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Traditional Project Management vs. Agile Project Management 
 
Traditional Project Management (Sometimes known as, “Waterfall Project Management”) 
is based on a mostly linear approach of completing a number of tasks in a fixed amount of 
time to create a complete set of deliverables that are documented in a Work Breakdown 
Structure (WBS).  In most cases, the full functionality of the deliverables is not fully 
realized until the entire project has been completed.   
 
The approach to the work is documented in a detailed Statement of Work (SOW); a 
document that attempts to clearly identify who will do the work, how will the work get 
done, project constraints, budgets, schedules, deliverables, approvers, and Change 
Management processes and requirements.  The Statement of Work is the “contract” and 
becomes the roadmap to the project and any requested or required changes must go 
through a ridged Change Management process and the Statement of Work updated to 
reflect the approved changes.  
 
The “Waterfall” nature of the project is due to the dependencies and relationships of the 
tasks to each other.  The “Waterfall” is visually evident in a typical Gantt chart view of a 
project plan that illustrates the cascading of one task to the next and so on.  The illustration 
below is a Traditional Project Plan and Gantt chart. The “Waterfall” is clearly evident as 
tasks flow from one to another, along a timeline, until project completion. 
 

 
Exhibit 1 – Traditional “Waterfall” Project Plan 
 
Traditional Project Management has certain key characteristics, including the following: 
 

 Detailed, long-term project plans with a single timeline  
 Definitive and rigid project management and team roles 

 Changes in deliverables are discouraged and costly 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 Fully completed product delivered at the end of the timeline  

 Contract-based approach to scope and requirements  
 Customer is typically involved only at the beginning and end of a project  
 Linear-phased approach creates dependencies 

 

Waterfall Process Steps 
 

The typical process steps for a Traditional Project include the following: 
 

1. A business leader identifies the need for some work product, for example, a new 
system, tool, process, product, etc.  

2. The business leader creates a charter for the project, identifying the purposed of the 
project, the required deliverables (WBS), the budget, the timeline and any project 
constraints that are known at the time of initiation. This may be done formally or 
informally, depending on the maturity of the organization’s Project Management 
acumen. 

3. A Project Manager is assigned (or hired) to lead the project.  
4. The Project Manager produces a Statement of Work and seeks approval from the 

Project Sponsor (the source of funding for the project).  
5. Project content Subject Matter Experts (SME) and Technical Leads are assigned (or 

hired). 
6. Once the SOW is approved, the Project Manager leads the SME through a series of 

workshops to document all of the tasks necessary to complete the project and the 
interdependencies of the tasks.  Final Budgets, resource requirements and schedules 
are documented and approved. 

7. The Project Manager takes all of the data gathered from the workshops and creates 
a Project Plan using typical Project Management tools such as Gantt Charts, Project 
Plans created with commercial software, Communication Plans, PERT Charts, Issue 
Logs, Change Logs, etc.   

8. Once all of these are reviewed and approved by the business leader, the Project 
Manager will usually conduct a kick-off meeting with all participants and 
stakeholders and the Project is formally launched.  

9. Periodic reviews are conducted throughout the Project, as documented in the 
Communication Plan. Changes to the scope, budget or specification of the WBS are 
managed through the documented Change Management procedures. There is 
usually close scrutiny paid to budget and schedule variances.  

10. Upon completion of the project, the Project Manager will formally close the project 
by obtaining a written statement from the business leader that all project 
requirements have been met and all deliverables are accepted.  
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The roles and responsibilities of a traditional Project Management approach are 
documented in the following table: 
 

Title  Role  Responsibility 

Business 
Leader/Owner 

The Business Leader is the 
Project Sponsor. S/he has the 
budget and the authority to 
spend money and to complete 
the project 

 Creates the Project Charter  
 Identifies the Project 

Deliverables (WBS) 
 Approves the Budget  
 Approves the Schedule  
 Approves any Project Change 

Requests  
 Accepts the final work product 
 Makes resources available to the 

Project 

Project Manager Leads the Project effort 
following the documented 
Project Plan using accepted 
Project Management methods 
and standards.  

 Develops the Statement of Work 
and Project Plan. 

 Develops and Executes the 
Communications Plan 

 Directs the Project Teams efforts 
throughout the duration of the 
Project 

 Manages Project Risk 
 Obtains any and all approvals 

required throughout the project.  
 Manages the Change Control 

process.  

