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IT businesses going through a digital trans-
formation face challenges, including inte-
grating legacy systems and services with 
newly-build digital products. Agile, DevOps, 
and product development approaches became 
a de-facto standard across the industry. Tradi-
tional IT management frameworks are under 

criticism for being bureaucratic, slow, and 
process-oriented. This whitepaper provides a 
best practice guide for IT managers on deal-
ing with a range of issues, from traditional IT 
management frameworks to agile software 
development.
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TWO APPROACHES 
TO SYSTEMS 
DEVELOPMENT

Traditionally, IT systems were developed in 
top-to-bottom mode to include requirements 

gathering, design, implementation, and mainte-
nance phases. The project-based approach was 
common practice, with long work-in-progress 
queues. Methods deriving from manufactur-
ing industry were used to plan and measure 
development efficiency and performance. 
Somewhere around the break of the century, 
an agile movement emerged, followed by 
Lean and DevOps. Paradigm was shifted—
desired software features were to be discov-
ered, not designed. Continuous value delivery, 
user-feedback, and continuous improvement 
became cornerstones of software develop-
ment. Probably the most extreme differences 
can be seen between pre-designed and evolu-
tionary approaches to systems development. 
Both approaches facilitated weaker points.

PRE-DESIGNED 
APPROACH

A top-down design approach, usually asso-
ciated with a waterfall methodology, is 

unreliable for developing complex systems. 
A pre-designed approach was associated 
with formal and time-consuming processes 
of design reviews and approvals, enforced 
by IT governance. Often, architects became 
a bottleneck in the digital product develop-
ment process. Promises of solving complexity 
up-front were mostly unfulfilled. The pre-de-
fined approach contradicts with the discovery 
model, and is conceptually closer to the “com-
mand and control” approach.

EVOLUTIONARY 
APPROACH

The speed of software development is the 
cornerstone of agile methodologies. In pur-

suit of velocity metrics, other aspects of develop-
ment are sacrificed—such as following security 
standards or re-using company-wide platforms 
and vendors. An agile methodology is more 
focused on reading and understanding the 
source code rather than attention to detail. By 
having a high turnover rate of IT professionals, 
a business is not only likely to suffer financially 
but also risk having gaps in software projects 
because of the lack of a smooth project hando-
ver from one employee to another.

INTEGRATING TWO 
WORLDS

Both the pre-designed and the evolutionary 
approach can be accommodated—high-per-

forming IT businesses should adopt the best of 
both approaches. This document goes in depth 
with topics ranging from cross-functional teams, 
decentralized command, teams coordination, to 
data management.

To better illustrate approaches being advocated, 
this research highlights similarities between 
modern approaches to digital product develop-
ment, and organizational design of the French 
Grand Armée. Comparable principles were 
applied by Napoléon Bonaparte, a French 
statesman and military leader who rose to 
prominence during the French Revolution and 
led several successful campaigns during the 
French Revolutionary wars across Europe. 

Napoléon designed a new type of versatile 
and robust military organization called Grande 
Armée, which later became a standard adopted 
by other nations. 
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MOTIVATED INDIVIDUAL

Post-revolutionary French Grande Armée was 
successful in multiple battles. Part of the suc-

cess of the Grande Armée was due to character 
of its soldiers and officers. French revolution 
broke the long-standing social class system, and 
opened an opportunity to military service to all 
social classes. It was merit-based organization, 
with a strong pride in the French Republic and 
its principles. Grande Armée differed from other 
armies, which often consisted of unmotivated 
individuals, lacking common vision, and goals. 

Jacques Antoine Hypolite, Comte de Guibert, an 
eighteenth century influential military thinker, 
proposed the concept of citizen armies in 1770. 
He predicted the national army would easily 
defeat the mercenary army and advocated for 
permanent divisions, with high mobility capa-
bilities. Napoléon studied Comte de Guibert’s 
work and applied the same principles to Grande 
Armée by paying special attention to the troop’s 
morale and welfare. Army regiments weren’t 
dismissed after campaigns and regiment group 
identity was welcomed (this practice lives in many 
of the world’s armed forces today).

