
Here’s a look at why iterative waterfall might be right for 

your next project, as well as potential risks to consider before 

you opt to use it. 

WHY ITERATIVE WATERFALL WORKS

1 
You learn as you go. Because traditional 

waterfall is driven by early planning, it works well 

when much of the project information is known up 

front and is unlikely to change signi"cantly during execution, 

says Je# Oltmann, principal consultant at Synergy Profes-

sional Services, a portfolio and project management consult-

ing "rm in Portland, Oregon, USA.

For projects where knowledge discovery will continue to 

take place throughout execution—research initiatives, for 

example—iterative waterfall may be the right option. 

“With iterative approaches, you have built-in cycles of 

experimentation,” says Mr. Oltmann, who’s also a faculty 

member in the division of management at Oregon Health 

& Science University. “You learn a little, you plan your next 

segment and then you execute a little.”

$e same is true for projects with a high risk of change. 

Mr. Oltmann recalls a project to improve the quality of 

bionutritionists’ quality management processes. $e team 

started using traditional waterfall, planning the entire year-

long project up front. 

“We ran into problems because the sponsor would fre-

quently change her mind about where the team should focus 

its e#orts,” he says. “$e team spent most of its time changing 

the plan rather than executing it.”

Switching to a more agile-like approach enabled the 

team to create shorter iterations of work, each dedicated to 

improving a particular process. “We had a high-level road-

map guiding us and decided the speci"c details of each itera-

tion on a month-by-month basis,” Mr. Oltmann explains. 
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2 
It can reduce resource bottlenecks. 
Iterative waterfall enables work traditionally done 

in separate phases of time to be performed simul-

taneously across multiple functions.

Traditional waterfall, in contrast, can make it di(cult 

to manage resources, Ms. Hamilton-Whitaker says. Previ-

ously, when her organization used the traditional waterfall 

approach, specialists were brought in for development, and 

employees were responsible for testing. 

“We often found that the specialists would plow through 

the work associated with their area of specialism but would 

wait until late in the sprint to merge their e#orts,” she says. 

“$is caused teams to bottleneck on the last few days of the 

sprint while waiting for the test analysts to test a sprint-

worth of work for the "rst time.” 

Iterative waterfall mitigates this risk by allowing the 

requirements team on, say, a software development project 

to work on some tasks while the testing team works on oth-

ers and the build team prepares for others still. 

By having team members work in parallel, “in the end, 

you can reduce the time between project start and deploy-

ment,” Mr. Fournet attests. 

WA T E R F A L L

Work is done in sequential order within a hierarchical team structure.

ITERATIVE WATERFALL ALLOWS 

TEAMS TO DIP THEIR TOE IN MORE 

INCREMENTAL DEPLOYMENTS 

WHILE MAINTAINING STRUCTURE 

AND FORMALITY ACROSS 

FUNCTIONAL OR DEPARTMENTAL 

AREAS LIKE TESTING OR 

DEVELOPMENT.

—Bill Fournet, The Persimmon Group, Tulsa, Oklahoma, USA
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3 
It delivers value before the project ends. 
With iterative waterfall, project teams are encouraged 

to release bene"ts of their work regularly during the 

course of the project, Ms. Hamilton-Whitaker says. And by 

front-loading the project with the most pro"table or highest value 

deliverables, and releasing them as soon as possible, less up-front 

investment could be required to deliver the project.

If you need US$1 million to deliver a project but the bulk of 

the ROI will be delivered after the "rst US$100,000 is invested, 

the initiative could become self-funding, she explains. “#e more 

you can break down a project and start releasing bene"ts, the 

sooner you can start earning your money back.”

POTENTIAL RED FLAGS

One of the main attractions of an iterative approach is its simplic-

ity compared to agile, particularly for less-mature organizations, 

Mr. Oltmann says. But as with the introduction of any new pro-

cess, the change must be managed carefully.

“Iterative waterfall can easily overwhelm an organization just 

being introduced to project management,” he says. 

Additionally, because iterative waterfall does not deliver 

all project deliverables in one neat package upon close, some 

stakeholders may not be satis"ed with what they’re given in 

earlier phases. 

“You might deliver parts A and B after an earlier phase, but the 

stakeholder wants to see more than that,” explains Baxter Mickey 

Rains, PMP, project and program management o%ce manager at 

Integratek, an IT services division of the consultancy Pharma-Bio 

Serv in Dorado, Puerto Rico. 

