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Introduction 
“Agile BI” seems to be the latest buzzword. When vendors want to 
suggest their tool will deliver quick results, “Agile BI” is suggested to help 
their sales. As is so often the case, knowing only a little can be dangerous. 
Most of these “Agile BI promotion stories” are so obviously non-agile that 
it makes you cringe. 
 
For one thing, “Agile” is a multi-disciplinary approach to holistically 
creating business alignment, solving problems, and producing value for 
customers. Therefore, the suggestion that one department by itself (be 
they IT, a BICC, or what you have) could engage in Agile is a painful 
manifestation of ignorance. Agile cannot be adopted by IT, it’s a principled 
choice that IT and business partners can make together. Both business 
stakeholders and IT need to participate full-time in order to reap all the 
benefits from Agile.  
 
Agile BI is also often ‘confused’ with responsive BI. This use of the term 
“Agile BI” triggers a rather silly image like: “We never used to get a timely 
answer, but since they adopted Agile they finally started responding to our 
requests.” It is extremely painful when you think about the self-image 
that this (mis)use of “Agile BI” conveys. 
 
 
Some history of ‘lightweight’ & Agile methods 
The history of software development methods started in the 60’s with an 
attitude of “code and fix.” Beginning in the 70’s formal software 
development methods came to the fore, with an emphasis on “structured 
programming”, e.g. Jackson (1975) “Principles of Program Design.” 
 
In the 80’s we entered a phase where software development got modeled 
after physical engineering, with a clear separation of design and 
construction. Prescriptive methods sought to deal with labor intensive and 
rather “variable” effects of human involvement. It was an era where hope 
was set on CASE-tools (Computer Aided Software Engineering) that would 
help make software engineering more predictable and less dependent on 
fickle craftsmanship. CASE-tools were seen as ‘magic’ solutions to make 
software development less expensive and more predictable. History has 
shown that CASE-tools, unfortunately, were no universal solution either. 



www.xlntconsulting.com                                          © 2011 Tom Breur 
 

2 

 
“Agile” denotes a family of software development methods that have a lot 
in common. The Agile movement arose in response to what were then 
labeled “heavyweight” (Waterfall) methods. These methods are 
characterized by a separation of design and build phases. They place 
emphasis on upfront planning (like Prince II). 
 
Some of the most well known Agile methods are Scrum, eXtreme 
Programming (XP), Lean Software Development, Crystal (Cockburn, 2004) 
or DSDM (Stapleton, 2003). Initially these were labeled “lightweight 
methods” to distinguish them from “heavyweight methods” (Waterfall) 
with their emphasis on detailed, written documentation.  
 
The term “Agile” itself was coined in February 2001 when a group of 
“lightweight method” thought leaders got together and agreed on the 
Agile Manifesto (www.agilemanifesto.org). Many of these Agile methods 
had already been conceived before, and their representatives participated 
in formulating a set of principles that all present agreed on. 
 
For example, the DSDM consortium was launched in 1994, Scrum had 
been conceived in 1995-1996 (Schwaber & Beedle, 2001), and the term 
eXtreme Programming (Beck, 1999) came in use in 1997 (although it had 
been in place for a while already). The evolution of Agile was a natural 
progression and also in part a response to plan-driven, prescriptive 
methods.  
 
From one end, Agile was an extension of iterative methods like “A Spiral 
Method of Software Development and Enhancement” (Boehm, 1986), or 
“Rapid Application Development” (Martin, 1991). From the other end, 
Agile evolved as a reaction to prescriptive methods with an emphasis on 
processes that were designed to eliminate “human variance” in software 
development by translating design in detailed instructions for developers. 
 
At a slightly higher conceptual level, one could assert that in the evolution 
of the business world when Total Quality Management (TQM) was 
‘superseded’ by Just-in-Time (JIT), Six Sigma, and Lean Manufacturing, 
Agile came as a natural extension. Lean is also often referred to as the 
Toyota Production System (Ohno, 1988). 
 
In many ways it is the knowledge worker’s (software developers’) 
equivalent of Lean. Although “Lean Software Development” (Poppendieck 
& Poppendieck, 2003) was relatively late to the party (as a methodology 
name), it fits in very naturally. 
 
