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Audience                                By: John Ryskowski 
 

1) Senior managers interested in the right amount of infrastructure to grow a 
lean organization and expand profit. 

 
2) Any organizational manager that wishes for a precise application of a proven 

improvement methodology that is form fitted to his or her business needs. 
 

3) CMMI practitioners that wish to move beyond the “Be maturity level 3” 
application of the CMMI and begin applying the model in a lean manner that 
best fits an organization’s business needs. Achieve the ability to see your 
client’s profits grow considerably while they expend just the right amount of 
effort.  

 
This paper will reinforce the vision that maturity level 3 may not be the best 
application of CMMI for a business.  
 
Toward a more precise business application of CMMI 
 
The idea of a maturity model was motivated by the US government, the military side 
particularly. Procurement agencies had little or no visibility into the software 
development part of programs that seemed to be 90% finished 90% of the time. The 
Software Engineering Institute was formed as a Federally Funded Research and 
Development Center (FFRDC) to take on the task of solving this problem. The 
solution was predicated on the idea that if one uses a robust process, one will 
produce a robust product. The key was to identify the correct process requirements, 
and a constructive methodology to determine their achievement. The Capability 
Maturity Model (CMM), which was the precursor to the current CMMI (I for 
Integration) captured the process requirements and was published in 1994. The 
methodology for determining achievement is an appraisal method, which is done 
“with” an organization, and differentiates itself from an audit which is done “to” an 
organization. 
 
There were two elements that helped the CMM get its initial traction, and they are: 
 
A concise and easily transferable articulation of achievement 
The CMM was a “staged” process model, which means that a non-overlapping group 
of requirements are needed to achieve each of maturity levels 2, 3, 4, and 5 (all 
organizations start at level 1). An organization’s project management sophistication 
increases as it moves up the maturity levels. This maturity level furnished the ability 
to clearly articulate a very complex process achievement with a single digit number 
that was easily recognizable and comparable across industry. The drawback was the 
underlying assumption that all the process requirements of maturity levels 2 and 3 
are a good fit for all organizations.  
 
The big stick 
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In 1997 the undersecretary of defense wrote a letter which became known as the 
“Gansler letter”. It basically said that any Cat 1 contract that “contained software” 
had to be operating at CMM maturity level 3. This initiated a flurry of CMM activity 
for all first tier military contractors, their immediate subcontractors, and eventually, 
further tiered subs. The letter was rescinded in the early 2000’s though the (now 
CMMI) maturity level 3 requirement still permeates the industry.   
 
The initial users of the CMM(I) were military contractors and their subs. In the early 
2000’s however, commercial users began to outpace the military contractors, a 
trend that has continued since. The “stick” was no longer needed and after years of 
application to organizations all over the world, it became clear:  putting the 
principles of the CMMI into practice was indeed a benefit to the adopting 
organizations. The government, in turn, stopped funding the CMMI effort as an 
FFRDC since it has proven itself to be effective in a myriad of development, services, 
and acquisition industries.  
 
The CMMI, unlike its precursor the CMM, is not “staged” centric and could be applied 
in what is known as a “continuous” representation. What this means is an adopting 
organization no longer has to take on all the model requirements that comprise 
maturity levels 2 and 3 to consider itself successful. It can take on only those process 
requirements that best suit its business needs, and ignore the rest. This approach, 
though a possibility since 2001, has rarely been applied for fear of acceptance, even 
though the CMMI was written with this very application in mind. The notion that 
echoes throughout the CMMI is that one should never lose sight of the true business 
needs of the organization. When putting the real business needs of the organization 
first, one is able to apply the CMMI with greater surgical precision, a level of greater 
granularity that affords pure benefit to the organization with no waste. 
 
Soon to follow 
Case study of a 12 person group that utilized 42% of CMMI model requirements, 
some from maturity level 2 and some from maturity level 3. They moved from 
servicing at the division level, to the corporate level in the span of one year. Their 
service package is now being bundled and sold and being applied corporate wide. 
Their summary results within the first two years were: 
 
• Doubled the proposal submittals;  
• Increased awards over seven fold;  
• And nearly doubled revenue.   
  
 
Thank you- John Ryskowski 
 
 
 


