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This article was initially published with ScrumAlliance.org on Mar 27, 2015. Over its life it 

received a rating of over 4.75/5. 

Are you part of a wonderful SCRUM team that sometimes hits road blocks for reasons that 
could have been discovered early on? Do you belong to a program or organization that is in 
transition from traditional development methods to Agile ones? Or is your organization starting 
the journey to develop agility? We have good news and some bad news for you! Good news 
first, most studies with data spanning over the past decade show that Agile development 
practices reduce the project failure rates and improve customer satisfaction. The bad news is 
that many Agile initiatives still fail. Most Agile practices are still challenged with overall project 
success rate when measured based on time, budget, and all planned features delivered. 

There are many factors that play a part in the success or failure of any Agile initiative. We will 
present a series of articles to analyze the one factor that we deem most important, the intake 
of Agile projects. We found most Agile frameworks to be silent about the intake process. It is an 
empirical fact that upfront evaluation and planning is key to success of any project or larger 
initiative, and Agile development methods suggest no different. Thus, the implementation of 
adequate Agile Project Intake practices can dictate the success of a scrum team, program, and 
its ecosystem. 

Some questions you may ask are: What is Agile Project Intake? How is it different from what we 
have traditionally done? Why should we do anything different for the intake of Agile 
projects? This article series tries to answer these questions and more. In this first article we 
introduce the concept of Agile Project Intake and touch on relevant challenges. In the 
subsequent articles we will discuss real world challenges using non-attributable examples, 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/garymehra?trk=author_mini-profile_title
https://www.linkedin.com/uas/login?session_redirect=https%3A%2F%2Fwww%2Elinkedin%2Ecom%2Fpulse%2Fagile-project-intake-challenges-learnings-best-practices-gaurav-mehra&trk=author-info__follow-button
http://scrumalliance.org/


 

suggest a framework, lessons learned, best practices, and conclude the series with a non-
attributable case study. 

What is Agile Project Intake? 

Put simply, Agile Project Intake is a multi-stage process for reviewing and evaluating 
organizational needs that convert into projects, beginning with request submission to initiation, 
prioritization, and approval phases. The goal is to assess not only if the project will feasibly 
address the organizational need, but also what methodology is best suited to undertake the 
endeavor given the organizational environment, structure, availability of resources and time. 

 How is it different from what we have traditionally done? 

In many ways Agile Project Intake is no different than the intake processes traditionally used by 
organizations, except that it aims to also assess, given the known facts at the time of 
evaluation, whether the proposed initiative is a better fit for Agile development than traditional 
Waterfall, or vice versa. The results may lead to either a choice of adequate execution 
methodology or, at the very least, make the management and delivery teams aware of threats 
and opportunities, allowing for efficacious Risk Management. 

 Why is Agile Project Intake important? 

 A clear understanding and execution of an Agile Project Intake process dictates the success of 
the projects, which is why it is important to us, and why we think it is important to you. Project 
Intake is an essential component in the overall delivery workflow and often the least visible. 

Traditionally, in most medium to large organizations project intake tends to be primarily 
controlled by the middle-tier management, often with minimal information to and input from 
the implementers. In the spirit of Agile methods, the Agile Project Intake practices encourage 
an open and honest project evaluation by all parties, be it pigs or chickens. By increasing 
accountability, you can cultivate a workplace full of empowered and motivated individuals. 
Along with improved motivation, your organization will benefit from increased upfront time-
boxed analysis, more realistic project estimates and forecasts, to include effort, duration and 
budget. This increased accuracy will in turn lead to better targeted communication and setting 
of expectations with customers and clients, leading to increased customer and client 
satisfaction. The ultimate goal for every business! 

 Given the likely behavioral response to positive reinforcement, positive outcomes will 
encourage teams to get closer to their optimal performance and thus more predictable and 
efficient project intake. - Yes, this could be the virtuous cycle you have been searching for! 

 We state that if the requisite time and focus is given to the intake of Agile projects instead of 
passing them off as a mere formality, then the organizations, programs, and teams will 



 

experience better alignment and overall efficiencies. Only making an engineering team Agile 
does not make the program or organization Agile, this requires a change in organizational 
behavior. Introducing an Agility Assessment in the project intake process broadens these 
horizons across departments and layers.  

