
Advantages And Disadvantages Of Using Dsdm Atern 1

Advantages And Disadvantages Of Using Dsdm Atern

Advantages And Disadvantages Of
Using Dsdm Atern

Downloaded from
www.remodelicious.com by Riddle &

Deacon

INTRODUCTION: UNDERSTANDING DSDM ATERN IN
AGILE PROJECT MANAGEMENT

In the dynamic world of project management, selecting the right
methodology can determine the success or failure of a project.
Among  the  many  agile  frameworks,  DSDM  Atern  (Dynamic
Systems Development Method) stands out as a mature, robust
approach  that  emphasizes  delivering  value  early  while
maintaining strict control over time, cost, and quality. Originally
developed in  the 1990s,  DSDM Atern evolved to  address  the
shortcomings  of  other  agile  methods,  particularly  in
environments  where  fixed  deadlines  and  budgets  are  non-
negotiable.  While  many  teams  praise  its  structured  flexibility,
others  find  its  rigor  challenging.  This  article  explores  the
advantages  and  disadvantages  of  using  DSDM  Atern,
helping you decide whether it suits your organization’s needs.
DSDM Atern is built on eight core principles: focusing on business
need,  delivering  on  time,  collaborating,  never  compromising
quality, building incrementally from firm foundations, developing
iteratively,  communicating  continuously  and  clearly,  and
demonstrating control. These principles create a disciplined yet
adaptive  framework.  However,  like  any  methodology,  DSDM
Atern has strengths and weaknesses. By examining both sides,
project managers, stakeholders, and team members can make
informed decisions about adopting it. Let’s delve into the detailed
pros and cons.

KEY ADVANTAGES OF USING DSDM ATERN

1. Strong Emphasis on
Time and Cost Control
One of the most compelling advantages of using DSDM Atern
is its ability to deliver projects on time and within budget. Unlike
some  agile  methods  that  allow  scope  to  fluctuate,  DSDM  Atern
treats time and cost as fixed constraints. The project team must
prioritize  features  and  adjust  scope  to  meet  deadlines.  This
makes  DSDM  Atern  ideal  for  organizations  that  cannot  afford
schedule  overruns,  such  as  government  agencies,  financial
institutions,  or  mission-critical  software  projects.  By  enforcing
MoSCoW (Must  have,  Should  have,  Could  have,  Won’t  have)
prioritization, the team ensures that essential functionalities are
delivered first, reducing the risk of late-stage delays.

2. Enhanced Stakeholder
Collaboration
DSDM  Atern  mandates  active  and  continuous  stakeholder
involvement  throughout  the  project  lifecycle.  The  framework
requires  a  dedicated  business  ambassador  and  a  business
visionary from the client side. This deep engagement reduces
misunderstandings,  ensures  that  the  product  aligns  with  real
business needs,  and speeds up decision-making.  Stakeholders
are not just consulted at milestones; they are embedded in the

development  process.  This  collaboration  fosters  trust  and
transparency,  ultimately  leading  to  higher  satisfaction.  For
complex projects where requirements are initially unclear, this is
a major benefit.

3. Early Delivery of
Business Value
Another  significant  advantage  is  the  focus  on  incremental  and
iterative delivery. DSDM Atern breaks the project into timeboxed
increments, typically two to six weeks long. At the end of each
increment,  a  potentially  deployable  product  increment  is
delivered. This means stakeholders can see tangible value early,
provide feedback, and adjust priorities. Early delivery not only
builds  confidence  but  also  allows  the  organization  to  start
realizing benefits sooner, which is crucial in competitive markets.

4. Built-in Quality
Assurance
Unlike some agile  methods that  treat  quality  as  a  secondary
concern,  DSDM Aern  incorporates  quality  from the  start.  The
principle  “never  compromise  quality”  means  that  testing  is
integrated throughout the project, not deferred to the end. Each
increment  must  meet  defined  quality  criteria  before  moving  on.
Additionally,  DSDM  Atern  uses  techniques  like  prototyping,
facilitated workshops, and modeling to validate requirements and
designs early. This reduces rework and defect rates, leading to a
more robust final product.

