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Everyone Agile? 
No! But for sure, Agile can be used easily and effectively in any project where a strong 
cooperation with users is required. Does this mean then that Agile as such is sufficient? No 
again! Almost all Agile approaches lack the higher governance layers and that's why with 
only an Agile approach, you cannot manage changes properly. 
 
How then to manage Agile projects? And how to manage Agile projects in combination with 
other types of projects? To answer these questions the book "Managing Agile Projects" has 
been written1. In this book, the authors have made use of Atern®; the only Agile approach 
that includes the higher governance layers in order to be able to manage projects. 
 
Apart from the principles of the Atern philosophy and its use to manage Agile projects, the 
book discusses why (not) to use Agile in projects at all, and how to use Atern in combination 
with other methods such as PRINCE2®, Scrum, Lean Six Sigma and XP. Furthermore, the book 
describes best practices how to manage Agile projects and how to combine Agile with these 
other approaches. 
 
In this whitepaper, the authors offer an overview of these approaches. 
 
Agile in a nutshell 
Agile provides an approach to deliver the desirable outcome on time and within budget, by:  
 
• Focusing on the business needs to be delivered;  
• Prioritizing the desired features;  
• Developing in short iterations (timeboxes); 
• Delivering incrementally to provide early added value;  
• Encouraging collaboration between all parties involved in the project;  
• Never compromising on quality while defining time and money as non-negotiable. 
 

 
 
Figure 1: Agile approach versus traditional approach 
 

                                                        
1 Managen van Agile projecten, Bert Hedeman, Henny Portman, Ron Seegers, 2014. 
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Agile projects are not managed based on time and money, but on the number of features to 
be delivered within a predefined time. In traditional projects mostly the number of features 
(scope) is fixed and the time and budget vary (see Figure 1). 
 
Atern teams are self-directing. In projects where solutions rapidly evolve and with a strong 
user interaction, a bureaucratic approach is not very effective. In self-directing teams, team 
members take more initiative, focus more on team contribution, concentrate more on 
solutions then on lower-level objectives, co-operate better and are looking more for better 
ways of working together than in tightly managed teams. 
 
The features to be delivered are determined by the user representatives in consultation with 
the team. The work is carried out in fixed timeboxes, typically ranging from one week to 
several weeks. At the end of each timebox, the user will review the work. At the end of each 
increment a part of the solution will be handed over to the client, and put into use.  
 
In this respect, increments and stages are not the same. An increment provides a working 
part of the end solution. A stage generally provides only an intermediate result (see Figure 
2). Agile projects always have an incremental delivery. 
 

 
 
Figure 2: Stages versus increments 
 
A statement often made is that ‘Agile is only suitable for IT projects’. That is not correct. 
Agile can be used very effectively in any project where strong user cooperation is required. 
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Why Agile projects? 
Late delivery - Late delivery of the agreed project results often cause great frustration for 
customers and users. It may even be the reason for preliminary closure of the entire project. 
Agile overcomes this problem by taking timely delivery as the starting point in the project 
approach. An Agile project is governed by whether or not delivering a number of features; 
not by spending extra time or money. This is possible by prioritizing the features according 
to the added value for the business, and then delivering these features in the order of their 
priority. The question is: does this make sense? 
 
Unused features - Experience shows that in traditional projects often 60-65% of the 
delivered features are rarely or never used. This is because at the start of the project often 
all the theoretically necessary features are identified without the proper prioritization (see 
Figure 3).  

 
 
Figure 3: usage of functions as a result of traditional projects 
 
Unlike in traditional projects, in Agile projects all requested features are prioritized based on 
their added value for the business. Unnecessary features are excluded. 
 
It is not what they want – Another frustration is that the solution delivered does not meet 
the expectation of the business. When applying agile, a frequent review of working solutions 
at the end of each timebox will minimize this risk. And if it does happen, than at least it is 
discovered early in the process and easier to correct.  
 
Advancing insight – This is in most traditional projects a problem, as the team has to meet 
the whole set of required specifications on time and within budget. In Agile, the focus is on 
delivering the maximum added value within the specified timeline and budget. If another 
solution adds more value to the business, a change is easily made, especially as most of 
these changes are discovered early i.e. during the review of the solutions at the end of each 
timebox.  
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Gold plated – Teams with only limited communication with users tend to deliver the 
outcome into perfection. However, good is good enough. In Agile, prioritization of features 
and frequent communication with customers and users normally prevents the development 
team to be lost in perfection. 
 
Why Atern? 
A commonly heard statement is that ‘Agile is sufficient to manage projects’. In practice, this 
often is not the case. The main reasons are: 
 
Lack of preparation – Most agile approaches just focus on the self-directing teams within 
the timeboxes. However, most projects need some design upfront to set directions. Without 
proper directions alignment with the client and supplier organization will lack the bigger 
picture. 
 
