the resulting 
product will look, function, and interact with itself and the user community. Similar 
to the situation when selecting a color to paint your house, the customer can be 
confronted with more choices than he or she could have imagined. Trying to work 
through all the combinations for these choices is even more daunting. Like the guy 
who was not going to leave the paint store until the choice was made. No matter 
how much time he spends in that store, and even if he were to run complicated math 
models to determine the best choice, one absolute fact still remains. He will not 
know what the paint looks like on his house after the job is done.  
 
Getting the customer a glimpse of what the product can look and behave like is 
similar to the swaths of paint on the house. What was a daunting selection of choices 
and combinations suddenly melts away with even the remotest facsimile of what the 
finished product can be. When the paint color swaths were up it afforded a gestalt 
effect that no other situation could. A little bit of the product in its intended 
environment speaks volumes compared to analysis and what-ifs. The customer at 
this early stage has the opportunity to realize an entirely different path without 
devastation to the project or the relationship. This is a standard expectation in an 
agile environment.  
 
My web page designer was elated when I sent him the mockup of what I wanted in 
PowerPoint: photos here, text here, lists of papers there. He was done in four hours, 
making both of us happy campers. Imagine the number of possibilities if my request 
had been only “a web page that piques the interest of male 30-somethings in 
Spanish speaking nations.” We could have gone through many iterations of how the 
webpage would look, feel, and behave, with lots of testing and analysis. 
 
A while ago I did real-time programming for aircraft radar and was part of a very 
large upgrade of both hardware and software. The project housed about fifty 
programmers and lasted four years.  
 
The front end of the lifecycle, system requirements, detailed requirements, 
preliminary design, and detailed design were performed for the entire project as a 
whole. These were big, waterfall lifecycle events that required hundreds of slides on 
vellum.  
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However the coding, integration, and flight test were carefully prioritized or layered. 
The core radar modes were completed first, which gave the customer a chance to 
see the basic system in operation prior to all the more sophisticated modes being 
completed. The motivation for this integration approach was limited integration and 
flight test resources, certainly not agile principles. But it did result in an opportunity 
for the customer to see a fully operational partial system long before the project was 
completed.  
 
We could argue about the appropriateness of agile in such a large environment, the 
difficulties of running the full lifecycle several times prior to project completion and 
whether the integration portion of the project actually qualifies as agile.  
 
But one thing holds true. The first principle of the Agile Manifesto was met about 
half way through the project. We did deliver working software to the customer and 
the customer was able to begin comprehending their actual product right then 
instead waiting until later.  
 
In today’s software development environments we strive to adhere to the principles 
of agile, looping through all the development phases on small chunks of 
requirements in an effort to reveal the working system to the customer as early as 
possible. Don’t worry, this is not only natural, but also makes both software 
producers and customers happier. 
 
 