Technical Project 
Lead 

The technical authority for the 
Project 

 Leads the creation of the task list 
that load the Project plan 

 Determines dependencies among 
the Project Tasks 

 Advises the Project Manager 
regarding Project Constraints 

 Assist the Project Manager with 
Risk Assessment and 
management 

Subject Matter 
Expert 

Technical expertise to support 
the Project Planning and 
Execution activities 

 Determine the tasks that need to 
be completed to meet the project 
objectives 

 Identify Project Risks and Risk 
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Management options. 

Implementation 
Team 

Execute the tasks in the Project 
Plan 

 Perform the tasks identified in 
the project plan per the project 
schedule and budget 

 Inform the Project Manager of 
any potential scope, schedule or 
budget changes that may be 
required 

 Inform the Project Manager of 
any Issues or Risks that develop 
during the execution of the 
Project  

Project 
Administrator 

Administrative Support for the 
Project Manager 

 Maintains version control of all 
Project Documentation 

 Assists the Project Manager with 
the execution of the 
Communications Plan 

 Provides administrative support 
for all Project activities and 
personnel 

 

Agile Project Management is a project methodology and approach that is derived using 
Lean thinking.  The Agile approach embraces a team-directed approach to completing the 
project and encourages removing any unnecessary or non-value add activities that do not 
directly lead to creation of the project deliverables. Less emphasis is placed on detailed 
planning and documentation and more emphasis is placed on producing usable work 
products in an iterative and time constrained manner.  
 
Agile has its roots are in the software development industry but has become mainstream in 
the Project Management community to address a wide variety of project types.  
Additionally, there are many types of Agile methodologies; Extreme Programming (XP), 
Crystal, Feature Driven Development, DSDM Atern, and so on. All of these methods 
adhere to the Agile Manifesto and its associated principles. They all have key 
concepts in common, such as:  
 

 Frequent inspection and adaptation  
 A leadership philosophy that encourages team work, self-organization, and 

accountability  
 A set of engineering best practices that allow for rapid delivery of high-quality 

projects  
 A business approach that aligns development with customer needs and company 

goals 
 



 
 

    
 470.839.5419       6 
 

6 

Some of the characteristics of Agile Project Management include the following: 
 
Empiricism – Ability to perform, stop, reflect, improve, and continue in a step-by-step 

process in efforts to increase productivity  
 

Prioritization – Deliver work based on value to the business  
 
Self-Organization – The team knows best how to deliver the work based on the 
resources and constraints  
 
Time-Boxing – The team is required to complete the assigned tasks within the defined 
timelines.  
 
Collaboration – The team commits to delivering the final products within the given 
timelines, which will encourage cross-team collaboration and ingenuity in completing the 
tasks. 
 

Key concepts of the Agile project include the following: 
 
Product Backlog – the ongoing, prioritized list of “to do” tasks and features that are 

defined by business  customers  
 
Sprint Planning and Backlog – planning session at the beginning of a sprint to 

determine the items that  the team agrees to take on and deliver as the output of a sprint  
 
Stories/Story Board – collection of collective elements, functions, or “features” that are 

to be delivered  within a sprint  
 
Daily Standup (Scrum) – daily discussion on what was accomplished, what remains to 
be done, and obstacles  
 
Sprint Burn-down Chart – artifact showing progress and work remaining in a sprint  
 
Sprint Demonstration – demonstration conducted at the end of the sprint to show 
product(s) delivered  
 
Retrospective – team discussion following the sprint to identify successes and 

improvement opportunities  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Exhibit 2 – Typical Agile Process flow 
 

Agile Process Steps 

The typical process steps for an Agile Project include the following: 
 

1. A business leader (the Product Owner) identifies the need for some work product, 
for example, a new system, tool, process, product, etc.   

2. A Project Manager Scrum Master is assigned to the Project 
3. A Project Team, comprised of cross-functional Subject Matter Experts, is assigned 

to the Project 
4. The Scrum Master assists the Product Owner in developing the Stories/Story Board 
5. The Scrum Master facilitates workshops to determine the initial Product list 
6. The Product Owner priorities the Product Backlog during the initial Sprint Planning 

Session(s) 
7. The Scrum Master, encouraging collaboration and consensus of the Project Team 

and Product Owner, determines the Sprint Schedule and obtains approval from the 
Product Owner. 

8. The Product Owner and Project Team agree on Sprint duration 
9.  The first Sprint begins 
10.  The Scrum Master conducts daily standup sessions (Scrum) until the end of the 

Sprint and maintains the Sprint Burn-down Chart.  
11.  At the end of the Sprint, the Project team conducts the Sprint Demonstration with 

the Product Owner  
12. The Product Owner either accepts or rejects the Products, defects are noted, and 

rework identified 
13. The Product Owner and the Project Team agree on the next Sprint Products 
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14. The Product Backlog is updated 
15. The Scrum Master conducts the Retrospective review of the Sprint 
16. The next Sprint starts 
17. The process continues until the Product Owner accepts all Products and all required 

defects have been addressed.  
 
