
Ade Miller is currently the Development Manager for p&p
• Service Factory: Modeling Edition
• (EntLib, Prism, Unity)

Prior to that he was a developer and then Development Lead on the Visual Studio Tools 
for Office Team
• VSTO 2005
• VSTO 2008 Beta

He has been evangelizing agile and engineering best practices since walking in the door 
at Redmond five years ago

Microsoft is an extreme case… This is what happens with you turn the dial to 11 (to see 
what breaks)

Helpful information for all scales of project
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How many of you working on very large projects or very distributed teams today?

• If there’s a big interest in one of these topics over the other we can focus on the relevant 
one.

A lot of what I’m going to cover today is about very large or very distributed projects

• This makes things break!
• Thinks that broke for us are probably pain points for you too
• Hopefully there are thing you can learn and apply to your projects
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Overall (agile) process used by the Division

Things our Product unit, VSTO, did on a small team level
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VS is a large complex product 
- Been around a long time
- Large legacy code base; C++, COM, C#, ???

Just one part of what Developer Division does
- VSTS
- .NET runtime
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The key takeaway here is that these a very big numbers
- Active users give you some idea of the number of people who commit to 

the tree on a frequent basis
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What’s the font size? That depends who you ask
• Marketing will say 72pt
• Legal will tell you 8pt
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The previous release had a long bug tail
- I joined as a developer right where the red line starts… you can imagine I 

had a fun time.

These are in the order I’m going to talk about them in because it make a more cogent 
story

- This is NOT a priority order
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How do we get that many people working on a single codebase and not end up with a 
big mess?

- Isolation
- Only finished work ends up in the main branch
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Quality gates are a contract between teams and the business

Feature crews are a framework that allow teams to work as they see fit
- Some agile some not
- Provided they meet the gates
- Provided they report their status

Enable agile behavior on a much larger scale without dictating to individual teams
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Example:
- 2000 developers each break the build once a year
- Everyone checks into a single branch
- The build is broken 3 times a day!

Where do these isolated crews work?
- In a separate (isolated) branch – separate code tree
- Regularly merge completed work into main branch
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Product broken into Product Units (PUs)

PUs break work down into Features

Code merges up the tree until it reaches the root. That’s were we create product builds

Build everything every night and test

Merge up/down tree frequently

Quality gates must pass before merging
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How do you surface progress to management?

Not enforce a process on 2000+ very different people and teams

A common reporting structure and tools
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Teams use different processes but deliver on a common cadence

Common reporting structure and end of iteration reviews
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Feature Crews report up to their Product Unit
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Product Units report up to the business as a whole

16
©2008 Microsoft Corporation. All rights reserved. This presentation is for informational 
purposes only. Microsoft makes no warranties, express or implied, in this summary.



We still have to deliver the right thing!

If the feature crews are thinking about features then who thinks about the bigger 
picture?

End to end scenarios
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Crews understand and own their feature

Crews understand how it fits into the overall experience and value proposition

If crews want to make changes which impact the overall experience then they need to 
surface that at the Product Unit level

Product Units sync up across the whole product
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So how did the VSTO Product Unit leverage the Feature Crew process and run agile 
teams?

VSTO was just one of the Pus contributing to the Visual Studio 2008 product.
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Not going into great detail about how teams adopted Scrum at an individual level
- Similar to many other stories you’ve heard before

What’s important is how we scaled
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Biggest thing that I can show you

Improved time to market - 4 years down to 2

Improved visibility and more confidence in a predictable schedule
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Senior Developers struggled with this the most
- They’re the ones who expect to understand how features impact each 

other

24
©2008 Microsoft Corporation. All rights reserved. This presentation is for informational 
purposes only. Microsoft makes no warranties, express or implied, in this summary.



25
©2008 Microsoft Corporation. All rights reserved. This presentation is for informational 
purposes only. Microsoft makes no warranties, express or implied, in this summary.



Improved visibility within VSTO improved our ability to balance workload 
- ensured we shipped the right things
- ensured we put effort in the right places

Similarly at the PU/Product level… Common reporting structure improved visibility
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If all I’ve ever achieved is getting people who sit in their own offices every day to do a 
daily standup then that’s progress!
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http://msdn.microsoft.com/practices
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For a team of 60 or so people we seem to be everywhere! 
- Most (but not all) of the Microsoft FTEs work in Redmond

p&p have been doing distributed agile development for about 5 years

p&p  is not typical of all teams at Microsoft
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So you might start thinking “Duh, any agile team would do these things!”

You need to do these things on any team but failing to do them on a distributed team is a 
lot worse!!

Distributed teams are inherently more dysfunctional… it amplifies any existing problems.
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This is a question Kent Beck likes to ask…

<CLICK>

These are the major deliverables from patterns & practices in 2008 (so far)
- There’s more but I ran out of space!

Our customers generally like our stuff… That’s not that we can’t improve
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As I said before. All agile teams should do these things. Distribution makes this harder!

<CLICK>
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Agile is a bunch of overlapping practices that rely on communication in one way or 
another.

- Remove one and it weakens the other. 

Example… Pair programming. Hard with two developers in different (non-overlapping) time 
zones. 

Example… Story cards are really placeholders for conversations.

The goal… minimize the difference between people in the same room and people 
elsewhere.
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At pivotal points during the project…

- The beginning… requirements, release planning, design, metaphor
- Key points… releases, customer visits 
- The end… retrospective, ship party 

Really all about building trust and inter-personal relationships

So make sure it includes some social aspects!
- Time for hanging out over coffee
- Team lunch
- Rock band party
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Time zones just make things harder
- Make the best use of overlapping time
- Use a team room representative (more on that in a moment)

Asymmetric distributions are hard too
- Best avoided
- Team buddy
- Enforce symmetry
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Users care about end to end stories not individual components

Conway’s Law will tempt you to…
- Assign work by location
- Specialize sub-teams accordingly

Actually you should do the opposite
- Assign stories to the team
- Work to remove significant specialization

WE SHIP SOURCE CODE – This makes the effects of Conway’s Law far more visible
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Teams take time to form
- Three months to form a team… (Mitch Lacey)
- Learn working styles
- Learn the problem domain
- Distribution makes this slower

It’s easy to abandon key practices if there’s nobody there to keep you on the straight and 
narrow.

Have someone who knows they’re the coach!
- Coaches are not practice cops
- Remind team of underlying principles
- Help them adapt and modify

Provide the team with training so everyone knows what to expect.
- @ p&p this is a wiki and books.
- Hold retrospectives!
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Tools help but they’re not a silver bullet

The reason agile teams use things like sticky notes is because they’re easy to adapt and 
don’t constrain you. 

When you provide tools that support distribution make sure they don’t constrain you. 
- Don’t replace something simple with something overly complex!

These are the tools p&p uses. You may use different tools that fulfill the same function. 

This is NOT a Microsoft sales pitch!
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I didn’t mention CI when we talked about distributed teams but we used it heavily
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Process is a dirty word but for large or distributed teams you need some
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