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Evolution of Project Governance: From DSDM Atern to the AgilePM 
Handbook

In the rapidly shifting landscape of modern software development and business transformation, the Agile Project 

Management (AgilePM) framework has emerged as a cornerstone for organizations seeking to balance flexibility 

with corporate governance. Originally rooted in the DSDM (Dynamic Systems Development Method) 

Consortium, established in 1994, the framework has undergone significant iterations, most notably reflected in the 

Agile Project Management Handbook v1.2 and the more recent v2. This methodology was designed to address

the common failures of traditional 'Waterfall' approaches, specifically the inability to adapt to changing requirements

and the frequent delivery of products that no longer met business needs upon completion.

The AgilePM Handbookserves as the definitive guide for professionals seeking to implement a structured yet

agile approach to project management. Unlike Scrum, which focuses primarily on the delivery team and iterative

product development, AgilePM provides a full-lifecycle framework that encompasses project initiation, feasibility,

foundation building, and post-project benefits realization. It bridges the gap between the granular agility of

developer-level iterations and the high-level oversight required by project boards and stakeholders.

The Philosophical Foundations of the DSDM Framework

The core philosophy of the Agile Project Management Handbook is that "best business value is delivered when 

projects are aligned to clear business goals, deliver frequently, and involve the collaboration of motivated 

and empowered people." This philosophy is underpinned by the realization that fixing requirements, costs, and 

timescales at the start of a project is a recipe for failure. Instead, AgilePM reverses the traditional variables. In a 

traditional project, features are fixed while time and cost are variable. In AgilePM, time, cost, and quality are fixed

, while the features (scope) are variable.

The Eight Principles of AgilePM

Adherence to the 8 principles is non-negotiable for a project to be considered truly 'Agile' under the DSDM

framework. These principles ensure that the team remains focused on the business objective while maintaining the

speed of delivery.

•  1. Focus on the Business Need: Every decision made during the project should be aligned with the business 

case. Teams must understand the true priority of features and be prepared to de-prioritize work that does not 

contribute directly to the project's strategic goals.

•  2. Deliver on Time: Delivering a product late can undermine its business value. By fixing timeboxes, teams 

create a predictable cadence that builds trust with stakeholders.

•  3. Collaborate: High-performance teams are built on collaboration. This involves active participation from 

business stakeholders and technical developers, ensuring that the end product meets user expectations.

•  4. Never Compromise Quality: In AgilePM, quality is defined at the start. All work must meet the 'Definition of 



Done' and the agreed-upon standards. A project is not 'more agile' because it cuts corners on testing or 

documentation.

•  5. Build Incrementally from Firm Foundations: Before diving into development, the team must establish a 

'Foundations' phase to understand the scope and architecture. Once these are set, the product is built in small, 

functional increments.

•  6. Develop Iteratively: Use feedback loops to refine the product. It is rare to get everything right the first time; 

iterative development allows for constant improvement based on real-world usage.

•  7. Communicate Continuously and Clearly: This principle advocates for face-to-face communication, daily 

stand-ups, and visual tracking (such as Kanban boards) over long, static reports.

•  8. Demonstrate Control: The project manager must be able to prove that the project is on track. This is 

achieved through transparent progress tracking and the use of 'Timeboxes' and 'MoSCoW' prioritization.

Technical Analysis of the AgilePM Project Lifecycle

The Agile Project Management Handbook v1.2outlines a specific lifecycle that distinguishes it from other agile

methods. This lifecycle provides the 'wrappers' around iterative development to ensure it remains disciplined.

1. Pre-Project Phase

This phase ensures that only the right projects are started. It focuses on identifying a clear business objective and 

ensuring the project is viable before any significant investment is made. The primary output is the Project Brief.

2. Feasibility Phase

During Feasibility, the team investigates whether the project is technically possible and cost-effective. It is a 'light-

touch' phase intended to filter out projects that have a high risk of failure or low ROI.

3. Foundations Phase

This is the most critical phase for project governance. It establishes the firm foundations for the project. The team 

defines the high-level requirements (Prioritized Requirements List), the technical architecture, and the management 

approach. Crucially, the Foundations phasedoes not aim to define every detail, but rather to set the boundaries

for the upcoming iterations.

4. Evolutionary Development Phase

This is where the actual building happens. Based on the foundations, the team develops the solution through a 

series of Timeboxes. Each Timebox follows an iterative cycle: Investigation, Refinement, and Consolidation.

This ensures that the technical solution is constantly verified against the business requirements.

5. Deployment Phase

The Deployment phase brings the increment into the live environment. This includes the 'Assembly' of the release,

'User Acceptance Testing' (UAT), and finally the 'Deployment' itself. After deployment, the team conducts a 'Post-

Project' review to assess if the expected benefits were realized.

Comparison of Methodologies: AgilePM vs. Scrum vs. Waterfall

Understanding where the AgilePM Handbook fits in the broader ecosystem requires a direct comparison with other

industry standards. The following table highlights the technical and operational differences.



Feature AgilePM (DSDM) Scrum Traditional Waterfall

Project Governance High - Full project lifecycle 
coverage.

Low - Focused on product 
delivery.

High - Rigid phase-gate 
process.

Roles & Responsibilities Defined (Business, Tech, 
Management).

Limited (PO, Scrum 
Master, Team).

Heavy hierarchy (PM, 
Leads, etc.).

Requirement Changes Welcomed at any stage; 
prioritized.

Welcomed in new Sprints. Difficult; requires Change 
Requests.

Primary Constraint Time, Cost, and Quality are 
Fixed.

Time (Sprint) and Quality 
are Fixed.

