
 

Revealing the Unobvious Social Norms and 
Traditional Development Fantasies that 

Impede Agile Adoption 
 

Ryskowski, John  
JFR Consulting 

jfr-consulting.com 
Manhattan Beach, CA, USA 

john@jfr-consulting.com

    

Abstract— If agile training and coaching have not 
yet worked, consider investigating what might be 
keeping the organization stuck. Instead of trying to 
“change” the hearts and minds of folks, it may be wise 
to begin the agile journey “exploring” what resides in 
their hearts and minds and how it got there.  

This paper reveals the stuff from which project 
overseers must disengage in order to become agile. 
That stuff that has been axiomatic to project 
management for a long time and must now be released 
in order to make the transition to agile. An 
investigation into why some people scream, “NO” 
whenever the topic of agile is brought up.  In order to 
move forward you must first let go, but you can’t let 
go until you know what you are holding on to.  
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I. INTRODUCTION  
“Now agile methodologies- which involve new 

values, principles, practices, and benefits are a 
radical alternative to command-and-control-style 
management- are spreading across a broad range of 
industries and functions and even into the C-suite” 
[1]. In spite of this, organizations have a difficult 
time transitioning to agile.  

“No matter how it looks at first, it’s always a 
people problem” [2]. Regardless of the tools, 
methods, or frameworks, the adoption of agile comes 
down to the people. As a result of being human, we 
practice social traditions (or norms), some of which 
are impediments to becoming agile.  

“Empathy, the important central ability to feel as 
the other fellow does in order to be able to sell him a 
product or service, must be possessed in large 
measure” [3]. Empathy is the key to selling, whether 
a product or an idea, getting someone to buy-in 
requires an understanding of that person’s current 

situation, and better yet, some of the circumstances 
that got him or her there to begin with.   

It is not the organization that adopts agile 
methods, but the people who make up the 
organization. What is usually missing from agile 
adoption journeys is an exploration of impediments 
that reside at the individuals’ level and the how those 
impediments got there. 

II. SOCIAL NORMS 

A. Finish What You Started 
“How can you have any pudding if you don’t eat 

your meat?” Pink Floyd was a progressive/ 
psychedelic band from the 1970’s and this is a line 
from their album, “The Wall.” In their video, this 
line is delivered by a rigid and unforgiving 
schoolmaster conveying the notion that schools 
teach established rules and stifle creativity. The 
notion that we must finish our current task prior to 
starting the next resides in most of us. After all, if we 
start too many things and don’t finish any of them 
we end up in a chaotic state where nothing is ever 
completed. And chaos, real or perceived, is a scary 
place, especially when money is on the line.  

This is a legitimate fear for many folks that have 
not mastered the ability to “task switch” [4] easily, 
or manage multiple tasks, and enjoy the beauty of 
how they play off of each other, allowing each to 
morph and shift until completion; a more robust 
completion that could not be possible had the tasks 
been performed consecutively. For those of us that 
have dared to have a little dessert before dinner, we 
still feel as if we are doing something wrong. So 
when we are charged with the development of a 
complex system, we tighten up, drop into shallow 
breathing, and go back to the old habit we know 
best- finish this task before you start the next, else 
we will finish nothing 1.       

1. Based on the author’s observations 



“If you don’t eat your meat, you can’t have any 
pudding. How can you have any pudding if you 
don’t eat your meat?” If you don’t finish your 
requirements, you can’t start your design. How can 
you start your design if you haven’t finished your 
requirements? Actually you can in an agile 
environment Mr. schoolmaster.  

Studies have shown that when we are confronted 
with a choice between a gain that is guaranteed and a 
possible larger gain that carries the risk of no gain at 
all, we take the sure thing [5]. We are risk averse 
when it comes to gains and sacrifice the larger gain 
when risk is introduced. Now what project is without 
risk? As a project overseer, wouldn’t you rather 
complete that requirements document, get full credit 
for the project (thus far), celebrate, and put all the 
rest of the problems off until the next milestone (or 
the next commander)? This tendency has been 
proven and we are victims of it. 

B. Top to Bottom, or Left to Right? 
When is the last time a neighbor bragged that her 

child was “at the left” of their class. Or someone 
exclaiming how much they liked a play and referred 
to it as a “right drawer event.” He had exhausted all 
his choices and was now at the “left” of the barrel.  

