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Agile Estimating and Planning: The Mike Cohn
Approach
Agile software development prioritizes flexibility and responsiveness. Central to this philosophy is effective
estimating  and  planning,  and  Mike  Cohn,  a  leading  voice  in  the  Agile  community,  has  significantly
contributed to refining these crucial  practices.  This  article delves into Cohn’s methods for  agile estimating
and planning,  exploring their  benefits,  practical  applications,  and addressing common misconceptions.  We
will cover topics such as planning poker, story points, and velocity, key elements in Cohn's approach to
agile project management.

Understanding  Mike  Cohn's  Agile  Estimating  and  Planning
Philosophy
Mike Cohn’s approach to agile estimating and planning isn’t about achieving perfect predictions; it's about
creating a framework for informed decision-making and continuous adaptation. His methods emphasize
collaboration,  iterative  refinement,  and  a  deep  understanding  of  the  project's  complexities.  Rather  than
relying on rigid, upfront estimations, Cohn advocates for techniques that embrace uncertainty and allow
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teams to adjust their plans as they learn more. This is a stark contrast to traditional, waterfall methodologies
which often rely on heavily detailed, upfront plans that rarely survive first contact with reality.

Cohn champions the use of relative estimation techniques, focusing on the *size* of user stories rather than
predicting precise timelines. This avoids the pitfalls of overly detailed, time-consuming estimations which are
often inaccurate.  He emphasizes  the importance of  the team's  collective  expertise  and experience in
determining story points, a unit of measure reflecting the relative effort required to complete a user story.

Key Techniques in Cohn's Agile Estimation Framework
Cohn popularized several techniques instrumental to his agile estimating and planning approach:

### Planning Poker: Fostering Collaborative Estimation

Planning Poker is a powerful consensus-building technique where team members anonymously estimate the
effort for each user story using a deck of cards representing story points (e.g., Fibonacci sequence: 0, ½, 1,
2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 20, 40, 100, ∞). This collaborative approach leverages the collective knowledge of the team,
mitigating  the  risks  of  individual  biases  and  promoting  open  discussion.  Discussions  around  differing
estimations reveal potential misunderstandings or hidden complexities within the user stories, leading to a
more accurate and shared understanding of the work involved.

### Story Points: A Relative Measure of Effort

Story  points  are  a  relative  measure  of  effort  and  complexity,  not  a  measure  of  time.  This  distinction  is
crucial. Instead of saying "this task will take 3 days," the team might assign it 5 story points. This allows for a
more  accurate  reflection  of  complexity.  A  seemingly  simple  task  might  take  longer  than  expected  due  to
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unforeseen  challenges,  while  a  complex  task  might  be  tackled  more  efficiently  than  initially  anticipated.
Using story points allows the team to focus on the relative size of tasks, facilitating better planning and
progress tracking.

### Velocity: Measuring Team Performance

Velocity represents the amount of work a team consistently completes within a sprint (typically 2-4 weeks).
Tracking velocity provides a valuable insight into the team's productivity and capacity. By analyzing past
velocity, the team can make more accurate projections for future sprints, enabling better sprint planning and
commitment to  realistic  goals.  It's  a  crucial  metric  for  continuous improvement and helps to manage
expectations  both  internally  and  with  stakeholders.  Understanding  velocity  allows  for  more  accurate
forecasting and capacity planning.

Benefits of Cohn's Agile Estimating and Planning Approach
Adopting Cohn's methods offers several significant benefits:

Improved  Accuracy:  While  not  eliminating  uncertainty  entirely,  relative  estimation  techniques
significantly  improve  the  accuracy  of  project  estimations  compared  to  traditional,  overly  precise
methods.
Increased Collaboration: Planning Poker and other collaborative approaches foster team cohesion
and shared understanding.
Enhanced Flexibility:  The iterative nature of  agile estimation allows for adaptation to changing
requirements and unforeseen challenges.
Better Risk Management: Open communication and continuous feedback help identify and mitigate
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potential risks early on.
Increased  Transparency:  Regularly  tracking  velocity  and  story  points  provides  transparency
regarding project progress to stakeholders.

