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 customer satisfaction. With this foundation of using data and mea-
surement to ensure that quality and performance are well established, 
HeRus is positioned for even higher maturity and capability, and the 
business results associated with them.

are services agile?

By Hillel Glazer
Book authors’ comments: Practitioners who are champions of Agile principles 
and practitioners using CMMI have been realizing recently just how much they 
have in common, rather than what separates them. This isn’t a recent insight for 
Hillel Glazer from Entinex, however, who has been a thought leader in both 
communities for some time. In this essay, Hillel considers the ways in which 
services may already be agile, an interesting insight into the nature of services 
as a means of organizing product development, and what CMMI for Services 
might bring to the conversation about using Agile methods and CMMI together. 
He is a certified instructor and high maturity lead appraiser for CMMI.

Some argue that “Agile” in the context of software development came 
about in response to an unhealthy trend. That trend distracted the 
attention of development projects from customer service and prod-
uct excellence to demonstrable proof of process fidelity. That love 
affair with tools and an obsession with plans, contracts, and rigidity 
usurped relationships with customers and calcified responsiveness.

Look at the Agile Manifesto:

We are uncovering better ways of developing
software by doing it and helping others do it.
Through this work we have come to value:

Individuals and interactions over processes and tools

Working software over comprehensive documentation

Customer collaboration over contract negotiation

Responding to change over following a plan

That is, while there is value in the items on
the right, we value the items on the left more [Beck 2001].

The values in the Agile Manifesto are clearly in favor of individu-
als, interactions, results, customers, and responsiveness: all attributes 
classically characteristic of the business and the operation of a service.
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Services are not performed in the vacuum of a cubicle where the 
people doing the work can throw their results “over the wall.” Under 
most circumstances, services require a human touch somewhere in 
the delivery of the service. Further, services generally require people 
to work together—whether in sync with policy and management or 
in coordination with coworkers.

The impact, output, and outcome of services are often detectable 
by the customer immediately. This characteristic of services makes 
meeting expectations through demonstrable results imperative to the 
service provider. People who can recall a great service experience will 
note that the experience was not with a machine or with a document, 
but with a person in the business who was working with them to 
meet their needs.

Truly, if a single attribute of services can be found among the many 
service situations, it’s that services generally account for a wide variety 
of inputs simultaneously. These inputs are often unpredictable and as 
often unknowable until some aspect of the service is provided. Over-
all, it is very much a dynamic situation in which a broad spectrum of 
inputs must be normalized to fit the pattern the organization created 
to provide the consistent “level of service” customers come to expect.

One might argue that whether intentionally, surreptitiously, or 
serendipitously, the progenitors, proponents, and practitioners of 
Agile principles and methods were creating a systematic approach to 
serving software clients better. In other words, in many ways, Agile 
puts the “services” back into software development.

Providing services for a living involves processes that are among 
the least likely to work well in “cookie-cutter” fashion. It’s true that at 
a macro level, many instantiations of a service will have common ele-
ments or fit a pattern for that class of service. For example, a hospital 
has check-in and registration steps, evaluation and analysis steps, diag-
nosis, prognosis, treatment or prescription, follow-up and discharge, 
and so forth. But at the specific, case-by-case point of delivery (“work”, 
“project,” or “patient” in our example), the services have the potential 
to be as unique as the customer (patient) receiving the service.

To enhance the provision of services amid the delivery of those 
services is akin to the classic metaphor of “changing the tires on a 
moving car.” To achieve this state, the processes involved in provid-
ing and improving services must themselves be responsive, adaptive, 
nonobstructive, and unobtrusive.

CMMI for Services was created with a keen eye toward this real-
ity; in other words, the modelers did not want improvement pro-
cesses that hinder service delivery processes. With this in mind, 
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service-oriented process areas in CMMI-SVC (as well as the CMMI 
Model Foundation process areas) are written (and additional infor-
mative material is included) to discourage process improvement 
from overtaking the ongoing service to be provided and to accommo-
date the dynamic environment in which services are provided.

While agility and responsiveness are critical to services and to 
Agile software development, a simple concept cannot be overempha-
sized and must not be dismissed: Think through what will be done 
before it’s time to do it.

