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Agile Project Management 

TRADITIONAL PROJECT MANAGEMENT AND THE AGILE FRAMEWORK 

Traditional project management is also known as ‘Waterfall’ or ‘Prince II’ project management. Traditional project 
management typically follows a pattern of analysis, plan, and deliver. Where each of these elements is treated as a 
separate project management phase. This means that the first project management output is often a baseline project 
plan. As the project moves into the delivery phase the project plan is periodically adjusted as assumptions are tested 
and more information becomes available. Traditional project management is commonplace in industries such as 
engineering, architecture, and interior design. 

Agile is a project management framework originally designed for software development. It’s an iterative project 
management technique that delivers results in small frequent chunks. Rather than treating analysis, plan and deliver as 
separate project management phases it defines milestones and associated expected dates upfront. The analysis, plan 
and delivery project management phases are completed on a continuous basis. Much like a prototyping approach. The 
result, you’ll be delivering benefits before some activities are analysed and planned. The Agile framework is commonly 
used in the software industry. And increasingly so in product development, marketing, and advertising. 

BUSINESS COACHING AND PROJECT MANAGEMENT 

At its centre much of business coaching is problem solving. In the same vein, project management seeks to provide 
solutions, and thus solve problems. For instance, I need to get to the other side of the canyon. Solution: build a bridge. 
Problem: my interior design firm needs to make more money. Solution: improve marketing to increase revenue 

As both business coaching and project management are mechanisms of solving problems, it’s unsurprising that 
techniques and methods are swapped between the two disciplines. Therefore, the question is, which project 
management methodology is most closely related to business coaching? Traditional project management or the Agile 
framework? 

PHYSICAL ENVIRONMENT VS. BUSINESS ENVIRONMENT 

Traditional project management is the dominant methodology in the physical environment, hence the build a bridge 
example. Because things don’t change that much. The canyon will be the same (or almost the same) width in 3 years as 
today. Likewise, the laws of Physics will remain constant. More than that, the Laws of Physics are well understood. In 
summary, the physical environment is static and known. This means, if it’s specified correctly, the bridge will solve our 
problem if built next year or next century. Sure, some things will become known, or more known, as the project goes 
on. And materials and building techniques will improve over time. But our physical environment will remain static and 
known. 

The same can’t be said of the business environment. A successful business three years ago can be bankrupt today. 
Whereas a well-built bridge will still be standing. This is because business isn’t like the Laws of Physics. The Laws of 
Physics describe natural phenomena. Whereas business reflects the behaviour of people, with all their whims and 
idiosyncrasies. The Laws of Physics have been discovered through centuries of experimentation and mathematical 
modelling. Business is based on poorly (if at all) controlled inputs, hard to observe outputs and some very dodgy 
assumption making in between. In short, the business environment is dynamic and unknown. 

We must be quick and responsive to be successful in business. Agile, at its heart, is an iterative prototyping approach. 
And this means it quickly provides results that we can respond to. 
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WHAT THE AGILE FRAMEWORK CONSISTS OF 

When starting to learn Agile you’re quickly introduced to one of its biggest drawbacks, an avalanche of jargon. 
YourCoachApproach seeks to avoid this drawback by, wherever possible, by not using that jargon. Often the jargon is 
interchanged with terms from traditional project management. And this approach means two things. Firstly, the authors 
of the Agile Manifesto (yep, it really exists!) are likely to put a bounty on my head. Secondly, it makes the framework 
more accessible to interior designers. Therefore, more beneficial. 

The Agile framework is vast. In fact, it’s more than one discipline. However, a good understanding of just a few 
principles will help your interior design firm achieve more success. Namely1: 

• Outcome(s) 
• Action Plan Period 
• Activities 
• Difficultly Rating 
• Progress Review 
• Action Plan Period Review 
• Define Action Plan 
• Milestone  
• Visual Progress Monitoring 

Outcome(s) 

What will the project give you? What is it you’ll achieve? The outcome (or outcomes) should be simple to describe as a 
what and a when. And using just a few words 

Going back to our stereotypical traditional project management example an outcome could be road traffic crossing the 
canyon in both directions by the end of 2024. 

Business related outcomes include: 

• Outsource a specific overhead activity, bookkeeping for example, by the end of the summer 
• Reduce overhead activities by 40 hours per month by the end of the year 
• Increase gross profit by 10% in year 5 

The simplicity of the outcome is important. Being able to describe it easily makes it more memorable. And by being 
more memorable you’re more able to check if the work you’re doing for the project will help you achieve the desired 
outcome. 