 Our next article will dive into some of the challenges of implementing and managing an Agile 
Project Intake process along with a framework to guide our discussion. 
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Greetings! If you are reading this article, then the chances are you spend part of your day in an 
environment that is in some state of Agility. If this is true, the probability is rather high that 
there are challenges and room for improvement! We bring you good news, we are here to help 
with one of the most fundamental issues that plagues Agile transformations. So read on! 

For any of you who haven’t read the first article of this series, in Introduction to Agile 
Project Intake - Part 1, we touched on why we need a different approach for project 

intake analysis when Agile is not the only software development methodology available to 
choose from. By the end of this series, our hope is to give you a simple framework which will 
guide you through the project intake assessment in a mixed portfolio model. 

Before we jump right into the framework, we have decided to provide you with some more 
context around the challenges of project intake models. The feedback we received from the 
first article was immensely insightful into how we decided to convey our complete message. It 
is important to share what we think are situations organizations can find themselves in when 
deciding to adopt Agile methodologies. Though our experiences will not cover every scenario, 
or every industry, we feel these examples were the most impactful to those around us while 
coaching and researching with Scrum teams. 
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In this second article, we will walk you through issues and challenges found in several 
organizational contexts and then present you with a "light-weight" intake assessment that you 
can introduce in your organization right away. Remember, an Agile framework is not meant to 
be "easy", but when done with care and hindsight, it can be a great way to synchronize your 
organization toward a shared vision. 

Agile adaptation stages: where do we stand? 

To begin with, we have witnessed that Agile transformations in the following three states can 
exhibit unhealthy behavior for a project intake model. These 3 interim organizational states to 
watch out for are: 

 

Taking a quick look at the above 3 states, the first one appears to be the most clear but can 
eventually lead toward states two or three. State two is probably the most interesting and 
complex organizational state due to the misalignment of what individuals both expect and 
experience. It often ends up with a disconnect between the top-down and bottom-up 
movements or even within the same horizontal slice of a company leading to a contentious 
culture. We advise state two to go see an organizational therapist immediately! 

Wrong reasons for Agile adaptation: why are we here? 

In the above 3 states, organizations in transition to Agile often times decide to execute projects 
Agile for the wrong reasons, some of which include: 



 

 

Phew, so that was a mouthful, but there are a lot of reasons that we’ve seen mixed-portfolio 
programs decide to choose their delivery methodology as Agile at the decision gate. Some of 
these may not be easy to assess this far upstream, but if there’s a way for you to keep these 
warnings near and dear to your heart while the project moves down the funnel, then there’s 
always a chance to make assessments and to mitigate risk later on. 

Consequences: what more can go wrong? 

Next you may wonder, what happens if an organization decides to force a project to be 
delivered in an Agile fashion despite all of these warnings? -- Well, here are some risks and their 
manifestations into issues we have observed in the scenario below due to forced Agile 
adoption… 

If the organization recognizes and accepts that it is in a transitionary state, due to which multi-
application project schedules are out of sync, it may decide to hedge its risks by deploying code 
to production in an “off-mode”. This decision is best made prior to solution design as it typically 
increases design, development, and test costs as well as the overall duration. That said, 
implementing feature toggles in production is inherently risky for many reasons: 



 

 

On the other hand, if the organization is unable to proactively identify these warnings and 
mitigate risk using techniques, such as “on-/ off-modes” for code in production, then the above 
risks can manifest into the following issues: 

 

What can I do? - The checklist 

If you are willing to accept that these behaviors are undesirable for an organization and that 
each project should be consciously assessed during the intake process for fitness to the 
software development methodology, then as a preview to the framework in the upcoming 
articles here is a short list of questions to consider for your next project intake: 



 

 

Now that we have introduced you to the signs to look for and issues faced by organizations who 
do not heed those warnings, we hope that we have empowered you to perform a preliminary 
assessment of your projects to the adequate software development methodology. 

In our next article we will develop on this fitness assessment and introduce a framework for 
effective intake of Agile projects. But first, we invite thoughts and feedback from you, our 
readers and audience. 
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In this second article, we will discuss issues and challenges found in several organizational contexts and then 
present a Lean and "lightweight" intake assessment that you can introduce in your organization right away. 
Remember, an Agile framework is not meant to be "easy," but when done with care and insight, it can be a 
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