
G
overnment IT isn’t 
much different than the 
private sector in some 
ways, there are simply 
too many simultaneous 
projects started, very 

few are ever “done” and the 
handoffs between various 
functional silos are killing 
productivity.

One major difference however, 
is that often government 
planning, contracting and 
auditing methods are stuck 
with antiquated, cumbersome 
and wasteful procedures. These 

waterfall multi-year-you-won’t-
see-anything-until-the-end 
methods have repeatedly proven 
that they lead to failure, BIG 
failures on both IT and non-IT 
projects. 

Unlike the private sector, 
government departments 
undergo frequent budgetary 
crises and mandated policy 
changes. Often government 
projects are under much more 
scrutiny because these BIG 
projects are paid for by taxpayers! 
For example, the US Department 
of Defense canceled a Human 

Resources project after 12 years 
of wasted effort and 1 billion 
dollars was written off costing 
every US taxpayer $100. (Thank 
you Vivak Kundra for doing so!)

So has Agile actually 
succeeded for large government 
projects? You bet! Agile saved 
the FBI’s Sentinel project at the 
cost of $99 million after 10 
years of failure and 2 aborted 
Waterfall projects that cost $597 
million! The US Army Software 
Radio was also a large multi-
billion dollar Waterfall project 
saved by Agile methods in the 
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Management

11th hour. A small Agile team 
finished all the hardware and 
software at a fraction of the total 
budget delivering a complex 
system on time. Agile methods 
are now being used to complete 
the avionics software systems 
for both the F35 and F22. The 
Ministry of Defense, US Veteran 
Affairs, the UK Government 
Digital Service, in India, Australia 
and New Zealand have all 
demonstrated that Agile can work 
for Governments. 

It’s Time for Serious Change! 
But an Agile Transformation for 

GOVERNMENT 
LEADERS 
Top 10 Strategies for  
Leading an Agile  
Transformation 
This paper will focus on the first 5 
which are fundamental to kicking 
off a successful transformation. 
The next 5 focused on Scaling the 
Transformation will be covered in a 
future paper. 

1  Invest in Your  
Own Agile Learning

2  Design a Transformation  
Roadmap

3  Take on the Spiral of Death  
– Gov. Planning, Contracting  
and Auditing Processes

4  Pilot Agile  
Successfully 

5  Invest in Agile Training  
and Coaching

6  Invest in a Strong  
Technical Foundation

7 Scale Agile to Programs and 
Larger Initiatives

8 Transform the Culture to 
Servant Leadership and  
Cross-Functional Collaboration 

9 Apply Agile and Lean Portfolio 
Management

10 Transform to Enterprise  
Stable Agile Teams

the Government will require 
strong hands on leadership 
to drive its success. For this 
reason, we will focus on the 
key strategies that Government 
executives and leaders can 
take to lead a successful Agile 
Transformation within their 
agencies. You see, we can debate 
fiscal responsibility all day in 
Washington, OR we can roll up 
our sleeves as leaders and do the 
hard work of making it a reality. If 
you succeed, the taxpayers and 
citizens of this great nation will 
love you!
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Take time out to learn the difference between Agile and Waterfall, 
why Agile works and read about real case studies for Agile in the 
government. This training Executive/Leadership level training 
should help you learn:

 ❚ How an Agile Transformation 
will help you make better 
buying decisions and improve 
quality and time to market. Be 
able to answer the Why Agile 
question with real statistics 
and case studies. 

 ❚ HOW do you actually transform 
your teams to Agile? What 
is the strategic roadmap and 
practical implementation steps 
necessary for this to work? 
How to move from Piloting 

Agile to Scaling Agile to the 
Enterprise Transformation 
stages successfully.

 ❚ Understand that this is an 
organizational transformation 
that requires a change 
management plan as part of 
the roadmap. 