5. Scalability and Suitability
for Large, Complex Projects
Many agile frameworks struggle with scaling to enterprise-level
projects with multiple teams and distributed stakeholders. DSDM
Atern,  however,  was  designed  with  scalability  in  mind.  Its
structured yet flexible approach allows it to work for small teams
as well as large programs. The framework provides clear roles,
responsibilities,  and ceremonies that  can be replicated across
teams. This makes it a strong choice for organizations that need
both agility and governance, such as those undergoing digital
transformation.

6. Clear Roles and
Responsibilities
DSDM Atern defines specific roles like Project Manager, Technical
Coordinator,  Business  Ambassador,  Business  Analyst,  and
Developer.  Each  role  has  clear  accountabilities,  reducing
ambiguity. This structured role definition helps teams understand
who makes decisions, who owns risks, and who is responsible for
quality. In contrast, some agile methods, like Scrum, have fewer
defined roles, which can lead to confusion in larger organizations.
DSDM  Atern’s  role  clarity  is  a  major  advantage  for  teams
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accustomed to traditional project management.

KEY DISADVANTAGES OF USING DSDM ATERN

1. Heavy Documentation
and Bureaucracy
While DSDM Atern is agile, it is also relatively prescriptive. Critics
argue  that  it  requires  more  documentation  than  other  agile
frameworks.  The  methodology  mandates  a  business  case,
prioritized requirements list, feasibility study, and a formal plan
for each increment. For teams that value minimal documentation
and maximum flexibility, this can feel like red tape. The need for
a  business  visionary  and  ambassador  also  means  that
stakeholders  must  dedicate  significant  time,  which  may  not  be
feasible  in  resource-constrained  environments.

2. Steep Learning Curve
Adopting DSDM Atern requires substantial training and cultural
change.  The  framework  has  its  own  terminology  (e.g.,
t imeboxing,  MoSCoW,  faci l i tated  workshops)  and  a
comprehensive set of practices. Team members, especially those
new to agile, often find the transition challenging. Without proper
coaching  and  organizational  support,  teams  may  misinterpret
principles or revert to old habits. This learning curve can slow
down  initial  adoption  and  lead  to  resistance,  particularly  in
organizations accustomed to Waterfall or lightweight Scrum.

3. High Demand on
Stakeholder Availability
Although active stakeholder involvement is a strength, it can also
become  a  weakness  when  stakeholders  are  unavailable  or
disengaged.  DSDM  Atern  requires  dedicated  business
representatives  to  attend  daily  stand-ups,  planning  sessions,
reviews, and retrospectives. In many organizations, key business
experts  have  other  responsibilities  and  cannot  commit  the
necessary time. This leads to bottlenecks, delayed decisions, and
reduced  project  momentum.  For  projects  with  part-time  or
remote stakeholders, DSDM Atern may prove impractical.

4. Rigidity in Time and Cost
Can Lead to Scope Sacrifice
The  fixed  time  and  cost  constraint,  while  beneficial  for  control,
can  force  teams  to  drop  important  features.  Using  MoSCoW
prioritization,  “Could have” and “Won’t  have” items are often
deferred.  If  the  business  environment  changes,  the  initial
prioritization may no longer be valid, but the deadline remains
fixed.  This  can  result  in  a  product  that  misses  key  functionality
needed  for  competitive  advantage.  Unlike  Scrum,  where  the
Product Owner can reprioritize freely each sprint, DSDM Atern’s
structured timeboxing may limit responsiveness to late-breaking
requirements.

