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I recently worked on a project for a customer that I had worked with many times before. It was 
always a pleasurable experience because they understood their role in the project and lived up to 
their end of the bargain. Requirements were always provided early and had been thoroughly 
reviewed inside their organization before being approved. They understood the importance of 
change control and never tried to go around the process. They were as close as you can get to the 
perfect customer. 

This time things were very different. The requirements were not particularly clear, and were 
certainly incomplete. There were many discussions around changes that would likely be necessary 
and how they would be incorporated. I quickly stepped in to ask what was going on and got the 
reply, “I thought that you guys were using agile now. Isn’t this how it’s supposed to work?” 

As project managers, we sometimes forget that the way that our projects are executed is not always 
clear to our customers. In this particular situation, a project manager on a previous initiative had 
advised the customer that they were going to use agile to manage the project and that the 
requirements could therefore evolve as the project proceeded. The customers’ assumption was that 
all projects would now be managed that way. This was a fairly easy correction to make, but it did 
raise an interesting discussion--the steps necessary to ensure that we set the customer up for 
success by helping them to understand the way that the project will be managed and their 
responsibilities under that approach. 

 
Making the decision together 
Let’s consider a simple example of the differences between agile and waterfall--the requirements. 
Under a traditional project management approach, we put a lot of work into defining the detailed 
requirements and then review and approve them, at which point they are “locked”. Any subsequent 
variations from that point forward are subject to change control and all of the implications that 
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entails. This requires a detailed view of what the project is expected to deliver before ever any work 
begins on building the solution. 

In an agile approach, a less complete, less clearly defined set of requirements is perfectly 
acceptable--in fact, it’s pretty much obligatory. Customers are encouraged to review the 
deliverables of a sprint and make changes to their requirements based on what they see. This 
allows development to start early in the process, and provides customers with a chance to get 
“hands on” with what they have asked for and still make changes if it is not what they expected. 

Neither of these approaches is “right” or “wrong”, but they make very different demands on the 
customer. If we consider nothing more than customer resource availability on the requirements, 
there is the need for heavy engagement for a short period up front in waterfall versus lighter 
commitment over a longer period throughout the project in agile. 

To be certain that we make the best decision for all project stakeholders, the customer needs to be 
engaged in the decision over which approach to take. If they have a detailed set of requirements 
already, then they may push for a waterfall-based approach so that their internal SMEs can move 
onto other projects and the work that has already been put into the requirements can be fully 
leveraged. On the other hand, if the customer isn’t particularly clear about exactly what they need 
the solution to provide, then they will likely welcome the opportunity to review pieces of the 
application as they go and make decisions based on real deliverables rather than simply 
discussions with business analysts. 

Of course it’s not just about requirements. For agile to work there needs to be a mechanism in place 
for the customer to provide rapid feedback to the team on bugs, changes, etc. If the customer 
cannot commit resources throughout the project to conduct testing and provide this feedback, then 
agile may not be the best approach. This isn’t simply providing testers, it’s about ensuring that 
decisions to approve or change functionality can be taken quickly--and that can be the biggest 
hurdle to overcome for a customer organization that is used to operating in a waterfall environment 
where individual decisions (while generally more significant to the overall project) generally allow for 
longer timeframes. 

The wise project manager will ensure that the implications of each approach are fully understood 
and considered by the customer organization before an approach is committed to. At the same 
time, the customer cannot completely dictate the project execution approach; the delivery 
organization still needs to be comfortable with the approach that is going to be taken. Customers 
are only involved in the decision making if there is a choice; otherwise, it’s up to the PM to educate 
the customer on the way that things need to work. 

 
Training and empowering resources 
Once the decision is taken at the organizational level as to which approach is going to be taken, 
there needs to be work done to ensure that the customer’s employees are prepared for their role on 
the project. This is generally easier in a waterfall approach because customer staff have probably 
worked on similar projects in the past and their roles are well understood. However, with agile there 
may be quite a lot of work to ensure that individual customer team members understand what is 
expected of them and what they are empowered to decide. 

Let’s again use the simple example of testing and changing functionality. People engaged in testing 
need to be prepared for the fact that initially there are likely to be bugs in the system, that there will 
be a lot of features that aren’t functioning properly and that there will only be partial delivery of 
code. This can all be unnerving if the testers are used to receiving a completed application for 
acceptance testing. 



Testers also need to be comfortable with the fact that they won’t be testing against a complete 
functional specification or requirements set, and that they may have the authority to change the 
requirements if they feel that is appropriate. Project managers need to be proactive in managing 
these resources to ensure that they are testing against their expectations of what the product 
should do, not against a formally approved document that outlines what it should do. 

PMs also need to ensure that the customer organization’s internal processes allow for rapid 
decision making when changes are to be made. If a tester has to make a recommendation to their 
manager who then consolidates all of the suggestions and makes a recommendation to a 
stakeholder team for a decision on whether to approve changes, then the benefits of an agile 
approach will soon be lost. 

 

Conclusions 
This is a complex topic and I have barely scratched the surface of it here, but I hope that I have 
managed to convey to you the importance of working with your customer to determine what the best 
project execution approach is if there are options. Not all customers are ready for agile, and if you 
try to impose the approach on them then you will just cause frustration on both sides of the 
relationship. 

When the delivery and customer organizations are aligned on which approach to take, you next 
need to ensure that the team members that you will be working with understand the implications for 
them. It’s no good having customer management onside if the people doing the work aren’t 
prepared or don’t have the authority (or rapid access to the authority). 

Finally, to bring this back to the situation that I faced at the beginning of this article, make sure that 
the customer understands that agile versus waterfall is not an organizational decision, it’s a project-
based decision--and just because one approach is used on one project doesn’t mean that it will be 
used on every project. 

 