 ❚ Learn and speak to the 
differences between Waterfall 
and Agile development. See 
below for some key points on 
this:

1 Invest in Your  
Own Agile  
Learning.

 The chart shows the typical cycles of the 
Waterfall process. If you are trying to build 
a new software product using Waterfall you 
could spend 5 – 8 months just in upfront 
planning activities ‘Requirements gathering 
and Analysis/Design’. This is called BDUF (Big 
Design Up Front) and it’s one the key killers 
of projects, especially large ones! Next time 
someone tries to convince you to spend 6 
months+ getting ‘All the Requirements’ and 
design documented in detail and ‘signed off’ 
you should RUN! 
This could be biggest risk factor to your 
project because:

1. You will never ever get ‘All’ the 
requirements and by the time you think 
you did they will all change.

2. You have just spent a third or more of 
your budget on ‘documentation’ and have 
nothing to show for it. If this project gets 
canceled then you have wasted 100% of 
your investment and cost. 

3. You have many features (10 here) all in 
progress but none are ‘Done’. Sounds 
familiar?

4. You’ve lost time and the opportunity 
for early feedback. Instead of working 
on delivering working products in small 
chucks so your target customer can start 
testing and giving you feedback (think 
Lean Startup), you’ve wasted valuable 
time and left all the testing for the end. 
Consider if you walked through a new 
home you’ve built for the first time right 
before moving in… how many ‘defects’ 
would you find?

Don’t take our word wfor it, here is what 
the Dr. Winston Royce, author of the Waterfall 
Model says in the paper he published that 
gave birth to Waterfall in 1970: “I believe in 
this concept but the implementation above 

Work in progress  
10 features

Planned 
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11-15 months
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that is customer tested and 
accepted as DONE. In many 
cases for larger projects it 
takes several iterations to 
get enough features that 
produce a ‘minimal viable 
product’ MVP. These stories 
can be software, hardware, 
business operations or any 
type of valuable deliverable. 
Once the team executes a 
handful of iterations you will 
start to get ‘real velocity’ data. 
Velocity is represented by 
how many points the team 
got DONE within an iteration. 
See the sample burn up chart 
below answering “What is 
Done? How much is it  
costing me?”
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is risky and invites failure. The 
problem is illustrated in Figure 4”  
(http://bit.ly/waterfallpaper)

Contrast the waterfall 
approach with the above chart 
that shows the same project with 
10 deliverables going through an 
Agile approach. 

 ❚ Release Planning: This 
is where the Agile team 
performs ‘Just Enough’ 
planning for the project so 
that we have a clear ranked 
Backlog of requirements 
(called stories in Agile) and 
a ‘initial’ plan of iterations 
needed to accomplish our 
goal. This is the first estimate 
provided by the team for 
potential duration of the 
effort using their ‘estimated 
velocity’. This approach to 
planning is the REAL value 
Agile provides; the structure 
and discipline of traditional 
methods with the flexibility 
to adapt to changing mission/
vision needs!

 ❚ Iteration 0: Build the 
foundation with ‘Just 
Enough’ setup work needed 
to make Iteration 1 Demo/
Review successful. Typical 
deliverables maybe High level 
architecture diagrams, setup 
software/hardware needed, 
high level look and feel 
designs, team environment 
setup, risk mitigation spikes 
and so on. 

 ❚ Execution (Iteration 1+): 
Deliver small chunks of value 

Download a sample 
Agile Lifecycle 
Diagram from here: 
http://bit.ly/
agilelifecyclediagram

Watch these videos 
The Business ROI  
of Agile Methods 
http://bit.ly/UaK0aB

Agile Estimating  
and Planning 
htt://bit.ly/11c69Gx

Consider this:
While the Waterfall team 
is spending months in 
‘Requirements and Design’, 
an Agile team would 
have already delivered 
a few high priority/
valuable items with a few 
iterations executed under 
their belt. Why does this 
matter? Because VELOCITY 
MATTERS! That is the only 
real number you can count 
on for estimating future 
performance and delivery. 
VALUE DELIVERY matters 
because if the Agile project 
got ‘cut’, you will have 
something to show for it. 
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We’ve seen too many Agile adoptions fail 
because the organizations and teams got 
stuck after they finished Piloting Agile. 
Somehow they feel that the logical next step 
is to stand back and wait for Agile to grow 
organically to other teams. 

All the while, leaders once excited and 
supporting Agile are now attracted to shiny 
new objects to put their weight behind. This 
short term attention span can be devastating 
to successful organization transformation!