The creators of CMMI for Services do not expect that each time a 
customer walks into a bank or a patient is rushed into the emergency 
room, a work plan will be created. However, they do expect that 
when the banking customer steps into the branch or the patient 
emerges through the doors that the respective organizations have a 
pretty good idea of what they will be doing with the incoming service 
request, “work order,” “project,” or “ticket.”

When someone calls the help desk, the person who takes the call 
should not have to invent how to proceed, what information to col-
lect, and where or how to record the information he or she gathers. A 
restaurant does not invent its menu with each customer and invent 
recipes with each order, even though some tailoring is usually 
allowed.

CMMI for Services operates at this level. It also has provisions for 
situations in which the customer does, in fact, have an unusual 
request, or the organization has to stretch its operations to meet a 
new need, or has to create a “project” to meet a particularly unique 
situation. We want the print, copy, and ship locations to make our 
custom order to our specifications, but we don’t want them having to 
learn on-the-job whether what we’ve requested is a custom order or 
to learn on-the-job how to operate the copier machine.

In CMMI for Services, the seven service specific process areas are 
designed to facilitate the continuous delivery of services while also 
providing the infrastructure for the continuous collection of experi-
ence and data to help to improve those services. In each process area 
case, the notion of standardization prevails. Knowing which services 
a customer expects, which services a customer can expect, and which 
services a customer should not expect may seem like an obvious con-
sideration, but reconciling expectations is likely an experience most 
readers can relate to when it comes to a bad service experience. 
Knowing which services are routine and which aren’t seems like a 
common-sense, basic notion. Despite its simplicity, these are neces-
sary early steps in the ability to improve services.
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These ideas fit well with the development ideas of “agility.”  
A relentless focus on the customer and on value enhances the rela-
tionship between provider and customer. Innovation and creativity 
used to meet the needs of a customer may trump established pro-
cesses in most well-run service organizations. Established processes 
can provide the basis for reliable service, but these processes must 
not be allowed to hinder the meeting of customer expectations. Ide-
ally, the established processes themselves are set up to encourage 
innovation and improvement, and may even help the provider antici-
pate additional needs and tailoring.

It’s interesting to note recent developments in product develop-
ment management techniques known as “pull” systems, or as popu-
larized by David J. Anderson using the Japanese term Kanban. In this 
technique, the concept of “services” and “service levels” is used to 
differentiate the various paths and subsequent expectation manage-
ment of product development. For example, requests for features will 
follow different development paths as a function of the type of 
request, its urgency, and particular attributes of the feature. Based on 
these characteristics, the expectations of the customer would be 
managed to know when to expect their feature will be delivered. Like 
many other services, the state of all requests in this technique is visu-
ally conveyed and viewable by all involved. Another parallel between 
this approach and traditional services is the notion of a continuous 
flow of value to the customer.

These concepts lead to other innovative ideas in the Agile and 
traditional product development fields. Borrowing from value 
streams, lean, and TQM (Total Quality Management), we learn the 
notion of “internal customers” where each step in the production of 
a product or service is considered the “customer” of the prior step. 
Add to this the idea that product development can be modeled as the 
specific organization of services such that the result of the services 
produces a product. When viewed in this regard, even the engineer-
ing of the product is a service and all the process areas unique to 
CMMI for Services add value to product development efforts.

It is important for users of CMMI-SVC to never abandon their 
customer orientation and their ability to respond to the dynamics of 
their service operations in pursuit of demonstrating a faithful imple-
mentation of a process improvement model.

• Service agreements need be no more formal than a list of services 
 provided, costs, and other means of establishing expectations. A 
 published, visible service menu or an order form may suffice for 
 simple services.
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• The means by which incidents are resolved and prevented should be no 
more complicated than the nature of the incidents, but having no means 
to resolve or prevent incidents would be as unforgivable to a service 
operation as not testing the product would be to a product operation.