Inadequate communications – Most Agile projects properly define the communication 
process between solution teams and users, with ‘product owners’ as intermediate. The 
necessary communication with senior management and other stakeholders remains 
underexposed. This creates a serious risk of diminishing support and possible intervention by 
the management. Continuous and clear communication with the management and other 
stakeholders is essential to implement changes properly within an organization. 
 
To fill this in properly, additional project governance aligned with Agile has to be 
incorporated into the project. For this, Atern has been designed. 
  
Atern philosophy and framework 
The Atern philosophy tells us that each project must be aligned with clearly defined business 
goals, and should focus on early delivery of products that really deliver added value to the 
business organization. 
 
The Atern framework defines eight principles: 
 

• Focus on the business need; 
• Deliver on time; 
• Collaborate; 
• Never compromise on quality; 
• Build incrementally from firm foundations; 
• Develop iteratively; 
• Communicate continuously and clearly; 
• Demonstrate control. 

 
The Atern framework is supported by Processes with defined Products, roles and 
responsibilities (People) and recommended techniques (Practices). See Figure 4. 
 
Important techniques among others are timeboxing, facilitated workshops and MoSCoW 
prioritization.  
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Figure 4: Atern framework 
 
Processes  
The Atern process model distinguishes 7 processes or stages (see Figure 5). Atern integrates 
the project management life cycle and the product life cycle of the product to be achieved.  
 
In the Pre-Project phase, the decision is made to enter the Feasibility phase (or not). The 
Feasibility phase verifies if the project is feasible and desirable to enter the Foundations 
phase. In the Foundations Phase, the foundation is laid for the execution of the project. The 
Feasibility and the Foundations phase are executed consecutively.  
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Figure 5: Atern process model 
 
After the Foundations phase, the execution of the project starts in predefined increments. 
Every increment delivers a working part of the end result. Each increment basically includes 
one or more Exploration, Engineering and Deployment phases.  
 
After Deployment, a new increment of the project starts, or the project is closed if the 
requirements are met. In the Post-Project phase it is checked whether the forecasted 
benefits actually are or will be realized. 
 
Assuming a number of increments (N), the life cycle of an Atern project can be represented 
in a time line as follows (see Figure 6): 
 
 

 
 
Figure 6: Atern project life cycle 
 
People  
Atern distinguishes the Project governance, the Solution Development Team and other roles 
(see Figure 7). Project governance includes the steering roles Business Sponsor, Business 
Visionary and Technical Coordinator and the Project Manager.  
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The first three roles represent the client and supplier organization at the managerial level. 
Together they often form the Project Board. The Business Sponsor is ultimately responsible 
for the success of the project on behalf of corporate or program management. The Business 
Visionary represents the interests of users. The Technical Coordinator represents the 
interests of those who realize the results to be delivered. The Project Manager is responsible 
for the daily management of the project and reports directly to the Business Sponsor.  
 

 
 
Figure 7: Atern project governance 
 
The Solution Development Team is formed by the Team Manager, the Business Ambassador, 
the Business Analyst, the Solution Developer and the Tester. Essential within Atern is the use 
of self-directing teams. The Team Manager must ensure that this team really functions as a 
team. The Team Manager in this respect is more facilitating and supportive than in 
command and control. The Business Analyst translates the business requirements into 
technical solutions. The Business Ambassador is responsible for detailing and prioritizing 
user requirements and for testing of the products realized from the user perspective.  
 
The other roles within Atern are the Business Advisor, the Technical Advisor, the Workshop 
Facilitator and Atern Coach. The Business Advisor is often a colleague of the Business 
Ambassador and provides specialist input. The same applies to the Technical Advisor but 
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then from the supplier perspective. The Atern Coach helps the Solution Development Team 
to apply Atern effectively. 
 
Products 
Atern identifies business, management and specialist products. Depending on the (context 
of the) project, products can be combined. As with PRINCE2, a project has to be tailored and 
products have to be adapted (see Figure 8).  
 
In the Pre-Project phase a Term of Reference is created. The purpose of this document is to 
justify the feasibility investigation. In the Feasibility phase the feasibility of the project is 
assessed from both a business and a technical perspective and an Outline Plan for the 
project is drafted to authorize the start of the Foundations. 
 

 
 
Figure 8: Tailored Atern products 
 
In the Foundations Phase, the Business Foundations, the Prioritized Requirement List and 
the Solution Foundations are created. Also, at this stage the Delivery Plan and the 
Management Foundations and the Delivery Control Pack will be drafted.  
 
In each timebox, a Timebox Plan is created during the kick-off. At the end of each timebox a 
Timebox Review Report is drafted. At the end of the project, an overall Project Review 
Report and a Deployment Plan are prepared.  
 
Finally a benefit assessment will be conducted during the Post-Project phase and the 
respective report will be drafted. 
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Positioning 
A frequently asked question is whether Agile can be used instead of other methods such as 
PRINCE2, MSP and so on.  
 
The answer is not evident. For simple changes, yes perhaps, but for bigger changes certainly 
not. If we look at a change, we can distinguish six governance and execution layers (see 
Figure 9). Each method / approach has its own focus area, although there is obviously always 
some overlap between the different methods.  
 