An Agile Transformation doesn’t just 
happen organically; it needs a plan and a 
roadmap for success. There are 3 stages of 
maturity when transforming to Agile:

2 Design a 
Transformation 
Roadmap

So, as a leader of this kind of change 
you will need to collaborate on designing a 
transformation strategy/plan that includes:

 ❚  Transformation Vision, Drivers for Change, 
Objectives, Measures for Success (Why 
change and how do we measure success?)

 ❚  Define transformation stakeholders 
(who do we need buy-in from for this 
to succeed? How will we keep them 
involved?)

 ❚  Define transformation barriers and 
mitigation plan (how can this fail and what 
is our mitigation plan?)

 ❚  Define the Transformation Team (who will 
lead this on the ground? Run this as an 
Agile project itself)

 ❚  Roadmap for upcoming quarters (what 
do we need to get done in the upcoming 
quarters to meet our goals?)
Your roadmap may have high level goals 

such as which teams to standup and when. 
The Agile champion’s team might break 
these high level EPICs (large deliverables) 
down into smaller chunks to be completed in 
short iterations (basic Agile) such as: Training 
for the Blue team, standup ScrumMaster 
CoP team, address Agile concerns from 
compliance team, provide coaching for the 
Yellow team, etc. 

Plot Agile methods on 
a few projects to prove 
value, gain buy-in and 
identify and address 
obstacles.

Enterprise 
Adoption

Scale 
Agile

Scale to multiple teams, 
larger programs and 
distributed teams to 
gain wider adoption 
and confidence in 
scaling.

Transform the 
organization to stable 
teams and communities 
of practice. Adopt 
Agile/Lean Portfolio 
Management.

Plot 
Agile

Watch these videos
Thinking of Agile Adoption?  
Start Here 
http://bit.ly/11y7KGB 

Success Factors When 
Transforming to Agile 
http://bit.ly/Ok6bJg

Scaling Agile to  
Multiple Teams 
http://bit.ly/10KtJ1C
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If you’re convinced at all that 
using traditional to plan for 
large project invites large risk 
and waste then consider this:

 ❚ Traditional planning 
inspired by the Waterfall 
stages advocates spending 
significant time and money 
on heavy upfront planning/
design followed by a signoff 
to seal the requirements. 
Development and testing time 
is usually crunched because 
the initial ‘planning’ phase 
usually goes longer than 
expected (requirements keep 
evolving and don’t stay fixed 
like they should!)

 ❚ Traditional contracting 
advocates that the processes 
outlined above are signed 
and sealed in all major legal 
documents with contracting 
vendors and suppliers. This 
means even if you get a 
contracting partner who wants 
to deliver sooner and apply 
some level of agility, they 
really can’t because the big 
waterfall deliverables and 
heaps of documentation are 
due (shooting ourselves in the 
foot perhaps?).

 ❚ The auditing and compliance 
processes now follow. These 
individuals could care less 
about the difference in Agile/
Waterfall. Their job is to make 
sure everyone is sticking to 
the contract terms and all the 
deliverables as outlined are 
being delivered. They assume 

3 Take on the Spiral of Death!  
Gov. Planning, Contracting  
and Auditing Processes

that the contract is there to 
‘protect the government’, 
therefore they will apply 
strict review and compliance 
procedures to make sure all 
the rules are followed. 

So poor John who just got 
his manager convinced to try 
Agile on the current government 
project is about to get a reality 
check when he realizes the 
contract doesn’t have what he 
needs for success and actually 
mandates many heavy processes 
that will get in the way of value 
delivery. 

Agile contracts should 
outline the iterative delivery 
of value and not attempt to fix 
requirements in detail upfront. 
You can still have fixed bid 
contracts with Agile but you 
should understand that you are 
buying a fixed number of team 
iterations ‘Purchasing Capacity 
and Points’ instead of ‘Purchasing 
Specific Features’. Agile contracts 
should also outline the expected 
gov./contractor collaboration, 
visibility and Agile practices to 
be employed and define with 
clarity the role of the product 
owner. 

What can YOU do as a leader to 
address these issues? 

 ❚ Bring the leaders/decision 
makers from planning, 
contracting and auditing to 
have an open conversation 
about this. Educate them on 
why you are moving to Agile 

and collaborate with them to 
design ‘lean’ processes that 
support Agile. Form a strong 
alliance team that is focused 
on value delivery, waste 
reduction and better buying 
power for the government. 