A few techniques typically used on Agile projects and that directly contribute to 
accelerating the time to delivery and the increased quality of the product being delivered, 
include the following:  
 

 Frequent inspection of the product and adaptation to the changes and input during 
the project  

 Aligning development with customer needs and company goals  
 Co-location of resources to the same work space  
 Self-organization and accountability  
 Becoming a team player  
 Elimination of “waste” and “ceremony”  
 Empirical demonstration of results  
 Customer is always present  
 Product managers and owners  
 Focus on key planning events: product planning, release/feature planning, iteration 

planning, sprint review,  and stand-ups   
 

The roles and responsibilities of a traditional Project Management approach are 
documented in the following table: 
 

Title Role Responsibility 

Product Owner Project leader  Overall responsibility for the Project 
outcomes 

 Determines the Product Backlog 
 Secure Project Resources 

Scrum Master Project Manager  Lead the Project Team through the 
Agile process methodology 

 Drive collaboration and consensus 
 Interface with the Product Owner 
 Conduct Daily Standup meetings 
 Maintain Project Documentation 
 Communicate Project progress to all 

stakeholders 
 Manage the Project budget 
 Manage Project Risk 

Project Team Technical Subject 
Matter Experts and 
operators 

 Perform the tasks necessary to 
produce the Project Products 

 Meet all Sprint Schedules delivery 
schedules 
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 Attend all Daily Standup Meetings 
 Request additional expertise as 

needed 

Waterfall versus Agile   
 
Traditional project management methods fix requirements in an effort to control 
time and cost; Agile, on the other hand, fixes time and cost in an effort to control 
requirements. This is done using time boxes, collaborative ceremonies, a prioritized 
product backlog, and frequent feedback cycles. The involvement of the business 
throughout the project is critical as Agile relies heavily on the collaboration between 
the team and the customer or customer representative to create the right product in 
a lean fashion. 

There are some key differences between a traditional waterfall project and an Agile 
project. Agile projects have the following differences:  

 Shorter planning based on iterations and multiple deliveries  

 Flexible, cross-functional team composition  

 Changes in deliverables are expected and less impactful  

 Product delivered in functional stages  

 Collaborative and interactive approach to requirements  

 Customer is involved throughout the sprint  
 Concurrent approach seeks to reduce dependencies 
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Exhibit 3 – Waterfall and Agile Project Approaches 

Exhibit 3 highlights some of the key differences between the “traditional project 
manager” and the “agile minded professional project manager.” 
 

Objective  Traditional Project 
Manager 

Agile Minded Project 
Manager 

Develop Vision Creates “contract of work” with 
the customer 

Understands that the Product 
Owner owns the Vision 

Communicate Vision Communicates Vision as the 
agent of the Product Owner or 
Sponsor 

Understands that the 
Product Owner is 
responsible for 
communicating the Vision 
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Plan the work of the 
project 

Leads the project team to 
develop a detailed plan 
upfront; this plan becomes a 
contract of work for the project 
team 

Facilitates processes to 
“plan to deliver features” in 
short iterations with pre- 
defined timeframes—no 
contract of work is required 

Organize the work of 
the Project 

Organizes through top-down 
leadership 

Creates an environment to 
allow the work to be 
performed through self- 
organizing teams 

Execute the work of 
the Project 

Leads the team to deliver the 
work of the planning contract 

Facilitates processes to 
allow work to be performed 
in short client driven 
iterations 

Schedule the Project Leads the team to create well 
defined activity-based 
schedules 

Facilitates processes to 
allow iterations of fixed 
durations which always end 
when “time is up” 

Make decisions Facilitates top-down decisions Facilitates environment for 
team-driven decisions 

Improve productivity 
of the team 

Takes responsibility for 
productivity of the team 

Facilitates the environment 
to allow team to be 
responsible for its own 
productivity 

Manage change Protects the scope of the 
project using change 
management processes 

Facilitates the environment 
to allow team to self-
manage change (formal 
project change 
management does not 
exist) 

Communicate 
Progress 

Leads team to report what is 
“contractually” required 

Facilitates open 
communications 

Coach Team Members Coaches the team members on 
work performance 

Coaches on processes not 
on team members’ 
performance (members are 
self-managed) 
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Manage the Customer Manages the customer through 
the contract of the project; 
customer is usually removed 
from the day to day work of the 
project 

Creates environment to 
allow customer to be part of 
the team 

 