The science behind stores shelving goods for 
maximum customer exposure is top to bottom.   The 
“top zone” is for smaller, regional, and gourmet 
brands. The “bull’s-eye” zone is for best sellers and 
other leading brands. The “kid’s-eye” level is for 
products with kid appeal. The “bottom” zone is for 
store brands and bulk items [6]. 

The reason why newspaper stories are in top-to-
bottom columns is so the print can be easily re-
arranged to make room for advertising, but what if 
newspapers used the format on the right side of Fig. 
1?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 1. Top to Bottom versus Left to Right 

Western society moves top to bottom before 
moving left to right (or right to left, as in the case of 
restaurant menus).  Why is top always better than 
left, or right for that matter? Actually, it doesn’t 
matter, the norm has been established and we have 
grown accustomed to it.   

We have an underlying need to go top to bottom 
before moving left to right, a need to finish those 

requirements (top to bottom) before we move to the 
next task. 

When this and the “Finish what you started” 
norm are put together, they are a powerful force to 
beat.  

C. Matching Socks in the Dryer, Un-Matching 
Socks out the Dryer Syndrome 
When is the last time you swear the socks you 

put into the dryer were all matching, only to take out 
a bunch of socks with two loaners? It is likely the 
assumption that all the socks going into the dryer 
were properly paired is flawed, however, it seems 
like the dryer ate them for a snack. When using a 
ticket-based development tool (such as JIRA) to 
support an agile development project, it is typical for 
a given ticket to contain: 1) a user story, 2) some 
derived requirements, 3) the design pertinent to the 
user story, 4) tests and expected results for the user 
story, 5) test results and any defects, 6) possibly the 
results of peer reviews too. 

It is as if the tickets, each of which contains only 
some of what is critical to describing the whole 
system, have been thrown into the dryer and are 
bouncing around, and when we open that dryer, we 
are fearful that some parts will be missing Fig. 2.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 2. The Development Ticket Dryer-What will get Lost? 

Can a person really trust the elements that 
describe a critical system to these silly little cards 
called user stories that are written and ultimately 
managed by the developers? Are you willing to put 
your professional future and the success of the 
project into their hands? Well, regardless of your 
answer to this question, the fact is you already do. 

D. Maintenance of Power 
In the movie “History of the World Part 1,” Mel 

Brooks says, “It’s good to be the king.” Projects are 

     

 



sometimes successful in spite of their leader rather 
than because of their leader.  The Merriam-Webster 
dictionary defines “power” as “possession of control, 
authority, or influence over others.” The need for 
folks that have been in power to stay in power does 
not require a lengthy discussion, it is a given.  

Projects put simply are an exercise where a 
customer that needs something is desperately trying 
to do two things at the same time: 1) understand 
what they need, and 2) clearly articulate what they 
need to the developing group. The developing group 
is desperately trying to do two things at the same 
time: 1) help the customer understand what they 
need, 2) actually/eventually develop the product the 
customer wants. In an environment where folks are 
constantly evolving ideas about their needs and how 
to best meet them, there simply is no place for 
“possession of control.”  

Agile yearns for a flat structure and abhors the 
isolation of ideas, decisions, and accurate progress 
indicators. This changes the old saying of, 
“knowledge is power”, to “collective knowledge 
empowers the team.”   

More traditional methods of development have 
big rituals where the important people sit at the head 
of the table and presenters try to appease them and 
work hard to avoid saying the wrong thing like “it 
would really be helpful if you guys actually knew 
what you wanted.” The poor leaders try to pretend 
they understand what is going on, put on their game 
face and ultimately make the big decision to move 
forward with the project. 

It’s hard to ask someone that has been in the 
power seat to exchange it for just another seat, a 
move from the head of the table in Fig. 3, to one 
where there is no table, or even chairs. 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 3. From a Traditional Table with Seating to no Seats at all 

It is also hard to ask someone to move from the 
role of powerful leader to that of a “servant leader” 
[7]. General McChrystal said it nicely, “I am no 
longer the chess master and now a gardener because 
I can no longer see the entire chess board.” General 
McChrystal also discussed “shared Consciousness” 
which is an emergent intelligence and awareness 
within a group that cannot take shape in a traditional 
command and control setting [8]. 

Who is going to tell the commander he/she is no 
longer in charge, at least not the way they used to 

be? And who gets to put the “servant leader” title on 
the door to his or her office? 