Every time a design decision leads to problems during development (or 
worse: later…) some tension arises in the classic waterfall method. It’s as 
if the water is ‘forced’ to flow upstream. That doesn’t go very well! And 
the further back up you need to go, the bigger (and more expensive) your 
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problems grow. The waterfall method (Royce, 1970) in effect is built to 
make that difficult, see figure 1: 
 

 
 
In Agile methods we apply an inverse principle: try to take design 
decisions as late as possible, when you know more because the product 
you are building has evolved further. Probably, part of the functionality 
has already been put to use, and you have already begun gathering 
feedback from end-users.  
 
Postponing design decisions has to do with the Agile “YAGNI” principle: 
You Ain’t Going To Need It. Jeffries (2000): “Always implement things 
when you actually need them, never when you just foresee that you need 
them.” You want to commit to any particular design choice as late as 
possible. Because in the mean time requirements can change, or evolve.  
 
YAGNI is the exact opposite of a tendency to “already set up a database 
because we will need it later.” Don’t do it. Even when you know you will 
need it, you still don’t know all the requirements you might have later. All 
too often requirements have changed by the time you get to the building 
stage, if only a little bit. Many developers somehow grow ‘attached’ to the 
fruits of their labor, and find it disproportionately difficult to simply throw 
away what they have already built. Even if that would be more efficient. If 
you haven’t built anything yet, you won’t be suffering this pain. Make life 
easy on yourself, not hard. 
 
Some people mistake this Agile decide-as-late-as-you-can approach for 
quick-and-dirty development. Nothing could be farther from the truth. 
Agile is focused foremost on building high-quality products that developers 
can be proud of, that are robust, flexible, and maintainable. “Après nous 
le deluge” is not an attitude that fits in with Agile. 
 
 
How does Agile ‘work’? 
Agile is foremost focused on creating the most possible value by delivering 
working software early and often. Of course nobody claims they want to 
deliver late, so what does that look like in practice? In Agile we anticipate 
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change, and we consider it a factor that will improve the value of our 
products. When a customer has put in a request, and later decides to 
change her mind, we don’t consider this bad. To the contrary. Agile 
methods consider this change an improvement in requirements, which is 
exactly why it is said to embrace change. Accepting this innately ‘fickle’ 
nature of requirements should be built into the approach.  
 
Many companies have some kind of “change management” process. What 
that usually comes down to is a “change resistance” process. I guess the 
bureaucracy police assume that if you require enough documents to be 
filled out in order to get a change accepted, nobody will ever get to the 
last one. And usually they’re right. 
 
Embracing change is one of the reasons why Agile methods emphasize 
documenting as little as possible. Because when something changes, this 
triggers a cascade of additional work to keep all of this documentation up 
to date. Not only that, documenting a product or its specifications in and 
of itself does not add value to our customers. Producing working code 
does. And when push comes to shove, what are you tempted to believe? 
Whatever is written down in the documentation, or the code? Code that is 
being used in your production environment by its very nature represents 
the latest state of affairs.  
 
One says that Agile is about “the art of maximizing the work not done.” 
This functional minimalism is achieved in several ways, not just by 
avoiding unnecessary documentation. The overarching goal is to cut out 
as many steps as possible that cannot directly be related to producing 
quality code, hence the parallels with Lean. For example, Agile developers 
have learned that striving for an up-front comprehensive plan for a big 
project is futile. Instead, they opt for lightweight, “just-in-time” 
specifications.  
 
One of the ways that Agile leads to better software is by avoiding Big Up 
Front Design (BUFD). Whatever gets written down (“user stories”) is brief, 
efficient, and aimed at functional needs for the business. This 
accomplishes a few things. By framing requirements as so-called “user 
stories”, you ensure that progress towards these descriptions actually 
accomplishes something meaningful for your customers.  
 
Also, by focusing on functional user needs (instead of technical 
specifications), you exert maximum leverage to tap into creativity within 
the team to come up with creative and cost effective ways to meet these 
needs. It’s surprising how often there turn out to be alternative, much 
faster ways to meet your business partners’ objectives.  
 
In Agile, you purposely keep user stories brief, they serve ‘merely’ as a 
reminder to have a conversation with the customer. Agile methods favor 
face-to-face communication over written documentation. This is why the 
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immediate availability of our customer (in Scrum terminology: Product 
Owner) is vital.  
 
