
Can you successfully deliver 
an Agile project, on time 
and within budget, when 
working with an external 
digital agency?



Agile projects are three times more likely to 
succeed than projects managed with traditional 
methodologies, such as Waterfall. Despite this, 
we still see some businesses and government 
departments alike, wince at the possibility of using 
Agile methodologies to run a project when working 
with an external digital agency. The tendency is to 
fall back into their comfort zone - Waterfall, even 
when the project, context, deadline and market 
conditions are ripe for Agile. If this was an internally 
run project they would most likely select Agile. 

In this whitepaper, I’d like to explore this further; 
attempt to understand why this is the case; and 
offer a solution based on experience in delivering a 
number of successful agile projects over the years 
in collaboration with clients. 

I am going to conclude that you do not need to 
choose between delivering a project using Agile or 
an external digital agency, they are not mutually 

exclusive. In fact, more often than not, the external 
digital agency has more skin in the game than you 
might think and in some cases they are too small to 
allow the project to fail. 

There are a number of critical factors that should 
be pursued further to ensure a smooth and 
successful operating rhythm with your digital 
agency. We’ll explore these when considering the 
solution.

• Reasons to partner with a digital agency

• Understanding blockers and how to 
overcome them

• Critical success factors to make agile work

Key takeaways:

Introduction

Agile projects are three times 
more likely to succeed than 
projects managed with traditional 
methodologies, such as Waterfall 

(Source: The Standish Group)
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Let’s quickly remind ourselves of some key factors for why you 
might want to partner with a digital agency on your project

Why do you partner with 
digital agencies?

Maximise your return on investment1

Reduce overheads5

They can offer full, end-to-end service3

Lack of skilled resources internally4

Limited internal capacity; business as usual work 
can consume all of your technical resources6

Rely on their skills and expertise; digital development 
is not a core part of your business2
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Why are you hesitant to use 
Agile methodologies with an 
external digital agency?

When the project is appropriate, organisations will happily utilise Agile to deliver an 
internally run project, but not with your digital agency. Why? What is blocking you? 
We’ve identified two reasons:

You have a maximum budget 
for the year, and the agency 
works with you to define and 
deliver a MVP that falls within 
your fixed budget.

The collaboration lasts until 
enough product functionality 
has been shipped. You know 
the total project cost at the end 
of the project and have control 
over features and timeline. 

Internal procurement 
methods insist on traditional, 
Waterfall practices. 
You have a defined contract template, robust 
internal processes that have to be followed, as well 
as a defined project budget or deadline. 

The good news is the procurement industry is 
slowly implementing agile themselves. The Agile 

manifesto supports the idea of the “buyer” and 
“seller” working together to create products and 
govern the procurement process. 

Scrutiny on cost over the course of a project is 
likely to be intensified when engaging with an 
external agency. However, there are three different 
cost structures that can help you build the bridge 
between your fixed budget/deadline and delivering 
a project with an external agency using Agile:

Fixed-price projects Time and materials

You need to launch a product 
by a specific date. You 
determine the costs based on 
the team being resourced for 
the duration of the project.

Fixed-time projects with a 
specific deadline

1
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Trust is a fundamental pillar when working 
with Agile methodologies. Building trust with 
your digital agency is key to the success, or 
failure, of an Agile project. The first step is to 
do your due diligence and seek out an agency 
that has a good reputation. Get proof that they 
have successfully delivered a number of Agile 
projects previously and check the references 
from these projects. 

Trust needs to be earned. In order to 
guarantee your satisfaction the agency 
must not only fulfil your expectations, but 
continuously exceed them.

Research the Linkedin profiles of their 
executive staff to determine how much 
experience their team members have with 
Agile. It is worth checking to see if they have 
certified scrum masters. Do they have any agile 
coaching experience? Are they seen as thought 
leaders in this space?

Once you have selected your agency and the 
project has kicked off, you can be rest assured 
that your project is in safe hands if they display 
the following behaviours:

Lastly, it is important to understand that the 
risk is shared, on both sides. Some digital 
agencies are small businesses and have got 
more to lose when projects fail. 