 ❚ In June 2012 OMB released 
contracting guidance 
to support Modular 
Development (Agile and 
Iterative delivery) that 
includes sample SOW and 
pricing arrangements. Begin 
to write your contracts this 
way. (http://1.usa.gov/
Qh7g5M). 

 ❚ Take a look at the GAO’s 
‘Effective Practices and 
Federal Challenges in 
Applying Agile’ (http://1.
usa.gov/MPHkM5) and 
incorporate the best practices 
in your contracts and start 
planning ahead for the 
top 14 challenges they 
identified. This report isn’t a 
comprehensive guide but a 
good place to start. 

 ❚ Design incentives that 
reward for value delivery 
(story points that are 
Done). Foster a culture of 
transparency, measurement, 
iterative delivery and high 
collaboration between your 
government agency and your 
contractors and suppliers. Do 
not accept high risk waterfall 
processes where full testing 
and delivery are scheduled  
at the end. 

Further reading:
Better Buying Power 
in the Agile World  
http://1.usa.
gov/15u8C3o

Agile Contracting 
Manifesto  
http://bit.ly/ZnfwXr

Agile Contracts 
Primer 
http://www.
agilecontracts.org/
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Piloting Agile means choosing a few teams 
to ‘try it out’ and prove success. We can’t 
emphasize enough the importance of setting 
up these pilot teams for success and giving 
them the autonomy they need to deliver 
value. Here are some key tips:

 ❚ Choose the right team with the right 
technical/soft skills and positive attitude 
towards change. 

 ❚  Choose the right product owner who can 
commit a significant amount of time to the 
team. They will need to effectively manage 
customer and stakeholder expectations 
while providing clarity and focus for the 
team.  

 ❚  Choose the right project. Not too large, 
not too small, one that has good visibility 
from leadership.

 ❚  Provide initial training and coaching 
for the Agile team and also for their 
management/leadership team. 

 ❚  Plan ahead and address organizational 
impediments (like the spiral of death, 
command and control functional 
managers, technical environment or skills 
gaps, etc.).

The statistics of Agile adoption 
success and failure as reported 
by the VersionOne State of 
Agile Development Survey 
2012 (http://bit.ly/18IbPyn) 
has consistently pointed to the 
importance of Agile training, 
education and coaching. Having 
internal support groups and 
common tools were also cited 
as lessons learned. If you’re 
getting started with Agile, here 
is what we would recommend:

 ❚  Agile Team Training – 3 days 
minimum focusing on walking 
through the entire Agile 
lifecycle with the team and 
clarifying roles, expectations, 
planning and execution 
processes. The goal should 
not just be training but also 
to gain buy-in and generate 
excitement for the change 
ahead. If done correctly, this 
could be a great jump start for 
the team in the right direction.

 ❚ Agile Team Coaching – Some 
teams have done well with 
only training but the risk 
of failure and reverting 
back is much higher. You 
should consider having an 
experienced internal or 
external coach supporting the 
team for the first few months. 
One Agile coach can coach 
several teams at the same 

4 Try Agile 
Successfully 
(Pilot) 5 Invest in Agile 

Training and 
Coaching

time if they are experienced. 

 ❚ Leadership/Management 
Training: This is a big lesson 
learned for us. We’ve found 
that teams have struggled 
when their own management 
and leaders haven’t really 
invested any time in learning 
Agile and how they can 
support the teams. This 
should cover challenges such 
as resource shifting, balancing 
support vs. project work, the 
new role of a manager, etc. 

 ❚  Product Owner Training: We 
usually recommend that the 
product owner attend the 
team training with everyone 
else. If you have a team of 
future product owners and 
want the existing product 
owners to go deeper into 
their role then setting up this 
workshop would be valuable. 

 ❚ Once the team has some 
experience with Agile then 
you can go deeper into soft 
skills like Servant Leadership, 
Agile Meeting Facilitation, 
Team collaboration skills 
in addition to technical 
Agile skills such as Agile 
Requirements, Agile 
Engineering and Agile Testing 
practices. [MG]
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