To mitigate this risk, project managers must manage stake-

holder expectations for deliverables and milestones. 

“#e stakeholders should be closely involved with the schedul-

ing process, and project managers should communicate to them, 

‘#ese are the types of things you will see early on. We will more 

fully develop the details in the next iteration,’” he says.

Because iterative waterfall involves many moving parts, 

project teams risk losing sight of priorities, compared to tradi-

tional waterfall where project teams can focus easily on when a 

new phase will begin and a certain deliverable will occur, Mr. 

Fournet says.

“With iterative waterfall, as some teams get further into the 

project, they could go down tangential paths that cause them to 

not hit the scope originally requested,” he says. “I might ask for A 

and B, but the team realizes it also can give me C. If in the end, 

they give me A and C, they have failed.”

Project teams using iterative waterfall techniques also have to 

pay close attention when handing o& parts of the project to the 

next iteration, Mr. Fournet says.

“In a software development project, for example, the build 

team might hand over a high-level design to the testing team, 
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T H E  B E N E F I T S  

O F  F L E X I B I L I T Y

The traditional waterfall method simply would not 

suffice for a current IT project at the Puerto Rico 

Department of Health, says Baxter Mickey Rains, PMP, 

Integratek, Dorado, Puerto Rico. Throughout the proj-

ect life cycle and whenever possible, new government 

regulations constantly have been introduced, each of 

which must be accounted for in the scope. 

“Using traditional waterfall would mean we’d have 

to go through another proposal process, perhaps crash 

the schedule and work additional resources to be able 

to incorporate every additional change,” he says.

The team instead opted for iterative waterfall to 

take advantage of its built-in flexibility. 

“The iterative model allows us to continue with 

the original set of requirements but easily incorporate 

new requirements and adjust resources as we go,” Mr. 

Rain says.

Key to making it work is ensuring that the client is 

well aware of how the changes will affect constraints. 

The project’s technical lead is responsible for iden-

tifying other aspects that might be affected by the 

changes and communicating that to the project man-

ager, who in turn informs the client. 

Using the iterative waterfall method has not only 

helped the project team cut time and costs but also 

kept the customer satisfied, he says. “We’ve been able 

to achieve a much higher level of satisfaction by deliv-

ering the product to them as necessary to meet busi-

ness demands.”



which is "red up and ready to go,” he says. “But the build team only 

wants a certain number of basic testing done on the prototype while 

it builds out the rest.”

If that speci"c information isn’t communicated to testers, they 

mistakenly may start full-blown testing. 

Project managers should clearly communicate and continuously 

reiterate the ultimate objectives of the scope to team members. 

Mr. Fournet created a simple graphic illustrating all the parts of 

the project, how they relate to one another and the overall objec-

tives. Team members saw this image during every status meeting. 

“It reminded people why they were there,” he says.

JUST A PHASE?

#e decision to use iterative or traditional waterfall on a project 

doesn’t have to be all or nothing. 

“Any given project may need an emphasis toward one or the 

other. One approach does not "t all projects,” Mr. Oltmann says. 

Project managers could even take a hybrid approach, whereby 

iterative waterfall is used during the planning stages, the traditional 

approach is used during the middle, and iterative is used again 

toward the end, Mr. Fournet suggests. 

Engineering, construction, and oil and gas projects, for example, 

could bene"t from a hybrid approach, he adds. “Once you start 

ordering and procuring materials and equipment, it’s more di$cult 

to go into the iterative approach.”

#e bottom line? “Techniques from both approaches should be 

part of your practitioner’s toolkit,” Mr. Oltmann says, “and you must 

develop the judgment and skill to be able to apply the best technique 

to a particular project situation.” PM
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Traditional Waterfall

* Heavy up-front planning

* Sequential order of work

Iterative Waterfall

*  Less up-front detailed  

planning

* Shorter work iterations

Agile

*  Least up-front detailed 

planning

*  Very short work iterations,  

or sprints

39.9%We aren’t purists; we 
use a mix of processes

Waterfall or  
modified waterfall

Agile

Iterative or spiral

Other

Rational Unified Process

We don’t believe  
in process

25.9%

19.2%

8.4%

4.3%

3.7%

3%

WHA T  S O F TWA R E  D E V E L O PM EN T  P R O C E S S 
D O E S  Y O U R  T E AM  U S E ?

Source: Jama’s The State of Requirements Management 2011 survey of more than 800 software developers and project professionals worldwide.