• Managing the service operation’s capacity and availability seems basic 
enough, though anyone on hold waiting on the phone has clearly 
experienced the implementation (or lack thereof ) of this idea. To an 
agile organization, knowing where and why bottlenecks occur facili-
tates workarounds and preferably the avoidance of bottlenecks. What 
can be more disruptive to a service or its ability to be agile than the 
total and complete loss of use of the primary operation? This situa-
tion is accounted for in disaster-recovery and continuity of operations 
concepts found in any well-run service organization, and also in the 
CMMI-SVC constellation. In agile organizations, this would be the 
ultimate expression of responding to change where the organization 
can continue to provide value-added services despite the absence of 
its usual facility, let alone its processes. But deciding which services 
must be foregone, which services can still be provided, and how they 
will be provided under unusual circumstances should be known 
ahead of needing to implement the backup plan.

• Ever experience the bumps and hiccups associated with a service pro-
vider trying out a new service, or switching from one way of deliver-
ing its service to another? Such spikes in the usual operational 
scenario can be avoided with some consideration of the impact of the 
change on the customers, on the operations, and on the people who 
provide the services. This consideration of impact is as much a cour-
tesy as it is a necessity, agile or otherwise.

• While developing products relies on resources just as much as services 
do, in the context of services, and in a strong parallel to the values of 
agility, a strategic view of services to be provided relies heavily on the 
individuals and their interactions. In particular, service businesses 
must plan the availability of the right kind of people and forecast the 
types of services to be provided. In some ways, anticipating the direc-
tion of markets and resources and deciding which services to standard-
ize and which to keep on the periphery until the market demonstrates 
the demand and validity of a service are somewhat forward-thinking 
concepts. But in any business, these are not far-fetched concepts, 
merely ones that prudent companies pursue. When providing services 
is your business, these activities are how you ensure that you are rele-
vant now to your customers’ needs, and remain relevant in the future.

Finally, there’s a remaining aspect of CMMI-SVC that bears a clear 
resemblance to concepts that promote an agile organization: The 
notion of having to develop a service system in CMMI for Services 
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was derived from taking the absolute minimum practices from the 
Engineering process areas of CMMI for Development and incorporat-
ing them into a single process area in CMMI-SVC. What in CMMI-
DEV were five unique process areas, comprising 13 goals and 40 
practices, were whittled down to one process area comprising three 
goals and 12 practices. For organizations whose primary efforts are 
in services and not developing systems (at least not developing very 
complicated ones), CMMI-SVC provides an abridged version of 
improvement practices in the engineering space. And those organiza-
tions that need simple service systems, perhaps consisting of just 
people and procedures, can opt out of this process area.

Where Agile development parts ways with CMMI-SVC is that most 
services themselves tend to not work well when delivered in incre-
ments or provided iteratively. People don’t want part of their shirts 
laundered and pressed, they don’t want some of their stock purchased 
at the target price, they don’t want a portion of their house saved from 
fire, and they don’t want to be taken 30 percent of the way to the air-
port. Customers also don’t want the services rendered for them to be 
experiments in early or frequent failures. They don’t want their change 
miscounted, they don’t want their meals undercooked, and they’d pre-
fer to avoid someone getting lost on the way to the airport.

Nonetheless, despite this departure from Agile in the “develop-
ment” sense, other concepts of agility such as eliminating wasteful 
effort, promoting self-organization, continuously delivering value, 
and facilitating trust and high morale among the team are all hall-
marks of well-run service organizations.

Should organizations seek to adopt Agile approaches to services 
or to incorporate a service approach to development, and include an 
improvement schema that allows Agile approaches to flourish, the 
lessons learned from CMMI-DEV apply equally well to CMMI-SVC.

• CMMI (regardless of constellation) is a model; how to actually create 
an improvement system using this model will be unique to each 
 organization.

• The artifacts of an improvement system come from the operation of 
the improvement system.

• Appraisals for CMMI determine whether (not how well) its 
 improvement system shows signs that it was created using CMMI as 
the improvement model.

• It’s critical that the context of an improvement system—the service 
itself—be the arbiter of how to evaluate the artifacts created by that 
system.
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Each service system requires a custom-fit improvement system or 
customers will leave. To do otherwise would not be agile and would 
not be good service. And that would be entirely unforgivable.
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