Scope is Fixed.

Documentation 'Enough' - Focused on 
business value.

Minimal - Focus on working 
software.

Heavy - Comprehensive 
documentation.

Risk Management Proactive through early 
Foundations.

Reactive through Sprints. Front-loaded during 
planning.

The Roles and Responsibilities Matrix: The 'Pizza' Model

The Agile Project Management Handbook v1.2 introduces a unique configuration of roles, often visualized in a 

circular 'pizza' diagram. These roles are categorized into four groups: Business, Management, Technical, and 

Process. This ensures that every facet of the project has a designated advocate.

The Business Roles

•  Business Sponsor: The 'Budget Holder' who owns the business case. They are responsible for high-level 

decision-making.

•  Business Visionary: Ensures the project stays true to the initial vision. They interpret the needs of the 

business for the technical team.

•  Business Ambassador: A key role within the Development Team. They provide the day-to-day business input 

and are usually the ones defining the details of the requirements.

•  Business Advisor: Subject matter experts (e.g., Legal, Finance) who provide occasional input.

The Management Roles

•  Project Manager: Unlike a traditional PM, they focus on facilitation rather than command and control. They 

manage the high-level planning and environment but leave the detailed task management to the team.

•  Technical Coordinator: The technical equivalent of the Business Visionary. They ensure the technical integrity 

of the solution and manage the architectural standards.

The Development Team Roles

•  Solution Developer: Responsible for creating the technical solution.

•  Solution Tester: Works alongside developers to ensure quality is built-in from the start.

•  Team Leader: A role focused on the internal management of the development team, often similar to a Scrum 

Master but with more emphasis on delivery within a Timebox.

MoSCoW Prioritization and Timeboxing Mechanics

The heartbeat of any AgilePM project is the MoSCoWprioritization technique. Without it, the project cannot



maintain a fixed deadline. The acronym stands for:

1.  Must Have: Critical requirements. If even one is missing, the project is considered a failure. (Total Must-

Haves should not exceed 60% of total effort).

2.  Should Have: Important but not vital. If necessary, these can be omitted for a single release.

3.  Could Have: Desirable features that can be easily dropped if time runs out. (Typically 20% of effort).

4.  Won't Have This Time: Requirements that the team has agreed will not be delivered in the current timeframe.

Mathematical Modeling of Contingency

Unlike Waterfall, which uses 'Time Contingency' (adding extra weeks to a schedule), AgilePM uses 'Scope 

Contingency'. By ensuring that only 60% of the effort is dedicated to 'Must Haves,' the team creates a 40% buffer

(Shoulds and Coulds). If a problem occurs, the 'Could Haves' are dropped first, ensuring the project always delivers

the critical business value on the promised date.

Practical Implementation: A Step-by-Step Field Guide

Implementing the principles of the Agile Project Management Handbook v1.2requires a cultural shift as much as

a procedural one. Follow these steps for a successful rollout:

Step 1: Assessing Agility Suitability

Not every project is suitable for Agile. Use the Project Approach Questionnaire (PAQ)provided in the handbook

to assess risks. If the business cannot provide a dedicated 'Business Ambassador,' for example, the project may

need to remain in a Waterfall or hybrid state until the resource is available.

Step 2: Defining the Foundations

Avoid the 'Analysis Paralysis' of Waterfall but do not skip to coding. Spend 2-4 weeks defining the Prioritized 

Requirements List (PRL). Ensure each requirement has a clear MoSCoW rating and an estimated effort level.

Step 3: Setting Up Timeboxes

Divide the project into 2-4 week Timeboxes. Each Timebox must have a clear objective. At the start of the Timebox

(Kick-off), the team agrees on which requirements will be tackled. At the end (Close-out), the team demonstrates

the 'Physical Asset' or functional software created.

Step 4: Continuous Quality Integration

Integrate testing into the Evolutionary Developmentphase. Do not wait for a 'Testing Phase' at the end. Use

automated testing tools where possible to maintain the 'Never Compromise Quality' principle.

Troubleshooting Common Operational Failures

Even with a robust handbook, projects can encounter friction. Technical writers and strategists must identify these

early:

•  Problem: Scope Creep. Solution: Re-verify the MoSCoW ratings. If a new 'Must Have' enters the scope, an 

existing 'Must Have' or 'Should Have' of equal effort must be removed.

•  Problem: Lack of Business Engagement. Solution: This is a fatal flaw. The Project Manager must escalate to 

the Business Sponsor. Without an active Business Ambassador, the 'Iterative Development' principle fails as there 

is no feedback loop.

•  Problem: Technical Debt. Solution: Ensure the 'Technical Coordinator' is enforcing architectural standards. If 

the team rushes to finish a Timebox by bypassing standards, it must be addressed in the 'Consolidation' phase of 



the next Timebox.

Summary and Strategic Implications

The Agile Project Management Handbook provides a sophisticated framework that addresses the complexities 

of modern corporate project delivery. By focusing on the business need and maintaining a disciplined approach to 

time and cost, organizations can significantly reduce the risk of project failure. The transition from v1.2 to v2has

further refined these concepts, making them more accessible to non-software projects, such as marketing

campaigns, legal transformations, and organizational restructuring.

Ultimately, the success of AgilePM lies in its ability to empower teams while providing stakeholders with the

transparency and control they require. It moves project management away from the 'illusion of certainty' found in

Gantt charts and toward a 'reality of delivery' found in working products and iterative feedback. For the technical

strategist, mastering the AgilePM Handbook is not just about learning a set of rules; it is about adopting a mindset

that prioritizes value, quality, and human collaboration above all else.
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