Are they transparent and 
do they allow truth to guide 
discussions between your 
team and theirs?

Honesty

Do they act fairly? Do they 
display character, morals 
and a continuous high 
standard of ethics?

Integrity

Do they work hard? Not just 
with the job at hand but 
also in expertly navigating 
obstacles to ensure the 
project remains on track for 
success. 

Perseverance

You don’t know whether you can trust the agency. 

Why are you hesitant to use 
Agile methodologies with an 
external digital agency?

2
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Critical success factors:
How to make agile work
You’ve ironed out the wrinkles in the contract and 
procurement process and are well on you way to building 
trust with your digital agency. Let’s explore the 6 critical 
factors that need to be in play to make this work and 
deliver a successful Agile project.

1
42

53
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Share a vision 
and project objectives

You have already established how the project 
will improve the way you do things within your 
organisation. You have clearly defined the vision, 
objectives, product strategy and success measures.  

The vision is the project’s North Star; it sets the 
direction and guides the team. It is imperative that 
it is shared and articulated clearly to your digital 
agency to ensure that they are marching to the 
same drum beat.

Team members on both sides should strive to 
maintain a collective focus on the vision and 
be clear on the role they play and how that will 
contribute to greater project success. 

If the team knows the ‘why’ behind what they are 
doing then it can help guide them to make design 
or technical decisions. Each sprint or iteration goal 
should clearly loop back into achieving the overall 
vision. 

Everybody should feel that they are part of one 
team working together towards a common goal. 

1
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Encourage team work 
and collaboration

Agile is a team-based approach to delivering value 
to your business and users. There are a number of 
strategies that can be used to help promote team 
work, collaboration and a sense of belonging with 
the team members at your digital agency:

Prioritise individuals and interactions 
over processes and tools: 

When necessary, you should be able to freely 
collaborate with team members and vice versa. If 
you are being funnelled into a communication flow 
with the management channels on the agency side 
then this is not an optimal way of working. There 
are two reasons:

• It slows up the process

• Key information gets lost in translation 

Make Team decisions: 

Agile teams are responsible for determining 
the next sprints workload together, and then 
breaking these into bite-sized tasks that can be 
implemented, tested and shipped within the sprints 
timeframe. Involve your digital agency and their 
team members in this process, rather than dictating 
what should be completed within the next sprint. 

1. 

2.

3. The self-managing structure of Agile teams means 
that everyone is required to collaborate and 
make decisions together, rather than relying on 
management to do it for them. Studies have proven 
that this type of collaborative decision-making 
process is beneficial both for team members and 
organisations alike, as it helps build a sense of 
ownership and improves outcomes. 

Have spontaneous conversations 
throughout the day with the team

Spontaneous conversations will help build 
knowledge, relationships, understanding and 
efficiency. 

2

“50 percent of all team members state 
that their motivation is team success 
vs. 27 percent who say corporate 
goals and 23 percent who say 
personal goals”. 

(Source: Atlassian)
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Right people in the right roles: 
Product Owner and Scrum Master

The success of any Agile project is dependent on a 
multitude of factors, but securing the right people 
for each role is imperative. Your digital agency 
will ensure your development team is formed 
of the right people with the right experience, 
competencies, skills and attitude to deliver your 
product. 

The roles of a Product Owner and Scrum master 
are distinct and both vitally important. Although 
their skill-sets and activities might at times overlap, 
it is important for both individuals to thoroughly 
take ownership of their own role, understand how 
they can work effectively together and collaborate 
for the greater success of the project. 

The dynamics between the Product Owner 
and Scrum Master can really influence the 
delivery of a project. 

Critical to success is getting buy-in from the team 
on the authority of each role. Establishing clarity 
around roles and responsibilities from the outset 
will help avoid any misunderstandings, tensions, 
delays and failures. Everyone needs to feel 
comfortable with this, and equally hold each other 
accountable. Accountability will be an enabler to 
overall project success.