Implementing Cohn's Approach: A Practical Guide
Implementing Cohn's agile estimating and planning effectively requires a commitment from the entire team.
Here are some key steps:

1. Training: Ensure the team is well-trained on the techniques, including Planning Poker and the concept of
story points.

2. Refining User Stories: Invest time in clearly defining user stories before estimation. Ambiguous stories
lead to inaccurate estimates.

3. Regular Retrospectives: Regularly review the estimating process to identify areas for improvement and
refine the team's approach.

4. Continuous Improvement: Treat estimation as an ongoing learning process. Track velocity, analyze
results, and adjust strategies based on feedback.

Conclusion
Mike  Cohn's  contribution  to  agile  estimating  and  planning  has  significantly  impacted  how  software
development teams approach project management. His emphasis on collaboration, iterative refinement, and
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relative  estimation  techniques  provides  a  more  accurate,  flexible,  and  less  stressful  approach  than
traditional methods. By embracing his methods, teams can significantly improve their ability to deliver value
consistently  and  effectively.  The  key  is  not  to  aim  for  perfect  prediction  but  to  establish  a  continuous
feedback  loop  that  adapts  to  the  realities  of  software  development.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)
Q1: Is Planning Poker suitable for all team sizes?

A1: While Planning Poker works well for smaller teams, it can be adapted for larger teams by breaking them
into smaller subgroups or using online tools to facilitate anonymous voting. The key is to maintain the
collaborative and communicative aspects of the process.

Q2: How do I handle stories that are exceptionally large or complex?

A2: Break down exceptionally large or complex user stories into smaller,  more manageable ones. This
promotes better understanding and more accurate estimation. This process of decomposition is a core
principle of agile methodologies.

Q3: What if the team's velocity fluctuates significantly from sprint to sprint?

A3:  Fluctuations  in  velocity  are  common.  Investigate  the  reasons  behind  the  fluctuations  –  new  team
members,  changes  in  project  complexity,  or  external  factors.  Use  this  information  to  improve  future
estimations and refine your planning process.

Q4: How do I explain story points to non-technical stakeholders?
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A4: Focus on the relative effort. Instead of explaining the technical details of story points, explain them as a
relative  measure  of  complexity  and  effort.  Use  analogies  to  relate  to  their  experience.  For  example,  you
could  say,  "Think  of  it  like  comparing  the  effort  needed  to  build  a  small  shed  versus  a  large  house."

Q5: Can I use story points with other agile methodologies like Scrum or Kanban?

A5:  Yes,  story  points  are  a  versatile  unit  of  measure  that  can  be  integrated  effectively  into  various  agile
methodologies.  They  provide  a  common  language  for  discussing  relative  effort  regardless  of  the  specific
framework  used.

Q6: What happens if the estimates are consistently inaccurate?

A6: Regularly review the estimation process in retrospectives. Identify any systematic errors or biases in the
process.  This  could  involve  refining  user  story  definition,  improving  team  collaboration,  or  adjusting
estimation  techniques.

Q7:  Are  there  any  tools  to  support  agile  estimating  and  planning  based  on  Mike  Cohn’s
approach?

A7: Several tools exist to support agile estimation and planning, including Jira, Trello, and Azure DevOps.
These tools offer features like story point tracking, velocity calculation, and even integrated Planning Poker
functionality.

Q8:  How  does  Mike  Cohn’s  approach  differ  from  traditional  waterfall  project  management
methodologies?
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A8:  Unlike  waterfall,  which  relies  on  upfront  detailed  planning  and  fixed  timelines,  Cohn’s  agile  approach
embraces  iterative  development,  continuous  feedback,  and  flexible  adaptation.  It  prioritizes  collaboration
and  continuous  improvement  over  strict  adherence  to  an  initial,  often  unrealistic,  plan.

