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Tom’s Ten Data Tips – May 2012 
 
Agile estimation 
Agile estimation is based on “just good enough” upfront work (like 
many other Agile practices). You need to justify the effort of 
estimating in lieu of deferring writing code right off the bat. 
Sometimes management (really) “needs” estimates, and sometimes 
management simply demands them. Regardless, few teams can avoid 
this activity, and hopefully they engage in it for purely productive 
reasons. In Agile fashion we work based on what we know now, and 
communicate (transparently) all residual uncertainty to management. 
 
 
1. Estimation Drives Value Creation 
When you are working on a release that requires multiple iterations to 
complete, you need reliable estimates in order to come up with an 
expected release date. Then accurate estimation is a necessary 
prerequisite for reliable planning. But estimation also serves another, 
potentially more valuable purpose. 
 
Estimation of functionality is essential in determining what features 
should be delivered first. If you have an estimate of (financial) value to 
the business in conjunction with an estimate of size/cost (complexity), 
economic calculations like Net Present Value (NPV) can help you 
determine an “optimal” order to proceed with work so as to maximize 
overall value of the project. This drives true “agility” of development in 
the sense that you’re adapting to empirical data about cost (and 
hopefully value). 
 
 
2. Separate Estimates Of Size And Duration 
A central theorem in Agile estimation is that you decouple estimates of 
the size of a feature from how long duration to completion will be. The 
way this should work is that only size gets estimated, and duration is 
derived from historical “velocity”: the time it took in the (recent) past 
to deliver a feature (Story) of comparable size. “Velocity” is a measure 
of a team’s historical rate of progress. The Agile estimation and 
planning process works so well because of the clear and total 
separation between these two. 
 

“turning data into dollars” 



www.xlntconsulting.com   © 2012 Tom Breur 2 

Suppose a 6-person team works on a release of 600 Story points (a 
measure of size of features). If they complete on average 30 Story 
points per iteration, it will take them 20 iterations. If another 10-
person team delivers 40 Story points per iteration, then it will take 
them 15 iterations. Typically, although the work does go faster, it goes 
less than commensurately faster because a larger team has more 
overhead due to exponentially increasing coordination efforts. 
Regardless, because you derive the duration from (historical!) velocity, 
the estimation variance (errors) gets corrected in the planning. 
 
 
3. Create High Quality Code And You Will Be Rewarded With 
Accurate Estimates 
An incentive to strive for high quality code and engineering is that 
estimating development time becomes so much easier (and more 
reliable). If you can create programs that work properly immediately 
after you release them for production, you avoid horrendously non-
linear, and essentially unpredictable lead times. 
 
When you’re accustomed to working at a sustainable pace you create 
fewer defects. Not only do you create less defects, you (tend to) 
create them at a constant rate. Finding and fixing bugs is highly 
unpredictable work, so there’s a big premium on trying to get your 
code “just right” by the time you release it. Your development 
estimates will benefit greatly. 
 
 
4. Estimate Functionality, Not Tasks 
Developing a piece of end-user functionality (the ultimate value of 
software delivery) almost always requires a concerted effort across the 
team (or even several teams). Estimates of tasks, which often can and 
will be performed by a single individual, is a practice more commonly 
associated with Waterfall projects than Agile development. In Agile we 
write “Stories”, which should always represent genuine business value, 
the atomic unit of estimation. This drives cross-functional collaboration 
because there are usually multiple roles required to finish the Story. 
 
 
5. Limit The Number Of Story Point Estimation Values 
Agile teams commonly use so-called “planning poker” to estimate the 
size of Stories. Planning poker is a group estimation process that 
requires careful facilitation. Facilitation needs to safeguard unbiased 
estimates. More vocal team members shouldn’t dominate the process, 
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and arriving at consensus should be driven by dialogue, not persuasion 
(see also tip# 6). 
 
The unitless points that are attached to stories are consensus driven. 
The actual values you choose for these points are arbitrary, although 
many teams seem quite happy with a Fibonacci set of 1-2-3-5-8-(13). 
This implies that when you assess a Story to have value “6”, you will 
estimate it as a “5”, likewise a hypothetical “7” will be estimated an 
“8.” What is probably more important than the actual choice of 
numbers is that you limit the number of values in use. A total number 
of values anywhere from 4-6 feels about right. The range should 
contain no more than one order of magnitude. Therefore, the biggest 
value should be no more than ten times the smallest (see also tip# 8). 
 