3
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Right people in the right roles: 
Product Owner and Scrum Master

The Product Owner
Whenever possible, the Product Owner should be 
from the client organisation, not the external digital 
agency. This person needs to have sufficient time 
allocated to the project in order to own the product 
and be able to deliver maximum business value. 

They are responsible for steering the overall 
direction of the project and ensuring the delivery 
team at your digital agency understands and buys 
into your product vision. In your organisation they 
need to have the autonomy, authority, freedom and 
flexibility to make product decisions. Ultimately, this 
person has the ability to steer the project in a new 
direction should changes occur within the business. 

The Product Owner should serve as a conduit of 
information between the agile delivery team, the 
project sponsors and stakeholders. This can have a 
bearing on the project’s success.

They also have ownership over the backlog, what 
features the backlog should contain, and what 
priority each feature shall be given.  

Most importantly, appointing the Product Owner 
from your organisation means the power fully 
remains internal and that you maintain control of 
the project.

The Scrum Master
The Scrum Master should be appointed from your 
digital agency. They ensure the development team 
are working as well as possible and are adhering to 
your agile framework of choice. 

This person needs to be experienced, confident 
and certified, as they will act as an agile coach 
taking both yourself, and the team, along the 
agile journey. They will clearly articulate the agile 
process, and refer back to it whenever in doubt. 
They help guide and facilitate agile ceremonies, e.g. 
sprint planning, daily stand-ups, showcases and 
retrospectives. 

The Scrum Master will also be your biggest 
advocate, as they protect the development team 
from any external noise or distractions, e.g other 
projects. Any issues or blockers the development 
team experience get escalated to the Scrum 
Master, so they display mastery in removing 
impediments quickly. This person needs to be a 
strong leader, experienced in overseeing projects 
and following through on any communication that 
is received from the Product Owner.

The Scrum Master must share the same vision as 
the Product Owner to be able to deliver the project 
successfully. They take ownership, as a team, for 
the successfully delivery and shipment of each 
sprint.

3
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Setting the project up for 
success: Sprint 0

In an Agile project, a sprint 0 can be used to create 
the basic skeleton and plumbing for the project, so 
that future sprints can add incremental business 
value in an efficient way. 

Work with your digital agency to plan out the 
following:

• Document solution architecture and any 
technical specifications

• Review and prioritise any critical non-functional 
User Stories

• Set up an online collaboration tool, e.g. Slack

• Configure a project management tool to hold 
the product backlog and future sprint boards

• Design concepts ready for the development 
team in sprint 1

• Commence grooming and refining the backlog 

• Set-up local development, QA, UAT and 
Production environments

• DevOps: Set-up a Continuous Integration and 
Delivery (CI/CD) Pipeline

Without at least considering some of the above 
tasks, you could put yourself in a position of playing 
catch-up in the early stages of the project. You 
could collect technical debt right from the outset, 
which could ultimately become development 
blockers or limitations in the future. 

Do not underestimate the importance of a strong 
sprint 0.

4
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Delivering something useful to your 
users is better than delivering nothing: 
Minimum Viable Product 

5

If you are working with a greenfield product, we 
highly recommending engaging your digital agency 
to assist in defining a MVP. A MVP is a version of the 
product which includes crucial features designed 
to solve a core problem for a set of users; thereby 
allowing you to release it to the market faster.

The aim here is to deliver immediate value, quickly, 
while minimising development costs. Defining which 
features should form your MVP can be complex, so 
you should partner with your digital agency here, to 
combine your industry knowledge with their digital 
expertise. There are a number of key benefits of 
going down the MVP route:

Test product value early on

By offering a core set of key features, you can test 
your hypothesis and gather feedback early on before 
investing in developing a feature heavy product. 
If the product hasn’t quite met the mark this time 
around, fail fast, learn from it and move on quickly.

Strengthen your business case

MVPs allow you to demonstrate the market validity 
of your product, and create a business case for 
investing more into development and further 
iterations. It might also help you win over any 
unconvinced stakeholders.