Every time a question comes up during development, you want immediate 
access to the person who will be using this product to get clarification as 
to what he needs and why. This may not happen all that often, and 
usually only takes little time, but you need it then and there. Because 
when these questions arise, the customer is squarely on the critical path 
to delivery of the best possible product. Which is another reason why Agile 
approaches value co-located teams so much. 
 
 
What do Agile practices look like? 
Document within the code if you need to. This can be done by adding 
comments (least preferred) which ‘works’ in that it physically stays with 
the accompanying code, and therefore has a fair chance of being updated 
when needed, and an excellent chance of being deleted when the code 
gets thrown out (or refactored). 
 
An even better way to document within the code, is by programming with 
intent. By “programming with intent” we mean that when a 3rd party looks 
at the code, its very nature in terms of structure and chosen (variable-, 
method-, class-) names make implicitly clear what the programmer is 
trying to achieve with this particular section of the code. It’s the kind of 
code that doesn’t require any additional documenting because its intent is 
self-evident.  
 
A “classic” BI example of “programming with intent” is using ANSI style 
SQL statements, rather than the ‘traditional’ style of writing SQL with 
separate lists of WHERE clauses. It shows, by the nature of the query 
itself, what the join path is, and therefore what you are trying to 
accomplish.  
 
“Refactoring” is another one of those Agile practices that can be applied to 
both code (Fowler et al, 1999) as well as databases (Ambler & Sadalage, 
2011). It’s a disciplined way to incrementally restructure code to improve 
non-functional attributes. It does not alter any of the code’s functionality, 
it only serves to make it more readable, robust, and maintainable. In 
short: it makes the code more agile. 
 
 
Time-boxing or iterations 
Another important principle in Agile is that we like to work in (short) 
iterations, with a preference for the shorter time spans. In Scrum these 
iterations are called “Sprints” and are very tightly time-boxed. In all cases, 
a large project, assignment, or even a feature, may be broken up into 
smaller sub-tasks. Each of these smaller iterations will be fully built and 
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tested, and will by itself (already) deliver a meaningful part of the end-
user functionality.  
 
This practice of time boxing is our most powerful means of acquiring the 
most valuable feedback we can on what is or potentially isn’t working so 
well (creating value) for the end-users. Get working functionality into the 
hands of customers as soon as possible. 
 
Time-boxing does a couple of good things for us. First of all it enables 
focus. During the iteration you don’t need to think about anything, you 
can focus all your energy on achieving your iteration goals. Outside the 
iteration you reconsider objectives, feasibility, resources, etc. The Pareto 
principle ensures that you are constantly working on the 20% of work that 
will accomplish 80% of your objectives. This way, at any point in time you 
know you have accomplished the best possible result – until then. 
 
In Scrum these iterations are called “Sprints”, and they are typically 
periods of about 2-4 weeks length. This practice of sequentially delivering 
usable parts of the intended functionality makes Agile developers say that 
the software is always (production) ready. You measure progress by the 
amount of working code that gets delivered at the end of each iteration. 
 
 
“Agile” and BI 
So why exactly do Agile and BI work together so well? Is this really a 
marriage made in heaven? It turns out that many of the critical reasons 
for using Agile for “mainstream” software development, hold for BI too. 
And sometimes even more so. To name a few: ambiguity in requirements, 
change in the business environment, variable scope, etc. One of the most 
common complaints among BI developers is that no sooner than end-
users start using BI reports, can you expect change requests to some in.  
 
Changing requirements are actually a good sign, because it demonstrates 
that reports are getting used. And that end-users are embracing the 
information, and putting it to use in their primary processes. So Agile’s 
instrinsic “suitability” for changes in requirements (embracing change, as 
we say), makes a very nice fit. 
 
Of course without stable requirements, you can’t get a stable or 
predictable development process. When requirements change, 
development needs to come right along. But here we have a rather 
fundamental difference with between ‘mainstream’ software development 
processes, and launching a BI initiative.  
 
Traditional software development is typically used to run existing 
processes in a more “streamlined” or economic way. Very rarely is the 
objective of software development itself, to change the intrinsic nature 
how you run the business. Therefore, in ‘traditional’ software (as opposed 



www.xlntconsulting.com                                          © 2011 Tom Breur 
 

7 

to BI), we assume that any changes in requirements during the software 
development process are due largely to misunderstandings between 
developers (or information analysts, or architects) and end-users. 
 
