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Introduction

There are many books on agile methods and software development best prac-
tices available today. So why write another book on the topic?

There are a number of reasons: First of all, we do not believe in taking a book
and following it word for word. We rather trust in action and daily practice. The
book you are holding in your hands describes a set of process patterns that have
worked well for us in the past. By constantly remixing and improving them, we
ensure that they continue to fit the needs of our evolving company. In fact, the
Co-Pilot includes a framework for adapting the process to changes, thus driving
it further as we write. Hence, this book does not describe a specific menu to cook
in the software kitchen, but it describes a list of ingredients and spices that can
be mixed and matched.

The second reason for turning our practices into written form is: the ideas de-
scribed in the Co-Pilot may be reused by other companies in other environments
applying a similar mix and match approach. The way of working defines and
significantly influences a company’s culture, but it can only become culture if you
are convinced of the practices. We hope that the processes and methods de-
scribed in the Co-Pilot will entice you to choose some and invent your own flavor
of an agile software development process to be implemented at your company.
The name of this book — Co-Pilot — reflects this idea. It serves as guidance and
inspiration and provides inputs, but you remain the pilot in charge.

The processes and ideas that we describe have roots in the history of our compa-
ny, Comerge. Comerge grew in its first ten months from four employees to over
twenty. During this rapid evolution, we were confronted with various managerial
and technological challenges.

Coming to a slower growth pace in recent months (we are now almost three
years old) motivated us to look back and identify the ideas that helped us master
these challenges while still satisfying the needs of our customers. Many of these
ideas have their roots in our experience as employees or co-workers of inspiring
proponents of agile software methods: Benno Baumgartner and Till Bay have
worked at Erich Gamma'’s lab, five of us worked for Bertrand Meyer at the Chair
of Software Engineering at ETH Zurich, and others have managed outsourc-
ing projects with programmers located in Eastern Europe. The Co-Pilot collects
these experiences and the best practices of our past and present.

We hope that you enjoy the read and that it inspires you to put some of it into
action at your company.
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How to
create a release

A release is a piece of software that customers receive. Because customers use
it to verify that the project is well on track, it must be of high quality. Being able
to release at any given moment in a project is the number one success factor of
an agile team. To do so, it is essential to automatize the building and deployment
process.

Testing and fixing days

Deploy release candidate

The most important thing when creating a release is to test the system under
end-user conditions. This means that a build is deployed on the system (or at
least an exact copy of the system) on which it will go live. In an ideal world, the
release candidate will become the release without any changes.

Write test plan

In parallel to the deployment of the release candidate, the teams write the test
plan. Usually, one team member per team takes over this task. It is important to
gather input about the test items from all stakeholders that worked on the release
candidate. The product manager notifies the testers in advance to ensure that
they are available during the testing days. She may also invite customers on site
to participate in this activity. At the end of this chapter, you can find a test plan

template.
Test release

During the testing days, the deployed release candidate is tested according to
the test plan. This may take several days. No code changes are allowed during

A test plan listing the test items and which testers have tested them.
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this time, unless a blocking issue prevents testing. The testers describe every
failed test in an issue report and file it against the team responsible for the code
causing the test to fail. See “How to test” for details about release testing.

Triage issues meeting

The team leader organizes a meeting and the team triages the new issues. The
goal of the meeting is to let the team leader decide, if the tested release candi-
date has an acceptable quality. If so, he signs off the build. Signing off a build
means that the team leader accepts all parts of the build, not just his own compo-
nent. By refusing to sign off a build, a team leader can veto a release.

If all team leaders sign off, the release takes place. Otherwise, the teams need
to fix the identified bugs, create a new release candidate, verify the fixes, and
decide again if the quality is acceptable. This may, potentially, take forever. But
usually this only happens once, sometimes twice.

It is important that the product manager defines what acceptable quality means
for the current release. This highly depends on the kind of release. The accept-
able quality of a milestone differs from that of a product release. The product
manager may, for example, define that the release must not contain any open
major issues. Usually, these quality requirements are directly derived from the
contract made with the customer. Acceptable quality never means flawless. The
decision what to fix and what not to fix is a very hard problem and depends on
many factors. A rule of thumb is that the higher the chance that the fix for an is-
sue will introduce a new bug the less likely it is that the issue will be fixed during
the fixing days.

Fixing days

During the fixing days, the team members fix all issues which have been planned
for the current release during the “triage issues” step. Each fix needs an issue
report. This allows to verify the fix later on. To fix an issue, the team leader needs
to give his approval. At least one review is required for each code change. The
developer of the fix can choose any team member for the review. Fixes are not
committed, but sent to the reviewer as a patch file. Only after the issues are
reviewed by the reviewer, they can be committed.

Verify fixes

Al issues fixed during the fixing days are verified in the newly deployed release
candidate. Verifying means, that a team member other than the one who fixed
the issue tries to reproduce the issue. If he cannot reproduce it, the issue is veri-
fied. Otherwise, the issue has to be reopened and fixed again.



Release

Once the release candidate is signed off by all team leaders, the release takes
place. In a perfect world, the release candidate becomes the release without any
changes. In reality, the deployment usually requires configuration steps, such as
copying the release candidate onto another machine or disabling access control
to make a web site publicly available. After this has been done, the product man-
ager may inform all stakeholders about the release. A document containing what
is new and noteworthy can support this.

Open bottle of champagne

After the release it is important to throw a little party, have a beer together,
and give the team a couple of days to relax. This is called the decompression
phase.

Retrospective meeting

Hold a retrospective meeting, see “How to hold a retrospective meeting” for de-
tails.

Number of reported
issues

Number of changes
to source code

Freeze

Testing Day

Release

Weeks
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