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Introduction 
This paper focuses on agile productivity. “Individuals and interactions over processes and 

tools”, means an average developer is required to interact with others for quite a while 

in their day. This is very different from traditional development where face to face 

interaction is not that much. Added on to this high interaction in agile teams, is the 

interference of meetings, lunch breaks, stand ups (In Scrum), and other technical 

challenges like chats and emails.  

This paper focuses on what we can do as developers to be more productive, use time 

effectively and provide the maximum return on investment for employers. While this 

may sound contrary to what agile is all about, Agile development introduces some 

confusion in organizations that are in the early stages of adoption or organizations that 

have adopted it for a while and are now losing focus on why they started on Agile to 

begin with.  

Agile Developer Heartbeat  
One of the key concepts of a productive developer is the notion of Agile Developer 

Heartbeat. 

 

 

 

Lets consider a marathon runner, they follow a constant pace; they 

don’t alter their pace that much. It does not matter if it’s the first or 

the 20
th

 mile. It’s only in the end where they run a sprint.  

 

 

Now compare that to a 100 meter dash. Here 

the rules are different. You have to start and 

pick up pace in a few seconds. There is no 

scope for constant pace. It’s a mad rush. 

 
 

Agile software developer is a mix of the two. Agile developers run a marathon (An 

iteration /sprint for a few weeks) and in that every day they are running many 20 minute 

or so mad rush sprints. What you do in this 20 minute or so mad rush is what is called as 

an “Agile Developer Heartbeat”.  
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(I use 20 minutes as a reference point. It could be any number that works for you) 

Why does this matter?  

Whether a marathon or sprint, a race is not won until you cross that finish line. A big part 

of this win is the focus to keep running consistently so that you can cross that line. Just 

the fact that you ran a marathon and crossed the finish line, will keep you going for a few 

years. This rule applies to software development as well. 

The finish line for software development is a product in production and the race is run 

every increment without many bugs, releasing the product on time. One of the ways of 

achieving this is though the technique of ADH, Agile Developer Heartbeat. Not ADS, 

(Attention Deficiency Syndrome) 

A number of factors affect our ability to focus.  

1) A friendly hello from your friend on a messenger. 

2) An email that you rather not read, yet your interest in that topic takes you away 

for a few minutes. 

3) A colleague stopping by to say hello / ask you something. 

4) A cell phone ring that you ignore. 

5) Your need to read a blog or two. 

6) You start by searching for a topic on Google, and soon you are clicking away 

reading something extremely interesting, but completely unrelated to what you 

planned to do.  

 

Soon all the technology that is out there to help you work efficiently starts to act as a 

barrier to you getting work completed.  

I recently did track all such interferences in 20 minutes intervals in a pair on a pairing 

session. In one such interval I noticed an interference that accounted to 12 minutes of 

time. 

Reading emails, talking to others, going to meetings are indeed necessary evils for a 

developer. When these are done in the same time interval as development, these events 

are very counter-productive.  

The agile developer heartbeat (ADH) is the tool that can make the development effort a 

focused and productive activity.  

 

. 

Definition 
Some ground rules to following this 20 minute rhythm.  

• Create a Goal for those 20 minutes. If you are pairing make sure you discuss the 

goal of the session.  

• Remember you are sprinting a 100 meter here. You can’t lose focus of your goal.  
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• Use some visual indicator to scare 

the unwanted intruder. You can use 

a parking sign. 

• Put on a headphone if you can. You 

don’t have to listen to anything. ( 

the noise cancellation ones are very 

good)  

 

 

• Use the electronics only by exception rule. If you need to use it should be related to 

what you are working in those 20 minutes.  

a. Shut off cell phones if possible 

b. Shut of messengers or any internal messaging clients you have. At least 

put it in Do not disturb mode. 

c. Turn off email notifications (in Outlook 2007: Tools > Options > Email 

Options > Advanced Email Options > Disable “Display new mail desktop 

alert” 

 

• In the beginning you may want to use a chess clock or some kind of alarm. 

• Discuss with pair partner or ask yourself if you achieved what you set to do in the 20 

minutes. 

• Take a break after one session. Do your emails. Break all the electronics rule. Catch 

up on a walk or a ping pong game. 

