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“The methodology war is not a technical disagreement — it is a
proxy for a leadership vacuum that no framework can fill.”

1. The War Nobody Should Be Fighting

In every organisation I work with, the same argument consumes far more leadership
attention than it deserves. Waterfall or agile. PRINCE2 or Scrum. Predictive or iterative.
The debate is presented as a technical choice about delivery methodology, but it is
nothing of the sort. It is a proxy war — and the thing it is a proxy for is a leadership failure
that predates both approaches.

The failure is this: most senior leaders have not defined what they actually want from their
delivery organisations. They want certainty and flexibility simultaneously. They want fixed
budgets and responsive scope. They want detailed plans and rapid adaptation. These
demands are contradictory, and rather than resolve the contradiction, leaders delegate it
downward — where it manifests as a methodology war between people who have been
given incompatible instructions.

2. How the War Plays Out

The pattern is remarkably consistent. A programme fails — over budget, late, or delivering
something nobody wanted. A post-mortem identifies the methodology as a contributing
factor. If the programme used waterfall, the conclusion is that requirements changed and
the plan could not adapt. If it used agile, the conclusion is that scope was poorly controlled
and governance was insufficient.

In both cases, the recommended remedy is the same: adopt the other methodology.
Waterfall programmes are told to become more agile. Agile programmes are told to add
more governance. Neither recommendation addresses the actual problem, which is almost
never methodological.

The programmes that fail do so because of unclear objectives, contested priorities,
insufficient authority at the delivery level, and decision-making processes that cannot
keep pace with the rate of change. These are leadership problems, not methodology
problems.

Yet the methodology debate persists because it is safer than the alternative. Arguing about
whether to use Scrum or PRINCE2 is a technical conversation that does not threaten
anyone's authority. Arguing about whether the investment committee makes decisions
fast enough, or whether the programme sponsor actually has the mandate they claim, is a
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political conversation that threatens everyone's authority. Organisations choose the safe
argument.

3. The Three Leadership Failures the Debate Conceals

3.1 Failure to Define Success in Measurable Terms

A distressing number of programmes begin without a clear, measurable definition of what
success looks like. Business cases describe benefits in language that is carefully vague —
"improved efficiency," "enhanced customer experience," "better decision-making" —
because precise language would require precise accountability.

No methodology can compensate for this. A waterfall programme with vague objectives
will deliver something that technically meets the specification but misses the point. An
agile programme with vague objectives will iterate enthusiastically in no particular
direction. The methodology is irrelevant. The leadership failure is the same.

3.2 Failure to Arbitrate Priority

Every programme of any complexity serves multiple stakeholders with competing
priorities. The technology function wants architectural integrity. The business function
wants speed. The compliance function wants auditability. The finance function wants cost
control. These priorities conflict, and someone must arbitrate.

In well-led programmes, that arbitration happens at the sponsor level — quickly,
decisively, and with clear communication of the trade-offs. In poorly led programmes, no
one arbitrates. Priorities are left deliberately ambiguous so that no senior leader has to
disappoint a peer. The programme team is expected to satisfy everyone, which means
satisfying no one.

The methodology debate enters here because each methodology implies a different
priority hierarchy. Waterfall implies that scope is king — define it, plan it, deliver it. Agile
implies that learning is king — start, observe, adapt. The choice of methodology becomes a
proxy for the priority arbitration that leadership has refused to make explicitly.

“The methodology war is not a technical disagreement — it is a
proxy for a leadership vacuum that no framework can fill.”

3.3 Failure to Grant Real Authority

Delivery requires decisions. Hundreds of them, daily. Which feature first. Which defect
matters. Which dependency to accept and which to break. Which stakeholder to
disappoint this sprint.

In organisations where delivery leaders have genuine authority — the mandate to make
these decisions without escalation — methodology matters less than anyone admits. A
competent programme director with real authority can make waterfall work. The same
director can make agile work. The method is secondary to the mandate.
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In organisations where authority is retained at the top — where every significant decision
requires committee approval, where escalation is the default response to ambiguity — no
methodology works. Waterfall stalls at every stage gate. Agile stalls at every sprint
boundary. The bottleneck is not the process. It is the decision-making architecture.

4. What Leaders Should Be Doing Instead

The time and energy consumed by the methodology debate would be better spent on
three things that would actually improve delivery outcomes:

• Defining success precisely enough to be measured. Not "improved efficiency" but
"reduce processing time for mortgage applications from fourteen days to five." Not
"enhanced customer experience" but "increase first-call resolution from 62 percent
to 80 percent." Precise objectives expose whether a programme is working —
regardless of which methodology it uses.

• Making priority decisions explicitly and early. If speed matters more than scope, say
so. If compliance is non-negotiable, say so and accept the cost and schedule
implications. If the budget is genuinely fixed, say so and accept that scope will flex.
The worst outcome is leaving all three variables apparently fixed, which forces the
programme team to manage the contradiction covertly — usually by cutting quality,
the one variable no stakeholder is measuring.

• Delegating decision authority to the people closest to the work. This does not mean
abdicating governance. It means designing governance that distinguishes between
decisions that require senior oversight (investment decisions, regulatory
commitments, strategic direction) and decisions that do not (technical architecture
choices, sprint priorities, team composition). Most organisations govern everything at
the same level, which means either the senior committees are overwhelmed with
operational detail or the delivery teams are waiting weeks for decisions that should
take hours.

5. The Inconvenient Conclusion

The agile-waterfall debate will continue because it serves an organisational purpose. It
provides a technical explanation for failures that are fundamentally political. It allows
senior leaders to prescribe a methodology change rather than a leadership change. It
channels frustration into a safe arena where no one's authority is questioned.

But practitioners know the truth. The best programmes I have observed share three
characteristics, regardless of methodology: a sponsor who makes decisions and stands
behind them, a delivery leader with genuine authority over scope and priority, and a
governance structure that asks "are we building the right thing?" rather than "are we on
plan?"

Those three conditions are entirely within leadership's gift. They require no framework, no
certification, no transformation programme. They require leaders who are willing to be
specific about what they want, honest about the trade-offs, and brave enough to delegate
real authority to the people they have hired to deliver.

The question is not which methodology to choose. The question is whether leadership is
willing to do the three things that would make either methodology work. Until that
question is answered, the war will continue — and delivery will suffer regardless of which
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side claims victory.


