Extreme Programming Was Right About Everything
Except Who It Was Talking To
By Mario Aiello – Adaptive Ways

[image: ]

There's a particular kind of meeting that happens in every organization eventually. Someone read a book. Usually on a plane. And now they're back, and they have a practice they'd like to introduce, and the practice is good — genuinely, defensibly good — and within six weeks it's dead, and nobody in the room can quite explain why, and the person who read the book concludes that the team just wasn't ready for excellence.
Extreme Programming is what happens when you take that dynamic and give it a very good technical foundation.
I want to be clear about something first, because it's the part people skip: XP is one of the more honest things agile ever produced. Test-driven development doesn't ask you to trust that your code is correct. It asks you to prove it, before you've even finished writing the thing you're proving. Pairing doesn't defer the question of "was this a good decision" to a retrospective two weeks later, when everyone's memory of the decision has already been sanded down into a story they're comfortable telling. It asks the question while the decision is still being made, by the person sitting right next to you. Continuous integration doesn't let you accumulate a pile of unverified assumptions and call it progress. It makes you prove fitness constantly, in small units, in public.
That's not a small thing. Most methodologies talk about validation. XP built it into the muscle memory of the work itself.
So here's the part that's easy to miss if you're only looking at the practices: XP answers the how extremely well. It has almost nothing to say about the who, or the until when.
Those two questions matter more than they get credit for, because they're the ones that actually determine whether a good practice survives contact with a real organization. Pairing works when the team has the psychological safety to be watched while thinking out loud — which is a fairly specific and not at all universal condition. TDD works when the codebase and the incentives around it reward the discipline of writing the test first — also specific, also not universal, and conspicuously absent in most codebases that have been through three reorgs and two acquisitions. None of this is a flaw in the practices. It's a flaw in treating the practices as if they arrive pre-validated for every room they walk into.
This is where most agile transformations go to die, and XP is not exempt just because its technical instincts were better than the average methodology's. The team reads the book. The team tries the practice. The practice was fit for purpose and fit for execution — it was, genuinely, the right thing to do. But nobody checked whether it was fit for this context, with this team, at this moment, and nobody set a horizon for when they'd check again. So it lands as strain instead of flow. Not because pairing is bad. Because pairing was presumed onto a room instead of proven within it.
The uncomfortable version of this, for anyone who's ever been the person back from the conference with a new practice: rigor at the level of execution doesn't buy you out of rigor at the level of context. You can be right about the how and still be wrong about the room. XP proved that a methodology could take validation seriously. It just forgot to apply that same seriousness to itself. 
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