• Most important. Learn to say no. No is the toughest word to practice with others. If 

No is tough, you could try using a polite “Can I help you a bit later, as I am busy with 

my module”. No is however much easier. 

• When an interruption does occur try to use the David Allen 
1
rule. 

 

                                                 
1
 Author of Getting things done 
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ADH Steps  

Remember the ground rules.  

START:  Where do you want to be in the next 20 to 30 minutes?  

RUN:  Focus, work on what you had planned.  Time your work.  

TAKE A BREAK    

 

ADH - Steps Defined 
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The picture below represents the process for development from a developer’s / pairing 

perspective for a developer/ pair working on a small story.  

1. Write acceptance criteria for a story or get one from the product owner.  

2. Get Update from source control. Do this daily. This should be the first thing a 

developer does daily as soon as he/she logs to work. .  

3. Compile and Run all tests and if every thing is ok, then starting working on your 

story. For small heart beat cycles the tests should run in minutes. If all the tests 

take a long them, fix tests to make the run time less than 1 or two minutes.  

4. Write executable acceptance test. Example using fitnesse. 

5. Write Unit tests, some code to pass the tests and refactor.(TDD) 

6. Around 15 – 20 minutes in this, get latest code again, compile and run all tests. 

This is just an example time. I have seen developers doing this on a much longer 

basis (3 – 4) hours. Sometimes even a day. 

7. If everything passes, check in code with decent meaningful comments.  

8. If tests don’t pass, fix the failing tests.  

9. Wait for the build to turn green. If the build breaks then fix it ASAP.  

10. Do a short retrospective with your pair or yourself to make sure you did what you 

had planned.  
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Considering you work all eight hours a day with an hour of lunch break, you can make 

two sprint cycles in an hour and one 20 minute break every hour for emails, meetings, 

phone etc. That makes it around 14 small sprints in a day.  

This makes it around 4 and half hours of development work.  

14 small sprints in a day is doable and is 

measurable. Make a note of how much 

work is done in each of these mini sprints. 

The more you focus in these 20 minutes the 

more you will get done at the end of the 

day and will still have time for emails, 

phone calls and ping pong.  

 

 

 

This can result in measuring your productivity and tracking as a daily personal /pair burn 

down 

 

Daily Velocity  Points
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In the example above the pair had decided that they would get around 6 points of work 

done today in their 20 minute sprints. Each twenty minute cycle they track where they are 

during the course of the day. This helps focus and keep your eyes on the ball 

 



Vibhu Srinivasan 

http://www.agilefaq.net 

Tenets of an agile developer  
I have been picking up my seven year old from Taekwon-Do classes in the last year. 

Right in the center of the open space the class practices are the tenets of Taekwon-Do.  

Almost all of these words apply word for word to any field, particularly software 

development. 

Explained below are three such tenets. 

Respect 
 

Every member of an agile team is there with one purpose - “To complete the project at 

hand successfully”.  Also every member has his or her own opinions and has a need to be 

heard. There are three types of teams in Agile development that are highly inefficient.  

Team A  

More than 80 percent of developers are highly experienced and are highly opinionated. 

Others are not heard due to the high noise of the opinionated senior developers. 

Team B  

Only 20 percent of developers are experienced and are highly opinionated. Rest are junior 

members whose voice does not get heard. 

Team C 

The team is a good mix of senior and mid level developers and respect each other but the 

development lead or architect does not respect anyone and keeps putting the developers 

down to a point no one wants to speak anymore,.  

Of the three teams that I have seen in my consulting practice, the third one is the most 

non productive.   

I had seen an example of one such team when I was working in a project at an insurance 

company. The auto insurance team with 8 developers who were the best developers I had 

seen in a while, would hardly voice their opinions in meetings as their lead had shown 

them down so many times by dictating his opinions that the team had stopped thinking 

literally. It took a lot of effort on the part of many of us to break the ice and get the team 

back on the track 

Courtesy  

Agile developers interact a lot with each other and there are a number of opinions on the 

table for any given issue. Often time’s team members start debating on issue just because 

they believe in doing things in a certain way.  

A little courtesy to listen to the team members will go a long way in successful software 

development experience. Courtesy is particularly important when it comes to 

communication between different roles in software development 

Examples of courteous activities in an agile team include: 
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1. COMMUNICATE - Take the time to tell testers what’s in the code drop in a 

systematic approach. 