200 years later, motivated and productive peo-
ple still are prerequisite for success, especially in 
a highly competitive digital industry. Historically, 
the software industry had a mixed reputation 
in regards to employee motivation and engage-
ment. This was reflected in popular culture in the 
Dilbert comics and the Hollywood movie, Office 
Space. Industry corrected itself and came up with 
the Scrum methodology. There are clear analo-
gies between principles advocated in Scrum and 
principles of Grande Armée.

Scrum methodology advocates for self-motivated, 
cross-functional, and customer-focused team mem-
bers. Scrum also emphasizes the necessity of having 
a permanent, long-term team. This collides with 
the idea of employing very specialized profession-
als, and temporary project-based teams, which 
prevailed in the software industry. Presence of 
group bonding, mutual trust, unity, and cohesion 
remain crucial in the digital economy.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jacques_Antoine_Hippolyte,_Comte_de_Guibert
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CROSS-FUNCTIONAL TEAM

The basis of the Grande Armée organization 
was army corps—combination of infantry, 

artillery, and a brigade of cavalry, plus detach-
ments of engineers. Army corps was an auton-
omous, independent, and self-sufficient fight-
ing detachment because army corps could 

operate on a distance from other units, and 
with little supervision from headquarters. 
Grande Armée was not a functional organi-
zation—there was no “Chief Artillery Mar-
shal” supervising artillery units in the orga-
nization.

NAPOLEON

CORPS 1 CORPS 2 CORPS 3 CORPS 4

GENERAL STAFF

Field
Marshal

Field
Marshal

Field
Marshal

Field
Marshal

Infantry division
Light cavalry
Artillery
Engineers
Support troops 

CORPS D’ARMEE

EMPEROR MAISON

Administration
Headquarters
Aides- de-camp
Cabinet
Intelligence
Topographical bureau
Secretariat

In software development, cross-functional teams 
were introduced by the Scrum methodology 
and re-emphasized later by DevOps move-
ment. Despite the industry adoption and scien-
tifically recognized benefits, not all enterprises 
adopted this approach, especially for product 
development teams.

Similar to Grande Armée’s ideas, the Large-
Scale Scrum (LeSS) framework emphasizes an 
avoidance of functional offices. Requiring team 
members with programming skills to report 
to the development manager and QA-skilled 
team members to report to a QA manager will 
not create great teams. Conflicting loyalties are 
undesirable both in military organization and 
in a digital product company.

https://hbr.org/2016/11/why-diverse-teams-are-smarter
https://hbr.org/2016/11/why-diverse-teams-are-smarter
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AUTONOMOUS TEAM

The idea behind the corps system was to 
create an organization that could function 

autonomously. Every individual corps was a 
self-contained army, led by a marshal and 
staff corps, including all military elements, 
internal command, and control networks. 
While independent, each army corp com-
mander knew the overall strategic plan, cur-
rent commander’s intent, and acted in align-
ment with those plans. Marshal was required 
to act in accordance with the strategic plan, 
but at the same time this person was free to 
decide how to best prepare for an upcoming 
engagement.

The same approach is adopted by IT pro-
fessionals in product development teams—
they are largely autonomous in tactical deci-
sion-making, and are driven by outcomes, 
not by outputs. Overall direction for product 
development effort is derived from a busi-
ness’ mission and vision. 

Priorities for development of new features 
are customer driven. Daily decision-making is 
pushed down from higher levels of the busi-
ness down to team level, alongside responsi-
bility for outcomes.

TEAM COORDINATION 
AND CADENCE

Next innovation of the Grande Armée was 
the ability to coordinate movements 

and concentrate forces in decisive moments 
of the battle. Despite having capabilities to 
act autonomously, all army corps were in 
constant communication with headquar-
ters. In the days of active troop movements, 
every army corp staff would produce a daily 
report and deliver it back to general staff. 
After disseminating and analyzing incoming 
reports, headquarters would issue march-
ing orders to individual corps for the upcom-
ing day. 

