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Once upon a time, IT systems were developed in a sequential way. Some 
called it by the nickname ‘waterfall’, because it seemed a natural way of 
working. Everything was planned in clear phases, in which specialists 
worked on some aspect of the system; the output of one phase was the 
input for the next. The fi rst phase was the requirements phase, in which 
keen analysts decided what the users needed and wrote a blueprint for 
all next phases. At the end, some months or years after the original due 
date, the users got exactly the system they wanted – more or less …
And then came the Agile storm. Suddenly, everything was diff erent! 
Nowadays, IT systems are developed according to an Agilelish 
approach. That means that a system evolves by iterations, based upon a 
mysterious, living thing, the backlog. This backlog is fed and tamed by 
a superman: The Product Owner. It contains all requirements as user 
stories, nicely arranged by business value. 
So, when the project is stopped because time or money runs out, the 
users get exactly the system they wanted – more or less …
The funny thing about these fairytales is that both have the same happy 
ending: the system lived long and the helpdesk was happy (after the fi rst 
hectic months). 
And the users? They got used to it; that’s why they’re called users…

A modern fAirytAle  
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So far for the fairytales, which, by the way, are 
surprisingly close to reality. 
Most people agree that the Agile Manifesto has 
drastically improved the way in which we de-
velop IT systems. However, implementation of 
Agile in actual projects was not always as suc-
cessful as expected, often caused by an under-
estimation of Requirements Engineering.
Early 2017, IREB®, the International Require-
ments Engineering Board, introduced the RE@
Agile Primer, a syllabus and study guide1  that 
outlines the principles of proper Requirements 
Engineering in Agile projects, and announced 
an Advanced Level course for the end of 2017.

This Primer describes some common misconcep-
tions about RE in Agile:

 Upfront is evil
 Documentation is waste
 User stories are enough
 Only working software counts

Because of these misconceptions, Agile teams of-
ten don’t realize what RE means for their success.  
So, let’s take a closer look at these misconceptions 
to refute them and show what benefi ts RE can 
bring for Agile projects.

upfront is evil
Sequential development usually starts with a 
requirements phase. Improper implementation 
of Requirements Engineering suggests that this 
should be the (only) phase in which all require-
ments are elaborated in detail. This is a mis-
conception, not only in Agile, but in waterfall 
as well.

In whatever approach, every project starts with 
some high-level requirements that are elaborated 
in the next steps, phases, iterations. In each step, 
requirements are updated and extended, based 
on new knowledge available, new constraints 
considered and new choices made.
Upfront work will always be required, also in 
Agile projects. How else would an initial prod-
uct backlog be fi lled, a release theme chosen, a 
minimal viable product defi ned? The evil is in 
trying to add too much detail too early without 
suffi  cient knowledge. Making the right choice on 
elaborating the right level of detail at the right 
moment is a key success factor for every project. 

documentation is waste
Agile teams heavily rely on oral communication. 
In an ideal situation, the whole team sits together 
on a day-to-day basis. Any issue about the system 
is discussed at the project table without putting a 
single letter on paper. That saves a lot of trees! But 
projects rarely meet ideal situations. And there is 
more communication than within the team itself.
Documentation is a way to transfer concepts over 
time and space and a thinking tool to sharpen 
ideas. In any project, it is a good practice to pro-
duce only documentation for a defi ned target 
group that actually needs it at a diff erent time or 
a diff erent location.
In sequential projects, where diff erent specialists 
at diff erent times work on development, there is 
inherently more need for documentation than 
in a closely cooperating Agile team. But also in 
Agile, there will be communication outside the 
team, and the need to preserve information over 
a longer period. That is exactly where documen-
tation is indispensable.

the evil is in trying to Add 
too much detAil too eArly

1. Baumann, L. et al. (2017). IREB Certifi ed Professional for Requirements Engineering - RE@Agile Primer - 
Syllabus and Study Guide. IREB, Karlsruhe. Download it for free at https://www.ireb.org/en/cpre/re-agile-primer/
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user stories are enough
“We don’t need requirements, we have user stories!” 
Right! User stories ARE requirements, written according to a standard template. 
The problem is their focus on functionality. Non-functional requirements are at risk 
of being neglected. A story like “As a web shop visitor, I want to see the catalogue 
within 200 milliseconds, so that I don’t get bored” or “As a smartphone owner, I 
want the app to be less than 50 MB, so that I have room for other apps” is rarely 
seen. Such requirements are often hidden in acceptance criteria. Being connected 
to individual stories, it is hard to get an overall picture and to ensure consistency.
User stories concentrate on functionality that stakeholders explicitly ask for: con-
scious requirements according to the Kano classifi cation. Subconscious require-
ments, mentioned by stakeholders only by chance, are easily overlooked. And in a 
two-week Agile iteration, there is no room for creative techniques to discover un-
conscious requirements that might become delighters.

only working software counts
Agile propagates working software as the ultimate means to validate stakeholder’s 
requirements and to show developer’s progress.  Therefore, each iteration focusses 
on delivering ‘potentially shippable software components’. 
But not every step forward delivers a working component within the constraints of 
a single iteration. There is no reason why stakeholders cannot validate intermediate 
products like a wireframe prototype. Only don’t force them to give their approval to 
models documented in unfamiliar techniques, as may wrongly have been done in 
sequential approaches. Their approval of a prototype shows progress just as well as 
delivering a working component.
At the end, stakeholders need solving their problems and realizing their goals. 
Working software plays an important role in it, but other things like new knowledge 
and better procedures are just as valuable.

