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Gilb’s Mythodology Column

The Green Week: Reducing

Technical Debt by Engineering

by Tom & Kai Gilb

Our client Confirmit.com has used our Evo Agile Method [2] suc-
cessfully since 2003 [1]. They have adapted it, from the begin-
ning, to their environment, and continued to innovate and learn.
Their business success has been attributed to their remarkable
product quality improvement, and that improvement specifically
to the Evo Agile method, by them, on their website, and share of-
ferings prospectus. Evo differs from other agile methods, in that
it focuses on multiple, quantified, software-and-system qualities.

This column will focus on an innovation, the Green Week, that
Confirmit, led by their method champion Trond Johansen, made
and reported in 2005; two years after adopting Evo.

When we started in 2003, Confirmit had an 8 year old web-based
system; a ‘legacy’ product that had grown, as most do, to meet
rapidly emerging market demands. By 2005 there were the usual
difficulties in enhancing the product, a web-based opinion survey
tool, serving markets worldwide, to meet new opportunities, quickly
and safely.

We recommended in 2003 that they spend 4 days a week on value
delivery cycles to their customer base, and one day a week ‘refac-
toring’. Their development team at the time was 13 plus 3 testers.

The 4-day value delivery cycle aimed at something like 25 distinct
quality improvements (for example Usability Intuitiveness) or per-
formance capacity improvements. The stakeholders aimed at were
users and Confirmit’s future market. The refactoring was aimed
at their development team, as stakeholders. The team that did
the development initially, also did the maintenance of the system
for years, until today.

Let me be explicit, the people who had to ‘suffer’ bug fixing and
long term enhancement were actually in full control of the archi-
tecture and design of the entire system. Maintenance was not
farmed out to people who just had to suffer it. Most of the staff
were not merely programmers, they had formal education in real
engineering.

Well, the one day of refactoring was not a great success, while the 4
days of value delivery cycles, to quantified quality and performance
requirements was a big success. To my knowledge there is noth-
ing even near-as-good of quantified results, reported for any other
Agile Effort! If you know of one, AgileRecord (.com) would like to
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hear from you! One possible reason for lack of success was that
the refactoring was one-day-a-week, and | suspect it was a Friday,
where Norwegians want to sneak off early for a Cabin Weekend
(‘working off site’). But | really don’t know.

They asked themselves, ‘why should our customers get all the
quality improvements?’ What not, us hard working developers,
get some systematic quality improvements too?

So they decided to spend one week a month, using Evo [2] ‘engi-
neering’ ‘ease of maintenance’ and ‘testability’ into their organiza-
tion and their product. In other words: 3 weeks being customer
oriented, and 1 week a month being internally oriented. Of course,
improvements in maintenance capability also improve their ability
to respond to customers!
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Figure 1. The weekly development cycles, with the Green Week.

The key idea here is that we start by quantifying as requirements,
all Confirmit system (the software product, the service product, the
technical organization) attributes, related to ease of maintaining
the system, in the widest sense of ‘maintaining’ [3]

Here are the requirements they quantified as requirements initially:

Speed, Maintainability, Nunit Tests, Peer Tests, Test Director Tests,
Robustness.Correctness, Robustness.Boundary Conditions, Re-
source Usage CPU, Maintainability DocCode, Synchronization
Status.
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These are defined by Confirmit by a Scale of measure, a Past level
on that scale, a Tolerable Level, and a Goal Level.

For example (made up by paper author for illustration):

1r Bug Maintainability: ‘w
' Scale: Mean Hours to totally fix test and release a defined
 [Priority] Bug

' Past [2013, Priority = Critical] 1 hour
' Goal [Release 23.0, Priority = Critical] 15 minutes. :

As with the 2003 Confirmit Evo process, the engineers themselves
are completely empowered to find designs they believe will move
them towards their quantified goals. Trond calls this “Empowered
Creativity”. A short, about 30 minutes, design meeting starts the
week’s process for each chosen Goal they want to work on, and
each design idea must be coupled with an estimate of how much
progress towards the goal, the design will contribute. [4, Impact
Estimation] The team will agree to adopt the designs with the
best estimated potential effect on their goals, that can be done
in the weekly cycle.

Do you want to write an article for

the next Agile Record?

If you would like to participate in the next issue, please complete
the following steps:

1. Download the Microsoft Word template from our website and
complete it, including a short biography of the author(s).

. Submit your finished article to our online system, after which
our editorial board will rate it and our editor José Diaz will
accept or reject it.

. If your article is accepted, we will contact you and ask you to
send the figures and pictures to be included in the article in the
highest resolution you can provide (72 DPI for screenshots, 300
DPI minimum for all other image files), as well as the photo(s)
of the author(s) to editorial@agilerecord.com.

. Download the consent form (PDF) from our website and sign it,
scan it and send it to editorial@agilerecord.com. If an article
was written by several authors, all of them have to sign the
consent form individually.

. After your article has been reviewed for spelling and grammar
and has been returned to you, you accept or reject the changes.

Design Suggestions

Impacts to Cost Evaluation
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Figure 2.The team selects one of their suggested designs based on ex-
pected impact on a chosen maintainability goal, and its cost.

They get numeric feedback at the end of the week’s cycle, on
progress towards their Goal levels, and this is their starting point

the next month of their ‘Green Week’, as they call it.

So, there you have it. Reduction of ‘Technical Debt’, Technical Debt
expressed quantitatively and multi-dimensionally, by means of real
software engineering, not mere ‘softcrafting’.
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Agile methods will hopefully mature towards Agile Engineering,
as they attack larger and more complex-and-critical problems.

Several prominent Agile Gurus such as Jeff Sutherland (tweets,
Agile Alliance), Mike Cohn (blog), Agile Alliance, have agreed in
public statements that we need to add an ‘engineering’ dimen-
sion like this to Agile and Scrum, as mainly taught and practiced
today. One client Deutsche Bank (source: Paul Fields, 2012) has
recommended Evo as a protective value management envelope
for all Agile processes in the bank.

But we have, at least, started the journey. Technology transfer
takes 15 to 25 years. It took that long from my first ‘software
iteration ‘Evo’ publications in the Seventies, Eighties and onward
[5], to get to the Agile Manifesto spark. Move over programmers,
here come the engineers!
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