5. Less Suitable for Very

Small or Exploratory
Projects
For small teams working on simple, low-risk projects or for pure
research and innovation, DSDM Atern can feel overkill. Its formal
processes,  multiple  roles,  and  extensive  documentation  may
outweigh the benefits. For example, a two-person team building a
prototype  might  find  Scrum  or  Kanban  more  efficient.  DSDM
Atern  is  best  suited  for  projects  with  moderately  complex
requirements, multiple stakeholders, and a clear business case.
Organizations with a culture of  extreme agility  may resist  its
constraints.

6. Overreliance on Team
Experience and Discipline
DSDM DSDM Atern demands a high level of team maturity and
self-discipline. The framework provides guidelines, but it relies on
the  team  to  make  sound  decisions  under  time  pressure.
Inexperienced  teams  may  struggle  with  timeboxing,  effective
prioritization, or maintaining quality while cutting scope. Without
a skilled facilitator or coach, DSDM Atern projects can become
chaotic or revert to a Waterfall-like mindset. This dependency on
team  expertise  can  be  a  significant  disadvantage  for
organizations  with  high  staff  turnover  or  junior  developers.

COMPARING DSDM ATERN TO OTHER AGILE
METHODOLOGIES

To fully  understand the advantages and disadvantages of
using  DSDM  Atern,  it  helps  to  compare  it  with  popular
alternatives like Scrum and Kanban.

vs. Scrum: Scrum is less prescriptive and requires fewer
roles. It is easier to adopt but offers less guidance on large-
scale projects. DSDM Atern provides more structure for
governance and quality assurance, making it better for
regulated industries.
vs. Kanban: Kanban focuses on flow and continuous
delivery without fixed iterations. It is ideal for maintenance
or operations teams. DSDM Atern is more suitable for
projects with a defined end date and a set of features to
deliver.
vs. Waterfall: Waterfall is highly rigid and sequential.
DSDM Atern offers iterative development with early value
delivery, but still maintains the discipline of upfront
planning and control that Waterfall-like organizations
appreciate.

WHEN SHOULD YOU CONSIDER DSDM ATERN?

Given the mix of  benefits and drawbacks,  DSDM Atern shines in
specific contexts. It is a good fit for:

Projects with fixed budgets and deadlines where1.
scope flexibility is acceptable.
Large, cross-functional teams that need clear role2.
definitions and coordinated increments.
Organizations transitioning from Waterfall to Agile3.
that want a structured bridge methodology.
Projects in regulated industries (e.g., healthcare,4.
finance) that require documented traceability and quality
gates.
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Conversely, it may not be ideal for small, internal tools, research
experiments, or startups that prioritize speed over control.

TIPS FOR IMPLEMENTING DSDM ATERN
SUCCESSFULLY

If  you  decide  that  the  advantages  of  using  DSDM Atern
outweigh the disadvantages, follow these best practices:

Invest in training: Ensure all team members, including
business stakeholders, understand the principles and
practices.
Start with a pilot project: Use a moderate-risk project to
learn and adapt before rolling out across the organization.
Secure dedicated stakeholder time: Negotiate with
business leaders to allocate sufficient hours for the
ambassador and visionary roles.
Use experienced facilitators: A certified DSDM coach
can help the team avoid common pitfalls.

Emphasize the principles, not just the practices: The
eight principles are the heart of DSDM; follow them even
when adapting specific ceremonies.

CONCLUSION

DSDM Atern offers  a  disciplined yet  agile  framework that  excels
in  delivering  projects  on  time,  with  high  quality  and  strong
stakeholder alignment. Its emphasis on collaboration, early value,
and control makes it a powerful choice for many organizations,
especially  those  facing  complex,  time-sensitive  challenges.
However,  its  prescriptive  nature,  learning  curve,  and  high
stakeholder demands mean it is not a one-size-fits-all solution. By
carefully  weighing  the  advantages  and  disadvantages  of
using  DSDM  Atern,  project  leaders  can  decide  if  this
methodology matches their team’s culture, project complexity,
and organizational constraints. When implemented with the right
support and commitment, DSDM Atern can be a transformative
force for delivering real business value efficiently.