The unique capability of Grande Armée pos-
sessed was to “march divided, fight united”. 
French coordinated movements of army corps 
across vast distances and were able to confuse 
and out-maneuver his adversaries’ armies. 

Team of teams is a widely used term to describe 
the collaboration between independent and 
autonomous groups working towards a com-
mon goal. Naturally, there is a need to coor-
dinate efforts of multiple teams on a regular 
basis (cadence). The cadence of release trains is 
used to integrate complex systems developed 
by independent asynchronous teams. 

For more tightly integrated teams there 
are frameworks and methodologies which 
addresses the specific question of multiple 
product teams’ coordination.

Ironically, failure to coordinate efforts of 
multiple teams (army corps) was one of the 
reasons for defeat at Waterloo—while the 
French had troubles with directing move-
ments, adversaries have beaten them in 
their own game.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Ulm
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Ulm
https://www.scaledagileframework.com/agile-release-train/
https://www.scruminc.com/scrum-of-scrums/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Battle_of_Waterloo
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EXTREME PRODUCT OWNERSHIP 

Stakes were high for Napoléon—the fate of 
the French Republic depended on the mili-

tary successes of the Grande Armée.

Napoléon carried a packet of poison with him 
and was willing to commit suicide to avoid being 
captured. He even attempted suicide in 1814 at 
Fontainebleau after being abdicated, but had 
survived after taking an expired poison.

From a military standpoint, Napoléon acted 
as his own operations officer. He required no 
advice from his generals and carried ultimate 
responsibility for his decisions. 

If we look at software development, the Scrum 
methodology introduces a product owner role. 
Emphasis is put on the fact that this is a single 
person, with the main function of managing 
the product backlog and ensuring the value 
of work that Scrum team performs. A good 
product owner combines contradictory traits 
of a doer, a visionary leader, and a team player 
at the same time. Organizations have a hard 

time finding people with sufficient breadth and 
depth of experience and skills to fill a product 
owner’s role. 

A common mistake is to substitute a single 
product owner with a committee of multiple 
people, without anyone in charge. Most often 
than not, the committee is lost in long meet-
ings, usually consisting of company politics and 
conflicts. 

Napoléon was an eminently qualified product 
owner because he transformed post-revo-
lutionary France to strong state with a stable 
economy and a world-class army. Through 
Napoléonic wars, his adversaries were coa-
litions of monarchies but often lacked unity 
of command. As a supreme commander (i.e. 
product owner), Napoléon was able to react 
quickly to tactical situations, while his enemies 
were busy negotiating amongst themselves in 
the same manner as product owners commit-
tees often do in software development.

CEO

PRODUCT 1 PRODUCT 2 PRODUCT 3 PRODUCT 4

PRODUCT EXECUTIVE

DEVELOPERS

QUALITY ASSURANCE

ENGINEERING
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GENERAL STAFF
Another key element of a Grande Armée busi-
ness was the general staff. It would serve as the 
backbone of a command and control network. 
It was led by Marshal Berthier and included a 
large number of knowledgeable officers who 
provided all types of information necessary for 
military planning.

Berthier’s aides provided information on types 
of roads, layouts of towns, and the quality of 
equipment carried by enemy units. The chief 
of staff’s duties consisted of maintaining situ-
ation reports, dispatching orders, maintaining 
an army’s war diary and maps, keeping regis-
ters, and conducting inspections.

STAKEHOLDERS

GOVERNING BODY

ENTERPRISE
TEAM OF TEAMS TEAM INDIVIDUAL

In modern businesses, the general staff can be 
related to various information systems, gov-
erned by data architecture. Any digital organi-
zation must acquire, analyze, de-conflict, and 
internally disseminate incoming information 
before conducting actions (see OODA loop). 
Often, there is a dedicated governing body, 
overseeing multiple teams of teams. Various 
business designs result in a variety of poten-
tial shapes and forms of this governing body.