Action Plan Period  

Although seemingly self-explanatory, this is one of the key differences between the Agile framework and traditional 
project management. Plans in the Agile methodology are only made in detail for the immediately next period (of usually 
between 2 and 4 weeks). Whereas, in traditional project management detailed planning can stretch over months or 
even years into the future. 

 
1 The Agile jargon is available in the appendix 



   

 
YourCoachApproach 
Owned by M&B Business Solutions Limited 
Registered office: 11 Elvetham Road, Fleet, Hampshire, GU51 4QL. Registered in England no. 12343207 

Agile Project Management 
Each Action Plan Period has its own outcome or outcomes. Although more detailed than the project outcome, it has the 
same hallmarks of what and when simply explained. An example could be complete market research [by the end of the 
Action Plan Period] or engage a social media copywriter [by the end of the Action Plan Period]. 

An important principle of the outcomes for an Action Plan Period is that by the end of the period you gain some benefit 
from the outcome. And this principle drives how we approach work in the Agile framework. For instance, ‘complete 50% 
of the market research’ is not an Agile outcome. Work half-done has no value. An Agile outcome would be better 
described as ‘draft a longlist of potential social media copy writers’. In both cases, the market research work is only 
partly done. However, the second outcome provides a benefit: a longlist of potential providers. 

Activities 

Or tasks, in traditional project management parlance. The discrete units of work that need to be completed to achieve 
the Action Plan Period outcomes and project outcomes. Sticking with our social media copy writer example, activities 
could be: 

• Contact network for recommendations 
• Conduct Google / Yell / social media search 
• Put together selection criteria 
• Draft requirements 

All activities, whether for the current Action Plan Period or not, are captured in an ‘Activities Log’. 

Difficulty Rating  

A ranking of 1 (easiest) to 7 (hardest). This ranking system will be adapted as we go along. The system works by selecting 
the easiest activity and assigning it the number 1. All the activities of equal ease are assigned a difficulty rating of 1. The 
next level of difficultly is assigned to the next easiest activities and so on. Until the difficulty ratings of 1 to 6 have been 
assigned. Any remaining activities will need to be assigned a difficultly rating of 7. Or broken down into more discrete 
activities. Whether the activity is assigned a difficulty rating of 7 or is broken down into more discrete activities is 
dependent upon this question, ‘can it be completed in one Action Plan Period?’. It’s assigned a difficulty rating of 7 if the 
answer is ’yes’. If the answer is ‘no’, then we break the activity down into smaller chunks. 

Progress Review  

It’s carried out after the end of the Action Plan Period. And consists of 3 sets of questions: 

• For each activity tackled in the Action Plan Period we ask the question, ‘Is it complete?’. The answers should be 
‘yes’ or ‘no’. 

• For each activity tacked in the Action Pan Period we ask the question, “Was the difficulty rating accurate?”. The 
answers should be ‘yes’, ‘underestimated’, or ‘overestimated’. 

• Have new activities been identified? Or can be previously identified activities now be cancelled? 

The Activity Log will be updated at the end of the exercise. 
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Action Plan Period Review  

Not a review of the activities, but the Action Plan Period itself. And again, it consists of a few questions: 

• What do I need to continue doing (or do more of)? 
• What do I need to stop doing? 
• What do I need to start doing? 

Define the Action Plan Period  

Specifically, the immediately next Action Plan Period. 

State the Action Plan Period outcome or outcomes. To repeat the previously used examples, complete market research 
[by the end of the Action Plan Period] and engage a social media copywriter [by the end of the Action Plan Period]. 

Select activities from the Activity Log to be completed during the next Action Plan Period. And if not already assigned, 
assign a difficulty rating to each activity to be tackled. Once selected and a difficultly rating has been assigned, ask the 
questions ‘can each activity be completed in the Action Plan Period?’ and ‘can all activities be completed in the Action 
Plan Period?’. If any answer is ‘no’ then review the activities. 

Once the activities have been decided, review the Action Plan Outcomes, are they still achievable? Or do the Action Plan 
Outcomes need to be reviewed in terms of effort and / or quality?  

Milestone 

To borrow a term from traditional project management. But in the context of the Agile framework, a milestone is not 
just a collection of similar and / or related activities. A milestone is completed once a tangible benefit for you is 
achieved. Sticking with the example of outsourcing copy writing activities, milestones could include finalise 12-month 
content strategy or contract a copy writing agency. In both cases there is a tangible benefit that can be released: 
improved content resulting in potential new clients or reduced overhead work. For example, a milestone in Agile 
shouldn’t be copywriting selection process. There isn’t a tangible benefit to you from this milestone unless you 
complete other activities. 