Contrary to the majority of ‘mainstream’ software projects, BI is often 
intentionally put to use to change the way a company does business. This 
is where the data rubber meets the road. This is where you truly get to 
leverage your data as a strategic asset. We aren’t just trying to be more 
efficient and maintain our existing business processes in a more economic 
way. Here we are trying to be more effective, deliberately seeking 
revolutionary rather than evolutionary change. Not do more of the same 
in a more efficient way, but seeking new ways of running our business. 
 
Another important reason why Agile and BI go together so well is that BI 
projects are risky. Very risky. The success rates for BI projects that 
Standish Group, Forrester, Gartner, and other analyst groups are 
reporting are actually so appallingly bad that you begin to wonder what 
executive in his right mind would engage in such a project. Needless to 
say, project risk management in BI is important.  
 
And the larger BI projects get, the harder it becomes to plan in great 
detail. The wayside is paved with enterprise data warehousing projects 
that never even came close to completion. There are simply too many 
unknowns. Sadly, these projects are often abandoned in mid-air, which 
often implies a lot of the planning effort got wasted, and little value (if any) 
was ever delivered. 
 
One of the underlying problems is that for substantial data integration 
efforts, there isn’t just the “technical” challenge. On top of transformation 
and integration, a huge unknown factor comes in play because very often 
this may well be the first time that data form disparate systems are 
getting a wholesale cross check.  
 
This uncertainty makes it nearly impossible to say what kind of surprises 
will come up when you confront data from these systems for the first time. 
What does it “mean” when different systems have recorded different facts 
about the same customer, product, or shipment? It’s not the BI team’s job 
to figure out these answers, but they are often stuck with the problem 
anyway. 
 
Of course you can mitigate some of these risks by reviewing existing data 
quality policies. Or by investing in data profiling pilots. All too often, the 
data itself is an afterthought, and people within the company who have a 
deep understanding of source systems are scarce. 
 
From the business end of the equation, there are also a lot of unknowns. 
‘Of course’ your BI initiative was grounded on a firm and quantitative 
business case (wasn’t it?). But more often than not the eventual “cash 
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cows” from these projects were completely unforeseen! Unless you 
anticipated a reasonable payback period, one should never engage in such 
risky projects. But in practice, such predictions about paybacks are 
notoriously unstable. 
 
 
Conclusion 
“Agile BI” is the latest buzzword, and unfortunately it gets a lot of abuse. 
All too often, successful (fast) implementations are denoted as “Agile BI” 
which is a complete misnomer. “Agile BI” by itself has nothing to do with 
fast or slow delivery.  
 
Agile denotes a family of software development models that have a lot in 
common and share principles that were laid down in the Agile Manifesto. 
Agile methodologies arose in response to so-called “heavyweight” 
methods with their emphasis on extensive documentation, upfront 
planning, and separation of design and build.  
 
Agile is concerned with delivering value early and often. You want 
feedback from end-users who gather first hand experience with your 
solutions to drive the requirements process. These requirements are 
analyzed “Just-in-Time” rather than upfront. Likewise for planning that 
occurs in great detail for the current iteration, and stays more high-level 
for iterations further out in time.  
 
Agile methods embrace change, they welcome changes even (very) late in 
the development process. Any change in requirements is seen as an 
opportunity to improve the value of the solution, and is treated 
accordingly.  
 
By focusing on functional user needs rather than technical specifications 
as laid down in detailed design documentation, Agile methods ensure that 
progress gets measured towards objectives that really matter to the 
business. The practice of specifying deliverables as functional 
requirements also empowers developers to be as creative as possible in 
finding any (efficient) solution that might work for the customer. 
 
There are several reasons why Agile works so well for BI projects. One of 
them has to do with the difficulty to settle on stable and unequivocal 
requirements. A more fundamental reason is that development of BI 
products is meant in part to drive change in the business. And this very 
change then triggers new information and reporting needs, thus triggering 
a spiral of changing requirements that behave like a moving target. 
 
Waterfall projects have a hard time coping with such changes. Agile 
methods, on the other hand, deal with this quite gracefully, because 
change is built into the process itself.  
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