Executive action team (EAT) can be viewed as 
one of the examples. Traditionally, the same 
function was carried by enterprise architec-
ture and IT governance. This function is closely 
related to the business’s operating model, 
business architecture, and the business mis-
sion and vision.

SOFTSERVE EXPERTISE

SoftServe has long-standing experience build-
ing cross-functional agile teams. SoftServe is 

co-creating innovation via the services of product 
management, product development, and set-
ting-up coordination for multiple Scrum teams. 
The pragmatic marketing approach is practiced, 
alongside multi-stage discovery phase, for devel-
oping new digital products.

SoftServe facilitates transformations from the tra-
ditional IT enterprise business to high-performing 
IT businesses that support a new way of working.

https://softserveinc.com/en-us/resources/devops-strategies-from-a-fighter-pilot/
https://www.scrumatscale.com/scrum-at-scale-guide-read-online/
https://www.softserveinc.com/en-us/our-work/distributed-agile-practice/
https://softserveinc.com/en-us/our-work/devops-transformation-high-performance-enterprise/
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CONCLUSION
Digital enterprise requires new organization 
design, and organizations are facing challenges 
to transform to a new way of working. Digital 
value delivery demands a paradigm shift, from 
project-based, top-to-bottom designed, batch-
based value delivery to continuous, bottom-up, 
emergent products. 

The subtle balance should be maintained 
between agile development methods, tradi-
tional activities from enterprise architecture 
domains and software architecture. Top-to-bot-
tom and bottom-up approaches should be the 
sweet spot.

There is no single recipe or practice applicable 
to all businesses, as every business context is 
different. Still, any methodology will fail if a busi-
ness lacks it’s most valuable capital—the human 
capital. Napoléon believed the secret to success 
in military campaigns was 75 percent “esprit de 
corps”, and a mere 25 percent was devoted to 
the number of troops and quality of equipment.

200 years after the Grande Armée, the Agile Man-
ifesto stated the following principle:

Regardless of what your business is doing, moti-
vated individuals are pre-requisite to succeed in 
a never-ending campaign of a modern economy.

Build projects around motivated 
individuals. Give them the environ-
ment and support they need, and 
trust them to get the job done.

https://agilemanifesto.org/
https://agilemanifesto.org/
https://softserveinc.com/en-us/news/digital-transformation-is-about-digital-journey/


ABOUT US
SoftServe is a digital authority that advises and provides at the cutting-edge 
of technology. We reveal, transform, accelerate, and optimize the way enter-
prises and software companies do business. With expertise across health-
care, retail, media, financial services, software, and more, we implement 
end-to-end solutions to deliver the innovation, quality, and speed that our 
clients’ users expect. 

SoftServe delivers open innovation—from generating compelling new ideas, 
to developing and implementing transformational products and services.

Our work and client experience is built on a foundation of empathetic, 
human-focused experience design that ensures continuity from concept to 
release. 

We empower enterprises and software companies to (re)identify differenti-
ation, accelerate solution development, and vigorously compete in today’s 
digital economy. No matter where you are in your journey.

Visit our website, blog, Facebook, Twitter, and LinkedIn pages.

NORTH AMERICAN HQ

201 W 5th Street, Suite 1550
Austin, TX 75703
+1 866 687 3588 

1 University Avenue Suite 11-112
Toronto, ON M5J 2P1
+1 647 948 7638

EUROPEAN HQ

One Canada Square 
Canary Wharf
London E14 5AB
+44 (0) 800 302 9436

info@softserveinc.com
www.softserveinc.com

https://softserveinc.com/en-us/
https://softserveinc.com/en-us/blog/
https://www.facebook.com/SoftServeInc/
https://twitter.com/SoftServeInc
https://www.linkedin.com/company/softserve/