Continuous requirements engineering and the agile iteration
Figure 1 shows the Continuous RE process with the main points of involvement 
in an iteration.

Figure 1. The Continuous RE process (source: IREB RE@Agile Primer). 



1. Initial definition
Before development starts, an initial product backlog must be created. It may contain 
a product vision, themes and features, definitions of Minimal Viable Products or 
Minimal Marketable Features, some epics. Right from the beginning, requirements 
engineering and management techniques are involved in creating this backlog and 
in keeping it consistent. While recognizing that much information is still missing, 
validation techniques can be used to ensure that the backlog contains ‘just enough’ 
knowledge to start the first iteration.

2. Selection
For each iteration, the team selects the items to develop. Validation techniques can 
verify if an item fulfils the Definition of Ready; management techniques are useful 
to prioritize them. Usually, some details about items will be missing. While too 
much detail restricts the creativity of the team, not enough detail endangers the 
consistency of the system. Determining the right level of detail is context dependent: 
an experienced team can better deal with uncertainty than an unexperienced one.

3. Validation
The validity of backlog items can be determined before and after implementation 
in working software. Items with high risk, high testing costs, or risk of substantial 
rework are best validated prior to their implementation, but early validation is only 
possible if the level of detail is sufficient.

4. Update
Small scale updates are usually based on reviews, often in the demo of the working 
software; this is feasible if the analysis is easily and the impact is low. Large scale 
updates need more time, analysis and preparation. This may grow beyond a single 
iteration and may exceed the authority of the team. Requirements management 
techniques support impact analysis and prioritization.

5. Timing
Iteration length determines the frequency of feedback: shorter lengths put more 
workload on the stakeholders, longer lengths diminish the capability to influence 
the backlog, risking substantial refactoring. Length should be a deliberate choice: 
the larger the size and complexity of backlog items, the longer the iteration length.
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the benefits of requirements engineering for agile approaches
Professional Requirements Engineering, as present in the IREB Body of Knowledge, 
is a process-agnostic collection of methods and techniques, from which you can 
choose in a tradeoff between effort and yield.

RE starts with elicitation: collecting requirements from all relevant stakeholders, 
requirements are documented, validated for quality, conflicts solved, abstraction 
levels harmonized, until they are consolidated into a consistent, unambiguous set 
capturing the essence of the system. But the methods and techniques for this are 
just means. What really counts is empathy, a true understanding of what the stake-
holders really need.

Stakeholders don’t need a perfect insight into their requirements, they need solu-
tions for their problems and goals.2 They rarely draw the whole picture; they come 
up with something that currently troubles them, a future that they want to achieve, 
or a system that supposedly solves their issues. Through elicitation, RE composes 
a holistic view on the complete landscape of problems and goals. Only from there, 
valuable solutions can be created, preferably as alternatives with expected benefits, 
costs and risks, where the stakeholders can choose from. RE provides the right 
ground and mindset for this creativity.

As stated before, RE is not an exclusively upfront activity. After establishing some 
high-level requirements upfront, more detail will be added during subsequent it-
erations. Requirements management techniques help to get the right information 
available at the right time.  

RE emphasizes the communication with all relevant stakeholders. Open, fair, two-
way communication turns victims of change into collaborators for improvement. 
RE offers a wide range of communication types, far beyond documentation: natural 
language, conceptual models, selective reporting, presentations, workshops, brain-
storm sessions. This all serves to create a shared understanding among the team, 
the users and the other stakeholders.

the re manifesto
Over the years, we have developed requirements as a cornerstone for the delivery of successful 
IT-systems. Through this work we have come to value:

Genuine empathy over techniques, models and templates
Creative solution design over comprehensive elicitation

In-time elaboration over upfront specification
Shared understanding over proper documentation

While there is much value in the basic factors on the right, we recognize that the success 
factors are on the left.

The fairytale of the marriage between RE and Agile finally gets a happy end: 
the smooth development of long living, healthy systems for satisfied users! 
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2. Loenhoud, H. van, K. Lauenroth and P. Steiger (2017). The goal is to solve the problem – Some thoughts on problems and 
goals in the context of requirements engineering. http://re-magazine.ireb.org/issues/2017-02-staying-on-the-right-path/
the-goal-is-to-solve-the-problem/