Decoding the Nuances of Agile Estimating and Planning with
Mike Cohn
Agile software development has upended the tech world, and at its heart lies the vital process of estimating
and planning. Mike Cohn, a leading authority on Agile methodologies, has significantly added to our grasp of
these processes, offering practical advice and insightful perspectives that have helped many teams improve
their agility. This article will examine Cohn's efforts to Agile estimating and planning, underlining key ideas
and providing helpful strategies for application.

One of  the cornerstones of  Cohn's philosophy is  the rejection of  rigid planning techniques.  Traditional
waterfall models often lean on thorough upfront planning, a process often prone to error and wastefulness.
Cohn advocates for an incremental approach, embracing the intrinsic uncertainty of software production.
This includes breaking down projects into smaller, more manageable iterations (often sprints), allowing for
regular reassessment and adaptation.

Cohn's work firmly emphasizes the significance of accurate estimation, but not in the conventional sense of
forecasting effort with pinpoint exactness. Instead, he stresses the value of relative estimation, where team
members  match  the  intricacy  of  different  user  accounts  to  one  another.  This  approach  minimizes  the
influence  of  individual  biases  and  fosters  a  shared  knowledge  within  the  team.  Techniques  like  planning
poker, a collaborative exercise using estimation cards, are frequently recommended by Cohn to ease this
process.
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Furthermore, Cohn's works highlight the essential role of communication and collaboration throughout the
Agile  process.  Frequent  sessions,  such  as  daily  stand-ups  and  sprint  reviews,  are  vital  for  keeping
transparency, identifying possible impediments, and modifying plans as required. This incremental feedback
loop is essential to the success of Agile projects.

Another  significant  element  of  Cohn's  approach  is  the  concentration  on  speed.  Velocity  represents  the
number  of  work  a  team  can  finish  within  a  sprint.  By  observing  velocity  over  time,  teams  can  acquire  a
better knowledge of their capability and enhance their estimations in following sprints. This data-driven
approach allows for more feasible planning and improved undertaking management.

Beyond specific techniques, Cohn’s work emphasizes a alteration in mindset. It’s not just about embracing
new tools and processes; it's about cultivating a atmosphere of persistent enhancement and accepting
change. Agile, in Cohn's view, is a journey, not a goal, requiring constant education and modification.

Implementing  Cohn's  beliefs  requires  a  commitment  from  the  entire  team.  Instruction  on  Agile
methodologies is vital. Teams should experiment with different estimation methods to find what works best
for  them.  Regular  retrospectives,  where  the  team  ponders  on  past  sprints  and  discovers  areas  for
enhancement, are invaluable.

In  summary,  Mike Cohn's  contributions to Agile  estimating and planning are substantial.  His  focus on
iterative  planning,  relative  estimation,  effective  communication,  and  a  culture  of  continuous  improvement
has significantly affected the practice of Agile software creation worldwide. By understanding and applying
his  principles,  teams  can  improve  their  effectiveness,  minimize  risk,  and  provide  better  software  more
effectively.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs)
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Q1: What is the biggest mistake teams make when estimating in Agile?

A1: The biggest mistake is trying to achieve perfect precision early on. Agile estimation focuses on relative
sizing and iterative refinement, not absolute prediction. Over-reliance on historical data without considering
context is also common.

Q2: How can I convince my team to adopt Cohn's Agile estimation methods?

A2: Start with a pilot project to demonstrate the benefits. Highlight the reduced risk and increased flexibility.
Address concerns and provide training on the new techniques. Emphasize the collaborative aspect and how
it improves team cohesion.

Q3: What if my team consistently underestimates or overestimates?

A3: Analyze the velocity data to identify patterns. Are stories being consistently underestimated because of
a lack of detail or overly optimistic assumptions? Are they overestimated due to fear of failure or a lack of
understanding of the task? Adjust processes and training accordingly.

Q4: Are there any resources beyond Mike Cohn's books to learn more about Agile estimation?

A4: Yes,  numerous online resources,  courses,  and communities exist.  Search for  information on "Agile
estimation techniques," "relative estimation," "planning poker," and "velocity tracking." Many free webinars
and blog posts are available.
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