Visual Progress Monitoring 

Each activity is assigned one of the following progress tags: 

• Activity Log 
• Action Plan 
• WIP (Work in Progress) 
• Complete 
• On Hold 
• Cancelled 

Originally achieved using Post-IT notes on a wall and it would look something like this: 
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Activity Log Action Plan WIP Complete 

 

   

On Hold Cancelled 

  

 

At the beginning of each Action Plan Period several activities are moved from Activity Log to Action Plan. As we move 
through the Action Plan Period activities move from Action Plan to WIP to Complete. Occasionally some will move to On 
Hold. And some activities may be cancelled based on learnings from earlier in the project. 

It provides a satisfying view of progress. Moreover, it can provide early warning indicators. Namely, the number of 
activities On Hold or in WIP. Both have consumed resources, effort and / or cost. But neither has resulted in any benefit 
for you. Activities in the Activity Log or Cancelled also haven’t resulted in any benefit. But they’ve not consumed any 
resources, effort and / or cost either (hopefully). Similarly, ‘Completed’ activities have consumed resources, effort and / 
or costs. But they provide benefit. Put simply, ‘On Hold’ and ‘WIP’ are the worst of both worlds. And lots of activities in 
either of these categories is an indicator that improvements can be made. 

Summary 

To summarise, the Agile framework is geared to producing iterative results that benefit you and your interior design 
practice with frequent updates. It that respect, it encompasses a prototyping approach. But where the prototypes are 
used for real. Whilst the Agile framework is vast, learning just a few aspects can mean you and your practice will quickly 
benefit. 
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Appendix: Agile Terms 

As promised, below is a mapping of terms used in this guide and Agile jargon 

This Guide Agile Framework 

Outcome(s) Vision(s). Project vision and a vision for each Sprint (see 
below). 

Action Plan Period Sprint. A period of 2-4 weeks (and usually 2 OR 4 weeks) 
where activities are completed. 

Activities Backlog items. Activities that are being tacked in the 
current Sprint are Sprint Backlog Items (SBIs). Future 
activities are Product Backlog Items (PBIs). The presence 
of the Product Backlog leads on to another exercise 
called ‘Backlog Grooming’. The process by which no 
longer needed, or unnecessary Items, are removed from 
the Product Backlog. 

Difficulty Rating No one specific term exists, and it can be referred to as: 

• T-shirt sizing: S, M, L, XL, XXL etc 
• Ideal Days: Theoretical person hours to complete 

an activity 
• Story Points: Relative estimate effort loosely 

based on the Fibonacci sequence (And is the one 
used by YourCoachApproach) 

Progress Review Sprint Review. Assessing which of the Sprint Backlog 
Items have been completed or not. Reviewing if each 
item’s difficulty rating was reflective. And updating the 
Product Backlog. 

Action Plan Period Review Sprint Retrospective. A review, not of the completion of 
Sprint Backlog items, but of the Sprint itself. Carried out 
by asking questions such as: 

• What do I need to continue doing (or do more 
of)? 

• What do I need to stop doing? 
• What do I need to start doing? 

Define Next Action Plan Sprint Planning. Define the Sprint Goal(s). Transfer items 
from the Product Backlog to the Sprint Backlog and 
provide updated difficulty assessments where needed. 

Milestone Release. A collection of Sprints all geared to providing to 
one improvement or tangible benefit. Its definition 
comes from the Agile’s origin in software development. 
The idea is the software would be improved to the point 
where there was a ‘Minimum Marketable Feature Set’. 
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This Guide Agile Framework 

Or new functionality, if using more common terms. An 
important aspect of Release Planning is that the timing of 
the Release is based upon the estimate of work needed 
to achieve the Minimum Marketable Feature set. If that 
release date is deemed to be too far into the future the 
quality of the Minimum Marketable Feature Set is 
reduced. 

Visual Progress Monitoring Kanban Board: Originally devised by Toyota in Japan and 
had 3 categories: 

• To Do (Sprint Backlog / activities been tackled in 
current Action Plan Period) 

• Doing (WIP) 
• Done (Complete. And the Agile framework 

incorporates the principle of a ‘definition of 
done’) 

The original concept was adapted to capture future 
activities, ‘On Hold’ or ‘Cancelled’ as they provide also 
provide useful information. 

 