2. Avoid the timesheet police. Do your timesheets. It is a necessary evil. Don’t 

create more work for others.  

3. AGILITY = PROMPTNESS. Being in time to meetings. Only be in meetings where 

you add value.   

 

4. “WHERE’S WALDO?” 
2
 rule.  

In a recent agile team I saw this courtesy in 

use. It’s a sticky that the team leaves on 

your monitor if you have gone for a while 

and they don’t know where you are?   

 

I have seen this in other agile projects too. 

It’s a great courtesy that you can show 

others by letting them know if during core 

hours you are absent for a while.  

 

 

 

 

5.  

WINE FINE JAR – The team can come up 

with any activity that is deemed as a fine. 

Example  

 

• Checking in broken code. 

• Coming late to meetings. 

• Not explaining while 

pairing. 

6. STANDUP LATE DANCE: This is a 

fun activity where you need to be 

prepared with a dance when you 

show up late for meetings. 

 

 

 

7.  

PAIRING ETIQUETTES 

• Keep your space clean. 

• Be a good host. 

• Talk when pairing so that the other 

person can hear. 

• Wash your hands before pairing.( 

No pun intended ) 

• Keep Purell, Whiteboard, Chewing 

Gum and Smile handy for the 

pairing partner. 

                                                 
2
 Where's Waldo (redubbed Where's Wally in certain regions) was an American animated television 

series, distributed by DiC Entertainment and Waldo Films . The television series aired on CBS Kids for one 

season (1991–1992). 
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• When in doubt, tell the truth.  

 

 

If only we were courteous and did such non development activities, without cribbing and 

complaining, there would not be such inefficiencies in the system. Many unwanted 

meetings and reminders that get sent in companies would not have to happen. 

 

 

Integrity  

Building integrity into software development is a one of the key tenets of an agile 

developer. This includes every role in agile development. Integrity in software 

development is realized  

• By being accountable for every line of code being written. 

• By writing good tests to support the code. 

• By honest communication between customers and the development team. 

• By treating time as a precious element and managing customers dollars 

efficiently. 

• Treating customer’s software as your own during development, by giving 

feedback and thinking and understanding how the component being developed 

fits into the big picture of software development. 

• By not tolerating inefficiencies in the system and making sure the team is 

open to communicate with each other about these inefficiencies. 

• By delivering software that brings value to the customer often and regular 

planned intervals. 

• Establish core team hours.  

-  

Whiteboard exercise: 

FNT Chart - Forming - Norming Technology Chart.  
 

In the early stages of the formation of software development team there is a lot of 

uncertainty. It is very important during that phase to understand every person that is 

coming into the team. In the book “Good to Great” Jim Collins talks about the 

importance to have the right people the bus. It is also important hence to know how to get 

the right people on the bus.  

On of the effective tools that can be used to identify the kind of person you need on the 

bus is what I call the Forming Norming Technology Chart.  

The goal of this exercise is to let your team member’s measure their strengths against the 

technology stack being proposed in the project.  

 

Scale 1 – 5    1 = novice, 5 = expert 
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Technology Required expert 

level for getting 

project done 

VS LDL New Member 

ASP.NET 5 4 5  

ADO.NET 4 1 1  

XML 4 3 4  

Java SE 3 4 5  

Servlets NA 5 4  

Stored 

Procedures 

5 3 5  

SQL Skills 5 3 5  

Multi threaded 

programming 

1 1 1  

Writing 

Webservices 

4 2 2  

Test Driven 

Development 

5 5 3  

 

 

In the above example (taken from an actual project), the new developer had to at least 

have expertise in multithreaded programming, web service development and ADO.NET 

 

This exercise also helps developers understand each others strengths.  

 

Once the technology gaps were identified, the team assigned learning topics to close the 

technical gaps. 

 

Dosage: Repeat once every three to four iterations/sprints or as needed. 
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Conclusion  

This article focused on a few of the  many available agile practices that will help the team 

reach a sustainable pace and provide a productive and meaningful software development 

experience.  

“Productivity is never an accident. It is always the result of a commitment to excellence, 

intelligent planning, and focused effort.” 

PAUL J MEYER 

 