 
6. Planning Poker Is About Dialogue 
Most Agile development teams seem to have settled on “planning 
poker” as their primary means to estimate the size and complexity of 
Stories. Planning poker is played by having a group of (preferably) 
expert developers provide a first guess on Story size by placing 
numbered cards face down on the table and after everyone has chosen 
an estimate, turning the cards up. This way, their initial guesses 
remain private and unbiased. 
 
After everybody’s guess has been exposed, and votes have not been 
unanimous, dialogue begins and people explain the reasoning behind 
their estimates. This typically takes place by relating the new Story 
under consideration to others that have been completed in the past 
(see also tip# 9). It is vitally important that this dialogue be a true 
information exchange and not a “bidding war.” 
 
 
7. “Zero” Makes Sense As A Size Estimate 
Often teams that have been working together for a while feel a need to 
expand the number of values they use for estimation. For experienced 
teams, these are more likely to be smaller rather than larger values 
from the ones already in use. When you’re using the “standard” 
Fibonacci values 1-2-3-5-8, you might want to add a value “0.” This 
may seem paradoxical, but the idea is to add a value to identify a 
Story that seems less than half the size of a “1”, but is important 
enough to be recognized and monitored. For more or less the same 
reasons, and probably after acquiring a (strong) preference for smaller 
Stories, some teams add a value of “½.”  
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8. Big Stories (Sometimes Called “Themes” Or “Epics”) Are Too 
Hard To Estimate 
Beyond a certain size, Stories become too difficult to estimate, at least 
too difficult to estimate reliably. There is ample empirical evidence that 
an order of magnitude (a factor of ten) is approximately the outer 
range available for accurate estimates. Beyond that, quality (accuracy) 
of estimation drops considerably.  
 
In the Agile community, chunks of work that are too big to qualify as 
Stories are referred to as “Themes” or “Epics.” If you want an accurate 
estimate of these, it is recommended that you first break the work up 
in Stories and estimate those. The sheer act of decomposition often 
points to parts that might have been overlooked or design patterns 
that can usefully be applied. 
 
 
9. Triangulate For Accuracy 
One of the ways to arrive at more accurate estimates is through 
triangulation. As the word implies, you compare a Story with two 
others, so that you can do pair wise comparisons. These typically take 
the form of: “is this Story more like A, or more like B?”, “How is story 
F different from Story G?”, “How are F and G alike?”, etc. The more of 
those triangulating questions you can ask, the better (more accurate) 
your estimate is going to be. 
 
One of the reasons why estimates tend to get better over time is 
because every new Story gets added to your ‘database’ with reference 
Stories. This can be done explicitly when it’s useful to have a pool of 
documented Stories, or it can happen implicitly when it adds to your 
experience. Therefore, over time you are increasingly more likely to 
find Stories that (closely) resemble the new one you are estimating. It 
also greatly helps to keep more or less the same “committee” of 
expert users together to do the estimation. That way they build up a 
pool of tacit knowledge. It makes sense if besides the completed 
Stories, you also keep their initial estimates and whether they were 
completed within the allotted time, etc. Feeding back all these data to 
the estimating committee will enhance their effectiveness. An 
important reason why expert developers are better at estimating lies 
foremost in their (much) larger reference base they can tap into for 
making (more valid) comparisons. 
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10. Combine Expert Opinions, Analogy & Disaggregation For 
Optimal Estimates 
In an ideal world, experienced teams with a stable composition 
estimate on the basis of a large pool of reference Stories. Under such 
ideal conditions estimation and planning becomes quite accurate. 
However, in practice team members come and go rendering historical 
velocity (much) less valid. New challenges are thrown at a team, and 
they may not have highly similar Stories to compare against. 
Sometimes there is no historical velocity at all. Under those 
(suboptimal) conditions the three most common techniques for 
estimating are: 

- Expert opinion 
- Analogy 
- Disaggregation 

 
Experts are sometimes consulted to ask how “big” a certain task is, 
and/or how long it will take. Since Agile teams typically take on cross-
functional Stories, it might prove difficult to find an expert that is 
sufficiently versed across all of these disciplines to come up with a 
reliable estimate. Analogy is akin to triangulation (see also tip# 9) in 
that a new feature request is compared against as many others as 
possible. Scientific evidence suggests this type of task (making explicit 
comparisons) is much more feasible for humans than “bare” estimates 
(“How big is this?”). Disaggregation means breaking down the 
(large) task into its constituent parts to improve accuracy of 
estimation.  
 
These three approaches together are some of your most powerful tools 
to improve your estimating. 
 
 
 