Looking at the various management levels, it is clear that Agile cannot replace all other 
methods and frameworks as the top governance levels in Agile are lacking. Several 
organizations have already been stalled in their change initiative in the absence of these 
higher governance layers, and have re-installed these other methods again to manage 
change initiatives successfully.  
 
However each method has its own conceptual framework. That does not make it easy to 
combine different methods. Please do not underestimate that. 
 

 
 
Figure 9: Positioning methods 
 
Atern and PRINCE2 
Another frequently asked question is whether Atern can be used in conjunction with or 
instead of PRINCE2.  
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The starting points of PRINCE2 and Atern are quite similar. This is clearly visible when 
comparing the PRINCE2 and Atern principles. 
 
PRINCE2 is based on business justification, product focus, managing by stages, management 
by exception, defined roles and responsibilities, learning from experience, and tailoring to 
the project environment. In essence, Atern is based on the same principles.  
 
Furthermore, both PRINCE2 and Atern are based on a customer-supplier relationship. As 
project governance roles, PRINCE2 distinguish the Executive, Senior User and Senior 
Supplier. This is comparable with the Atern roles Business Sponsor, Business Visionary and 
Technical Coordinator. 
 
In PRINCE2, the Project Manager agrees the framework with the Team Manager / teams and 
will not interfere with the specialist work of the team. This is also consistent with the 
philosophy of Atern/Agile. 
 
Also in processes, both methods are quite alike (see Figure 10). Starting Up a Project in 
PRINCE2 is very similar to the Atern’s Feasibility Phase. Initiating a Project in PRINCE2   is 
very similar to the Foundations phase in Atern.  
  

 
 
Figure 10: Project life cycle PRINCE2 versus Agile 
 
In PRINCE2, in the Initiation Stage only the specifications of the main products are prepared 
in the project plan, which are detailed in the individual stage plans for the subsequent 
stages. Furthermore, PRINCE2 uses an integrated change process and quality review 
meetings with the users from the very beginning of the project. Again, this is in line with 
Atern /Agile. 
  
In the execution, PRINCE2 defines management stages. Atern defines increments because 
the result is incrementally delivered. This is optional within PRINCE2. Execution in PRINCE2 
can follow the traditional waterfall principle but also an incremental approach. PRINCE2 
stresses that stage-wise delivery is an option. 
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Finally, PRINCE2 does not define a Post-Project stage. However, its Benefits Review Plan 
describes also when benefits reviews need to be carried out after handing over. 
  
So then, are PRINCE2 and Atern not contradictory at all? Of course they are. The biggest 
difference between the two methods is the focus. PRINCE2 is a project management method 
for any type of project. Atern is a method that is specifically designed for managing Agile 
projects with self-directing teams. In that respect, the two methods cannot be compared. 
But essentially they use the same principles, however from a different starting point and 
with a different framework.  
 
Conclusions 
If strong cooperation with users is required, Agile will be an effective approach to add 
maximum value to the business within a fixed time and budget. Agile is definitely not a hype 
and absolutely appropriate to apply also outside IT development projects.  
 
The comparison between PRINCE2 and Agile shows that PRINCE2 can be used for Agile 
projects, too. You should, however, strongly tailor PRINCE2 then to the Agile environment.  
 
PRINCE2 and Atern essentially use the same principles but from a different starting point 
and with a different conceptual framework. Those aspects ask for a careful choice of either 
which one is used as the basis for your projects.  
 
PRINCE2 can manage both traditional projects based on the waterfall method as well as 
Agile projects. However, PRINCE2 is now often seen as a specific method for traditional 
projects only. That is incorrect.  
 
How to proceed 
Where do we start? First you need to determine whether the projects are suitable for an 
Agile approach with self-directing teams, timeboxes and increments in conjunction with a 
prioritized requirement list, or not. If it’s not the case, then you’d better incorporate a 
number of Agile techniques in your traditional project approach and not go for the full Agile 
approach. 
 
If you can and want to implement Agile, then simple start with one pilot. But choose the 
right project. Making mistakes must be allowed. The Business Sponsor and Business 
Visionary should support the Agile approach. The team must be positive. Train the team up 
front and provide an Agile Coach to help the team to implement Agile effectively. And then 
build from there on by involving other teams/projects. 
 
Finally, it is important to realize that you are not looking for a one-size-fits-all project 
approach. Depending on the type of project, various methods can be used next to each 
other within a portfolio. It is also possible to manage your project in a traditional way, based 
on for example PRINCE2, and to use the Agile approach within the overall project framework 
to deliver the subsequent work packages.  
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 Willing to answer the frequently asked question of how to manage Agile projects, the 
authors have written the book ‘Managing Agile projects’. This book is based on the Atern 
approach. However, this approach has not been copied one-to-one. On several occasions 
improvements based on their best practices have been incorporated. Furthermore, the 
authors have focused their book on more than IT development projects only. Finally, they 
also describe how the Agile approach can be combined with other methods. 


