Make Sure Measuring Agile Metrics Is Really Leading to
Improvement
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Measurement is easy. But measuring the things that help you improve can be
hard.

Organizations seek metrics to help understand how well they are doing relative
to goals, and sometimes to evaluate teams and individuals for bonuses. Agile
teams—or at least teams new to agile—want to see numbers that describe how
well their process is doing. While it seems reasonable to ask what you should
measure to see how well the team is doing agile, it's more important to
understand the rationale behind the measuring.

"How are we doing?" is not an easy question for an agile team to answer, as
there are many common misperceptions about what agile is
(http://www.agileconnection.com/article/common-misconceptions-about-agile-
there-only-one-approach). New agilists, in their effort to process all the details of an agile implementation, can lose track
of the fact that the one core element of agile is adapting to change by inspecting and adapting your process.

The risk is that by picking the wrong metric and measuring teams and people against it for the purposes of evaluation
could make it harder for the team to experiment. For example, if a metric involves how much of the backlog is estimated,
you're assuming a deep backlog (as in many stories, not as in DEEP (http://www.mountaingoatsoftware.com/blog/make-
the-product-backlog-deep)). So it's important to be cautious of metrics that lead to a specific way or working, lest you
encourage people to optimize for things that hurt the team in a big-picture way.

To even begin to use a metric effectively, you need to understand why you care and what you plan to do with the results.
One common reason to have metrics is to incorporate them into performance reviews and to calculate bonuses.
Measuring performance is hard, as | learned (http://blog.berczuk.com/2010/04/measuring-performance-for-

teams.html) from Rob Austin's book Measuring and Managing Performance in Organizations
(http://www.amazon.com/gp/product/BOODY3KQX6/ref=as_Ii_tI?
ie=UTF8&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=BO0DY3KQX6&linkCode=as2&tag=steveberczuk&linkld=5PR50I
It can be a challenge to devise a metric that leads to good results rather than specific behavior.

This is the key reason incentive pay can be tricky (http://www.joelonsoftware.com/news/20020715.html). Having a goal
to measure against is good; that is the principle at the heart of agile's "inspect and adapt" mechanism. But the easy-to-
quantify metrics may be counterproductive. In your quest to figure out how your team is doing with its new agile
process, gathering data can be useful—as long as the data-gathering does not add significant overhead to your project or
get in the way of delivering customer value.

Be sure to correlate the easy-to-quantify data with the information you get from the usual agile feedback points, such
as retrospectives (/2013/02/why-retrospectives-are-important-agile-software-development) and reviews
(/2015/04/are-you-focusing-right-thing-your-sprint-reviews). Also remember that agile methods are about feedback
and improvement, and agile feedback cycles are more about risk management and improvement than performance
measurement (http://www.agileconnection.com/article/how-using-agile-can-help-risk-management).

At a high level, the thing that matters most for an agile project can be the most difficult to quantify. If you have happy
stakeholders because you are delivering enough value in a timely and efficient manner, you're probably doing OK. If you

are not, you need to do better. In either case, you eventually will want to quantify "enough," "timely," "efficient."
But don't let the desire to quantify your improvement get in the way of improving.

What metrics do you capture for your team, and how do you use them?
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F=5541_BOOK 4), heis a recognized expert in software
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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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