Cost efficiency

MVPs encourage you to drive the highest value 
for your users and business within the shortest 
amount of time, while minimising the cost to you. 
You are providing immediate value at a relatively 
low cost.

Your MVP allows you to start with the absolute 
key features, and the agile process encourages 
you to continuously iterate it to produce a better 
and more valuable product, thus maximising your 
return on investment.
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Groom, groom and groom some more: 
Backlog Grooming 

Your Product Backlog is a living artifact. Agile 
projects are focused on delivering the most 
important and useful features at any point in time. 
With each shipment, stakeholders and users might 
change their minds. This is normal, and it is why we 
plan for and embrace change.

Frequently revisit the backlog, establish priorities 
and document additions to the backlog clearly. 
Clear definitions will remove confusion, and any 
potential wasted time trying to understand what 
something means.

New features can be added to the backlog at any 
point, and the scope of existing backlog items can 
be changed. If a backlog item has been prioritised 
into a sprint, which is currently in progress, no 
changes should be made until after it has been 
shipped, where any necessary improvements can 
be added to the backlog for future prioritisation.

The Product Owner is essentially the gatekeeper of 
the backlog. They will know what has already been 
delivered, what the prioritised backlog looks like, 
what user stories are currently being developed 
and the top priority items that are ready to be 
pulled into the next available sprint. 

Often stakeholders have competing priorities. The 
Product Owner will facilitate these negotiations and 
ensure everyone is heard and requirements are 
fairly prioritised; as long as the requirements align 
to the overall vision and will help to deliver business 
value.

In an Agile project, there are no traditional change 
requests or variations, every new requirement, 
change or feature simply gets articulated into a 
backlog item, and appropriately prioritised. 

While your digital agency can help coach you 
through the agile process when needed, the 
ownership and prioritisation of the product backlog 
should sit with your organisation.

6
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In conclusion it is definitely achievable; to work with 
an external digital agency to successfully deliver an 
agile project, on-time and within budget.

There are definitely some nuances to consider, 
especially when comparing it how you might run 

an agile project internally. However, if you carefully 
consider and plan for the following events, we can 
collaborate with you to deliver your project using 
agile methodologies, on-time and within budget:

Conclusion

Share your vision with your digital agency and their team, so that they live and 
breathe it on a daily basis.1

Define your Minimal Viable Product. Do not be afraid to get this to 
market as soon as you can to test your hypothesis and assumptions, and 
quickly prove that it is adding significant value to your business or users. 

5

Ensure the Product Owner sits on your side and has authority to make 
decisions. The Scrum Master should reside within your external digital 
agency - they need to be experienced, confident and certified. The dynamic 
between the two roles can be key to the success of your project.

3

Plan a strong sprint 0, so that you are ahead of the game and are 
setting the project up for success from the outset.4

Let the Product Owner take ownership of the backlog and ensure it is 
regularly groomed and prioritised. Clear definitions and acceptance criteria 
will help ensure the development team do not waste any precious time 
trying to understand what something means.

6

Inspire teamwork and collaboration to help build relationships, knowledge, 
understanding and a united team.2
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For more than two decades, government 
organisations and large corporations have 
entrusted Speedwell to take on their digital 
builds and deliver outcomes based on genuine 
business needs.

We have collaborated with clients to successfully 
deliver projects using a number of project 
management methodologies, including Agile.

While innovation and forward-thinking solutions 
that help out clients’ businesses are our focus, 
the commitment to mastering their most complex 
technical challenges has been key to our success.

As technology has evolved exponentially, it is our 
ability to navigate its intricacies that has earned 
us a reputation for being the safest hands in the 
market.

Our specialist areas include business analysis, user 
experience, design and enterprise-grade web and 
mobile development.

About Speedwell

+61 (0)7 3891 2299  Brisbane (Head Office)

+61 (0)2 8006 0000  Sydney
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info@speedwell.com.au

Speedwell House 
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