III. TRADITIONAL DEVELOPMENT FANTASIES 

A. Project Development Visuals 
Remember the old arts and crafts drawing 

technique of drawing a picture without lifting your 
pencil off the paper? A similar technique was 
applied here to create three development visuals. 
Fig. 4 portrays the traditional development path 
taken by the development team, as traditional project 
overseers fantasize it to be.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 4. Traditional (or Fantasy) Development Path 

Fig. 5 is a more realistic depiction of how 
development actually occurs. All three items are 
dealt with at various times, however, the conclusions 
and decisions are not always recorded in a coherent 
fashion. The current system materializes, 
incompletely recorded, and resides in the minds of 
only few, if at all. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 5. More Likely Actual Development Path 

Since you must consider various aspects of these 
three products, why not plan and perform multiple 
passes across all three throughout the life of the 
project, as depicted in Fig. 6? Doing this increases 
the opportunity for project success(es) even in a 
setting where the “Mean Time Between 
Commanders”2  is two years.                                       
2. Term used by Jim Over of the Software Engineering Institute 1989   

                         

  

Requirements Design Product

Start

End  

Requirements Design Product

Start

End  
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 6. Plan and Perform Multiple Passes  

B. Customers Know What They Want 
The elephant in the living room is a notion that 

there is a very large problem within plain view, but 
there is a tacit agreement not to name, mention, or do 
anything about it [9]. To simply pretend it isn’t 
there. The elephant in this case is that a user’s needs 
and the context of those needs change over time, 
even during the development project. This is an 
immutable truth. When is the last time you painted a 
room and your first color choice is the one you 
ended up using? So we wish to ignore the fact that 
users, who tend to have the farthest proximity from 
producers on traditional development projects, are 
never completely sure of what they want. “Some 
may have a grasp of the “big picture,” but they are 
rarely able to communicate the details of their vision 
effectively” [10]. This should not be an 
embarrassment or seen as a failure on anyone’s part. 
Unfortunately traditional contract vehicles for 
development tend to contain this expectation. 
Enormous amounts of energy are spent maintaining 
this fantasy and it costs a lot to hide that elephant. 

C. Controlling Requirements 
“We see that 52% of the projects completed in 

the past 12 months experienced scope creep- the 
uncontrolled expansion of product or project scope 
without adjustments to time, cost, or resources-  
which is a significant increase from 43% reported 
five years ago” [11]. The problem is that 
requirements evolve over time and no control in the 
world can keep that from happening. Evolving ideas 
or the birth of new ideas cannot be contained.                           

Unfortunately, in a traditional development 
project, changes to requirements are peripherally 
connected to needed adjustments of time, cost, 
and/or resources. These adjustments tend to be the 
exception not the rule, as they are not really “baked 
in” to the process. As a result, the traditional 
program manager has a limited ability to fully 
embrace requirements changes and is forced into a 
desire to “control” requirements changes because the 
toolset to “manage” them is typically incomplete. 

“If I keep my requirements volatility numbers 
low, the project has a higher likelihood of success.” 
Requirements volatility is the ratio of the number of 
requirements changed to  the total number of 
requirements. Yes, empathetic and intelligent 
individuals, through a desire for understanding and 
compromise, could likely lessen the requirements 
volatility numbers a bit. But the notion of 
“controlling” requirements is tantamount to users 
NOT getting what they need and stifles the 
discovery of their needs and wants.  Isn’t that 
missing the whole point of the project?  

There is also an aversion to changing 
requirements that took so much energy to create. 
Traditional contract vehicles require a tremendous 
investment in refining requirements statements to a 
low level of detail and obtaining multiple levels of 
approval before doing any prototyping or visible 
design activities. Unfortunately, confidence of the 
development team in how accurate the requirements 
are in terms of the user’s needs tends to be low [12]. 
We spend a lot of project energy finalizing 
requirements that simply cannot be finalized at the 
start of the project- a little more of that elephant 
revealed.   

D. Requirements Dementors Explain it All 
The Problem Statement or Lack thereof 

A Dementor is a nonbeing and Dark creature, 
considered one of the foulest to inhabit the world. 
Dementors feed off human happiness, and thus cause 
depression and despair to anyone near them. They 
can also consume a person's soul [13]. 

Ever felt like the soul of your project was 
consumed by requirements? Have requirements 
issues robbed your project of happiness, and thus 
caused depression and despair to anyone near them? 
If so read on. 

Requirements dementors are born and incubated 
in that warm and protected space left from 
undocumented problem statements. It is here they 
are protected from the light of day, and “grow like 
fungi in dark and moist places.” The less the 
problem statement is documented, the bigger and 
stronger requirements dementors become before they 
hatch. On the other hand, in the event that a robust 
problem statement is properly documented and well 
understood, the requirements dementors don’t stand 
a chance.  

