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Choosing Your Delivery Approach
Waterfall, agile or hybrid — and how to tell which you need
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The short answer
	How much is genuinely unknown at the start?

If very little is unknown, waterfall will be faster and cheaper. If a lot is unknown, agile will find it out sooner. Most real change sits between the two, which is why most real delivery is hybrid.



The choice is usually made on habit, or on whichever approach the last programme used. Neither is a reason. What follows is how to decide it properly, in about ten minutes.

Waterfall
Plan the whole thing, then build it in sequence. Each stage finishes before the next begins.
It suits
Requirements that are genuinely known and stable.
Fixed regulatory or contractual deadlines with defined scope.
Work where the cost of changing direction later is very high — physical build, infrastructure, migrations.
Environments where an audit trail of formal approvals is required.
It struggles when
Nobody can describe the end state at the start.
The business will only know what it wants once it sees something.
The market or the policy behind the change is still moving.

Agile
Build in short increments. Show something working, learn from it, and decide what to do next.
It suits
Requirements that will become clearer through use.
Products with real users whose feedback changes the answer.
Work that can be released in useful pieces.
Teams that can be kept together and dedicated.
It struggles when
The scope is genuinely fixed and the deadline is legal.
The business cannot free people to take part every sprint.
Nothing can be released until all of it is finished.
It is adopted as a label without changing how decisions get made.

Hybrid
Governance, funding and stage gates run in a planned sequence. Delivery inside a stage runs in increments.
This is where most substantial change actually sits, and pretending otherwise causes more trouble than either pure approach. A board that needs a business case and a gate can still sit above a team that works in sprints.
It suits
Large programmes with a mix of certain and uncertain workstreams.
Organisations whose funding and approval cycles are fixed.
Change that includes both a system and a way of working.

Deciding
Score each row. More marks on the left points to waterfall, more on the right points to agile, a spread points to hybrid.
	Question
	Points to waterfall
	Points to agile

	How well is the end state understood?
	Clearly defined and agreed
	Broadly known, detail will emerge

	How likely is scope to change?
	Low — it is fixed
	High — it should change as we learn

	Can it be released in pieces?
	No — it is all or nothing
	Yes — pieces are useful on their own

	How available is the business?
	Available at gates
	Available continuously

	What does the deadline look like?
	Fixed date, fixed scope
	Fixed date, flexible scope

	What is the cost of a late change?
	Very high
	Manageable

	How stable is the team?
	Assembled per stage
	Dedicated and kept together



	If the answers are split roughly down the middle, that is not a failure of the test. That is the test telling you the answer is hybrid.



What does not change, whichever you choose
The approach decides how the work is sequenced. It does not decide whether the change succeeds. Three things apply to all three approaches.

	
	What it means
	What it looks like in practice

	One Team
	The right people, with a shared vision and shared values.
	Strategists, gamechangers, implementers, polishers and orchestrators are different strengths. A team of one type fails predictably.

	Business Adoption
	Change only counts once people work differently.
	A stream of business activity running alongside delivery, from the start — not a training course bolted on at the end.

	Intelligent Delivery
	Sequence the work by risk and business priority.
	Clear priorities, governance that decides, testing that is proportionate, and go-live accepted by both delivery and the business.



	Go-live is accepted twice: once by delivery, once by the business. That single rule holds whichever approach you picked, and it is the one most often skipped.



Which templates to use
	If you chose
	Start with

	Waterfall
	Project Charter · Business Case · Requirements Specification · MoSCoW Prioritisation · Test Strategy · Go-Live Readiness Assessment · Post-Implementation Review

	Agile
	Product Vision and Roadmap · Product Backlog · User Story template · Definition of Ready and Done · Sprint Plan · Release Plan

	Hybrid
	Business Case and Stage Gates for governance, plus the agile set inside each stage

	All three
	RAID Log · Decision Log · Change Request Form · Status Report · Stakeholder Map · Business Adoption Plan · Benefits Tracker


Where this sits
Comes from: Nothing — this is where you start when the approach is not yet decided.
Feeds: The Waterfall Delivery Guide, the Agile Delivery Guide or the Hybrid Delivery Guide. Then the Initiation Request.
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