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By Steve Berczuk (https://www.techwell.com/users/steve-berczuk) - January 20, 2013

If you’re working on a project where there is uncertainty, agile software

development can help you manage that uncertainty and communicate it to

your stakeholders. Most software development projects are highly

unpredictable, especially early on. The classic way of describing this is

the cone of uncertainty (http://www.construx.com/Page.aspx?cid=1648).

Short software development iterations with goals and estimates can help

you set expectations about what you can deliver. But teams struggle with

estimation.

There is a tendency to want to use estimates to tightly control a project.

But in many cases, as Tom DeMarco points out, not all projects need as

much control

(http://www2.computer.org/cms/Computer.org/ComputingNow/homepage/2009/0709/rW_SO_Viewpoints.pdf).

For example, a project that promises to deliver high value relative to (estimated) cost would benefit more from

short iterations, testing, and frequent validation that you are making progress than from precise estimates that

are likely to be inaccurate anyway.

While “estimate as you go” has many benefits, customers aren’t always pleased—and justifiably so—with the

concept of an entirely open-ended budget. There are techniques to calculate a project budget

(http://www.leadingagile.com/2012/11/calculate-budgets-agile-team/) and to establish agile contracts

(http://scrumology.com/an-overview-of-agile-contracts/) that will give you and your customers a target to aim

for and a goal to measure against.

Once you have an overall project target, teams need to estimate tasks. A simple approach that can correct for

many of the flaws in estimation techniques is planning poker

(http://www.mountaingoatsoftware.com/topics/planning-poker). Planning poker works well in many cases

because it can correct for incorrect assumptions, biases, and false precision in estimates for individual stories

or tasks.

In addition to planning poker, affinity estimation (http://blog.simplilearn.com/project-management/agile-

affinity-estimation) provides a framework for sizing stories or tasks by comparing them to similar work items.

Estimation is hard work, and people aren’t naturally good at estimation. Agile estimates don’t promise that

you’ll deliver on time every time. Rather, estimates in the context of an agile project help you set expectations

better and improve stakeholder’s confidence (/2012/08/busting-agile-prediction-myths) in your team’s ability

to deliver.

What are your estimation challenges? How do you help your team estimate effectively?
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F=S541_BOOK_4), he is a recognized expert in software
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Steve is passionate about helping teams work effectively to

produce quality software. He has an M.S. in operations

research from Stanford University and an S.B. in Electrical Engineering from MIT, and is a

Certified ScrumMaster. Contact Steve at steve@berczuk.com

(mailto:steve@berczuk.com) or visit berczuk.com (http://www.berczuk.com/) and follow his

blog at blog.berczuk.com. (http://blog.berczuk.com)
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