Albert Einstein said, “If I had an hour to solve a 
problem I’d spend 55 minutes thinking about the 
problem and 5 minutes thinking about solutions.” 
Apparently he knew about requirements dementors 
and how to avoid them . 
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Beyond the Problem Statement- Requirements 
Instability 

Requirements reside in an unstable space, and 
are therefore, inherently unstable, see Fig. 7. This 
space consists of three elements: 1) customer wants 
and desires, 2) provider options, 3) world options. 
These three elements are ever changing and most of 
the time impact each other, which makes them 
change even more. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 7. The Three Elements of the Unstable Requirements Space  

The Customer Wants and Desires Quagmire is 
created by two things: 1) Education- which fosters 
awareness of what can be possible, and 2) Evolving 
vision- thinking and re-thinking what is needed to 
solve the problem. Both of these take time and they 
are perpetually changing. 

World Options is a very large space. It is the 
culmination of all current provider options that can 
be known. It also includes evolving technologies that 
could impact the “provider options” and “customer 
wants” elements.  World options, as well, are 
perpetually changing. 

Provider Options take into consideration all 
products and services both current and future that the 
provider can muster. This is impacted by the 
company’s strategic vision and don’t forget about 
those shareholders. Provider options, as well, are 
perpetually changing. 

 Apple had wants and desires about the glass that 
would cover their iPhones. They had very specific 
needs and desires that could not be met by any 
technology the world had to offer. They looked at 
providers and discovered that Corning had enough 
experience to develop a product that would meet 
their wants and desires. So Apple invested in 
Corning and Gorilla glass was born. This impacted 
Corning’s Provider Options, which then added 
another product to World Options.   

Tesla has a similar story about electric car 
batteries but decided to manufacture them in-house. 
This ultimately will impact Tesla’s Vendor Options 
and added another product to World Options.   

The fact is that all three of Customer Wants and 
Desires, World Options, and Provider Options are in 
a constant state of flux and any change in one causes 
a change in at least one or both of the others. 
Ignoring any of this causes pain on projects. 

Understanding the Traditional Program 
Manager- Some Moments of Empathy 

What is the job of a traditional program 
manager? Most would tell you it boils down to two 
things: 1) protect my workers from distraction, and 
2) make sure the customer pays for any requirements 
changes beyond the contract. Your project is deemed 
successful if it completes close to planned budget 
and schedule targets. A standing risk to any 
traditional development project is volatile 
requirements which are the bane of your existence.  

If you want to see how functional an 
organization is at balancing development against 
maintaining financial vitality, look no further than 
the job of the program manager. The job of the 
program manager epitomizes the infrastructure, 
policies, and unwritten rules of how an organization 
handles its financial vitality against delivering 
products. All of the dysfunction built into the 
organization’s operations is perched squarely on the 
shoulders of the traditional program manager.  

This makes program management seem like an 
impossible quest, but isn’t that in the grand tradition 
of program management, to take on the impossible 
and somehow miraculously make it finish? I once 
ran into a couple of colleagues that were very 
excited about a new program they were assigned to 
manage. They told me they were basing their 
management approach on “The Art of War” [14]. 
The nature of the traditional program manager job 
tends to be an adversarial one.  Why must a program 
seem like a war? 

It is very difficult for a person in this traditional 
role, as painful as it might be, to transition to a better 
situation that is less painful and makes sense. 
Psychological studies tell us that there is a tendency 
to keep the situation that is familiar where we have 
grown accustomed to the pain, as opposed to taking 
a less familiar option that could deliver us from that 
pain [15]. 

IV. CONSLUSION 
“The fledgling problem solver invariably rushes 

in with solutions before taking time to define the 
problem being solved” [16]. Agile sounds like a 
great solution to many ills and many times is, but a 
rush to adoption without a careful study of the 
elements that can stifle this adoption at the human 
level should be considered as a first step. 
Consideration must be given to what project leaders 
must “let go of” in order to transition to agile.  

 

  



There can be very legitimate and sound business 
reasons not to use agile, but we must separate these 
from our socially implanted predisposition to repel it 
so as to temper our agile adoption expectations. 

This paper, like the “Agile Manifesto,” [17] 
reflects software development experience. It is the 
author’s hope that this exploration presents 
opportunities for future research into other 
disciplines. 
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