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Agile’s Got Game
An amateur group. Minimal budgets. Limited  
communication. How one team turned these obstacles 
into a winning combination.

by Andrea Nicolò, Customer, Francesco Carucci, Coach, and Mirco 
Macrelli, Coach, Diamond Crush Development Team.

User Stories

WHat wE’RE aBOUt tO tELL YOU 
Is not a typical story. It’s a different ex-
perience,çlivedçinçaçûrstçpersonçperspec-
tive, about a project we’ve been involved 
with since last September, and whose 
results— despite being only 50 percent 
complete—seem already different. We’re 
creating Diamond Crush (DC), a PC puz-
zle game whose release is planned for Q4 
2006. But that’s not the real story. The real 
story is that it’s being developed with Java 
and Agile development methodologies, 
which are poorly used in the world of game 
development. Furthermore, the project is 
being completed by an amateur group with 
a minimal budget. To complicate matters, 
the project is being run in a distributed de-
velopment context with personnel spread 
throughout Italy. Our only forms of commu-
nication are forums and instant messaging 
software. What once seemed improbable, 
though, is becoming a reality.

Setup
The Diamonds Project began as a way 

to teach young volunteer developers in the 
ûeldçhowçJavaçandçAgileçmethodologiesçcanç
make complex tasks possible. We didn’t set 
out to create a video game, however. The 
projectçwasçûrstçconceivedçinçtheçComputerç
Programming section of the Italian Hard-
ware Upgrade forum as a simple software 
program for cataloging CDs and DVDs. 
That unexciting project didn’t generate a 
great deal of interest, though. After a good 
deal of discussion, we decided to try some-
thing else: a video game. All of sudden, we 
had their attention. After several propos-
als beyond our means and thus rejected 
(developing a 3D shooter would have been 
endless and a violent school-themed 2D 
shooter would have required huge art and 
level design resources), we chose a 2D puz-
zle game to focus most of the development 
on the actual programming. We used the 

old Super Puzzle Fighter 2 Turbo by Cap-
com as our primary source of inspiration 
so we’d have a concrete and vastly tested 
example to refer to.

Francesco Carucci (3D Software 
Engineer at Lionhead Studios) volunteered 
to help us externally. He suggested we use 
Java as the programming language, and 
open source tools such as Eclipse and Ant 
to compile the code and create the builds. 
He and Mirco Macrelli also suggested we 
employ Agile methodologies to ensure a 
üexibleçstructure,çtoçminimizeçtheçcostsçofç
changes, and to shorten the learning curve 
for the members. Once the what and how 
wereçdeûned,çweçonlyçneededçtoçdecideçtheç
who in terms of a Coach and a Customer. 
Francesco and Mirco, by popular acclaim, 
were chosen as Coaches; two forum us-
ers, MaaX and RaouL_BennetH (both later 
replaced by Andrea Nicolò) became the 
Customers. After putting the repository  

http://www.diamondcrush.net/
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online on Spartacus, a server freely of-
fered by the Night Sun Network, we were 
ûnallyçreadyçtoçgo.

Strategy
Our entire development philosophy 

was based on two very clear-cut, easy-to-
grasp values that could be intuitively per-
ceived as useful by everybody in the team: 
Keep it simple and Don’t repeat yourself. 

Keep it simple is the measure we ap-
ply to the design, the code, and the game 
itself. The game must be simple to play 
and simple to work on. The code 
mustçreüectçthisçbyçbeingçsimpleçtoç
write and simple to change when 
necessary. Features are dismissed if 
not simple enough to implement. 
We have always seen any kind of 
complication as a liability that could 
compromise the entire project life, 
and this mentality is still permeating 
the team after months of develop-
ment.

Don’t repeat yourself involves 
eliminating duplications in both our 
design and our code: we want to ex-
press our intentions only once and 
in a very clear manner. Any game features 
that could potentially lead to duplications 
in our code base are dismissed as imprac-
tical.

To adhere to our values, we chose 
an iterative design process. Our goals 
were clear: produce a 2D game for release 
to the public that is fun to play. How to 
achieve our goals was less clear, so we 
needed a way to quickly adapt our game 

design to the actual needs of the game by 
evolving it during the development. An 
iterative process was the natural choice.

Game Play
Once we set our values in stone, 

we had to choose which actual practices 
could help us in achieving them. We 
chose to adapt Extreme Programming 
methodologies and its practices to our 
situation. Extreme Programming values 
communication over processes during 
development. Communication was the 

ûrstçbigçproblemçweçhadçtoçsolve:çasçweç
mentioned, our team is spread through-
out the country and only Internet forums 
and instant messaging allow us to com-
municate.çToçûtçthisçratherçuniqueçsitua-
tion, we had to tweak some methodology 
details so they would work for us. 

Our standard two-week iterations 
follow this tweaked-XP plan. The Custom-
er, after discussing technical details with 

the Coaches, constantly updates a shared 
development plan document, adding the 
stories planned for the future iterations. 
Despite the use of this document, the 
Customerçchoosesçstoriesçinçaçüexibleçwayç
at the start of each iteration, according 
toçtheçeventualçüawsçthatçmightçemergeç
after each iteration in the builds tested by 
the Customer.

After the new stories have been cho-
sen, the Customer posts them publicly on 
the forum. Mirco (one of our two Coaches) 
summarizes them in a task list posted 

right below them. At this point, each 
team member is free to choose any 
story by booking them. To book a task, 
a team member posts the estimated 
time for the task to be completed 
along with an acceptance test list to 
be approved by the Coaches. We also 
keep track of each task in the develop-
ment plan document, so we are always 
able to verify who did what.

Practices such as pair program-
ming seemed almost impossible to 
put in practice in our situation, yet 
we needed them to keep the proc-

ess smooth. We solved this through Pair 
Programming on the Forum, where two 
participants take one task and write the 
relative code and their reasoning as posts 
in a thread. Throughout the coding, they 
discuss and explain their design choices 
via the forum. After the completion of the 
task, each thread is left on the forum, free 
to be read and understood by the rest of 
the team. Despite the slow pace inherent 
in writing these thoughts compared to 

Practices such as pair 
programming seemed al-
most impossible to put in 
practice in our situation, 
yet we needed them to 

keep the process smooth.
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