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BLUF
• Traditional cost 

methods break under 
rapid change

• Requirements moved 
faster than the estimate

• We applied a dual-track 
agile model

• Sprints for MVCEs, 
Kanban for LCCEs

• Result: faster decisions 
without losing rigor

• Speed improved 
Traceability remained 
intact
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Why Traditional Cost Estimating Worked

4

Traditional cost estimating assumes:
• Requirements stabilize before 

estimating begins
• Reviews occur at defined gates
• Estimates mature in structured phases

This works well when:
• Scope is stable
• Governance is predictable
• Decisions follow the estimate
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Our Decision Cycle Moved Faster Than the 
Estimate
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What changed:
• Requirements shifted mid-estimate
• Leadership needed numbers before models were finished
• Policy and funding signals changed inside one estimate cycle
What broke:
• Rework increased as assumptions moved
• Analysts spent more time clarifying scope than estimating
• Decision latency grew while leadership pressure increased

Core tension: How do you preserve rigor when the decision cycle 
moves faster than the estimate?
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Agile Helps When Work Changes Faster than 
the Plan
• Agile was designed for work under 

uncertainty:
• Short feedback cycles
• Visible increments
• Prioritized work
• Faster adaptation to change

• What transfers to cost estimation:
• Iterative refinement of assumptions
• Work prioritized by decision value
• Reduced rework from late requirement shifts

• What does not transfer:
• Reduced documentation
• Relaxed acceptance criteria
• Speed without traceability
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We did not adopt Agile wholesale We adapted the parts that improved 
analytical performance
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Why Agile Often Fails in Analytics Terms

• Agile degrades when structural conditions are absent:
• No empowered decision authority to prioritize work
• Cadence misaligned with analytic cognitive load
• Backlog organized around tasks, not decisions
• Reporting ritual replaces actual flow control

• In cost environments specifically:
• Estimates are “chunky” and assumption-heavy
• Work mixes short-turn requests with deep Life-Cycle Cost Estimates (LCCEs)
• Inputs are unstable and governance is external

Result: Agile relabels bureaucracy instead of reducing 
coordination cost
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The Dual-Track Framework
We separated estimation work into two controlled flows

Sprint Lane — MVCE Cycles
• Time-boxed analytical increments (3 weeks)
• Defined “ready” and “done” criteria
• Explicit data pedigree and traceable BOEs
• Iterative refinement through risk dials and what-if trades

Kanban Lane — Life-Cycle Cost Estimates & Methods
Continuous development of LCCEs and methods
• Work-in-progress limits to reduce task switching
• Flow metrics to preserve analytical rigor
• Aligned to formal governance and contracting milestones
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Our Use Case: Estimating Under Uncertainty 
in DHS
The work environment:
• Emerging tech with evolving 

requirements
• Policy and funding signals 

changed mid-cycle
• Leadership needed early cost 

insight before scope stabilized
• Decisions could not wait for 

fully mature estimates
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What the team had to produce:
• Rapid rough-order cost 

estimates
• Re-runnable what-if models
• Formal Life-Cycle Cost 

Estimates (LCCEs)
• Decision-ready outputs for 

leadership and budget cycles

The challenge was not estimating known programs It was estimating 
moving targets
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First Sprint Design: Too Fast for the Work

What we tried:
• 2-week sprints
• Broad, loosely defined requirements
What broke: 
• Cost work was too large for the cadence
• Sprint ceremony consumed analytic time
• Stakeholders could not refine inputs fast 

enough
Result:
• Work was delivered
• The cadence was wrong
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What Changed in the Second Iteration
We lengthened the cadence:
• Moved from 2-week to 3-week sprints
• Reduced context-switching cost
We split the work:
• Separate teams for model-heavy vs research-heavy work
• Lower coordination cost
We tightened entry criteria:
• Smaller increments
• Clearer acceptance criteria
• Less rework when assumptions changed
We aligned reporting to delivery:
• Scrum leads also owned contract reporting
• Agile work and CLIN reporting stayed aligned
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What We Delivered – Sprint Lane
• Built 10 cost models/tools adopted by government program managers
• Delivered 8 dashboards/process maps/infographics and 6 research 

products
• Ran 17 sprints:

• Average velocity 105 story points per sprint
• Completed ~30% more story points than planned due to ad hoc tasks
• Team size: ~3 FTEs (6–7 people mixed full- and part-time) Velocity 

increased 4% even after losing team members
• Because tech and policy signals moved quickly, the ability to re-run 

models with new assumptions was more valuable than trying to get a 
‘perfect’ one-time estimate
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Kanban Lane (LCCE & Method Development)
Purpose 
• Life-Cycle Cost Estimates (LCCEs)
• Method development and model refinement
• Portfolio-level analysis
• Supported three large programs and one
 portfolio
Flow Structure
• Continuous delivery (not time-boxed)
• Work-in-Progress (WIP) limits
• Explicit task aging controls
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Kanban Lane (LCCE & Method Development)

Governance Controls
• ACEIT-based formal estimates
• Configuration control of assumptions
• Documentation aligned to review gates
Control Objective
• Reduced task switching
• Sustained analytical depth
• Stable throughput over time
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What We Delivered – Kanban Lane
Kanban Lane (11 Months)
• 4  formal LCCEs evaluating baseline and trade-space alternatives
• ~1,358 story points completed
• ~125 points per month steady throughput
• Reduced task switching vs prior structure
Operational Impact
• Models re-run as assumptions evolved
• Decision-ready outputs aligned to budget and leadership cycles
• Improved responsiveness without loss of rigor
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What Made the Model Work in Practice

Backlog and tracking: Jira and Maestro for stories, epics, and Kanban
Models: Excel tools for customizable what-ifs; ACEIT for formal 
estimates and LCCEs
Documentation:
• User guides, SOPs, process workflows
• Agile teaming agreement instead of traditional project management 

plan
Knowledge transfer:
• 24 handover sessions for Blue; 8 for Green; transition package 

delivered

16

Presented at the ICEAA 2026 Professional Development & Training Workshop - www.iceaaonline.com/nfk2026



What Friction Still Looked Like in Practice

• Governance and reorganization across systems made 
requirements unstable
o Increased policy risk – agile cannot fix misaligned incentives or unclear 

authority

• Data standardization gaps forced assumptions and rework
oHigh transaction costs to clean and reconcile inputs

• Some asks were too vague to fit into a sprint without heavy pre-
work

• Ad hoc tasks from leadership created “hidden work” that had to 
be absorbed into velocity
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Workflow Design Cannot Solve Structural 
Constraints
• Real product owner/layered approach: Team's PM and government 

leads who could say “this is in / out of this sprint”
• Right-sized cadence: 3-week sprints for analytic work with fast cycles 

and versioning, MVCEs; Kanban for portfolio flows and LCCEs
• Stable core team: ~3–35 FTEs, cross-trained; scrum masters 

understood both agile and contracts
• Embedded with decision cycles: deliverables aligned to leadership 

asks, budget milestones, and briefings
• Minimum viable training so PMs could run what-ifs themselves in 

Excel
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Closing Thoughts
• Agile is a toolbox, not a religion
• It fails when cadence, governance, and decision context are 

misaligned
• In our case, tuning sprint length, team structure, and 

requirements made agile work for cost estimating
• The same pattern can support other emerging tech areas that live 

with moving targets and budget pressure
• At core, this is about using agile to lower the cost of getting good 

enough answers, fast enough, so emerging technologies are 
funded like a portfolio of experiments, not a series of all-or-
nothing bets
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Q&A
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