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Abstract 

Agile in Creative Agencies; Towared the Identification of Factors 
Important For Its Effectiveness 

Courtney J. Leonard, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2015 

Supervisor:  Robert Lewis 

 

This study is a systematic approach to collecting and analyzing qualitative data 

regarding the appropriateness of Agile as a project management environment for creative 

teams whose deliverables include various types of software. The study identifies the 

significance of Agile as a methodology. Furthermore, it demonstrates factors that are 

perceived as important for Agile’s success on creative teams, such as client or 

stakeholder involvement, educational resources, flexible timeline and budget,  and 

theoverall technical ability of the creative team. Finally, this study highlights important 

information regarding instances in which Agile is not perceived as an appropriate 

methodology for creative project management.  
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Chapter 1:  Introduction 

1.1 SIGNIFICANCE 

Agile is a software development project environment where teams generally produce 

more frequent deliverables in the form of prototypes, practice substantial collaboration 

and testing, and allow for the maximum amount of communication between stakeholders 

and hired teams to ship better products for the end user (“Agile Methodology,” 2015). 

Agile is one type of project environment among many, and each one is unique in its core 

principles. For example, while traditional linear methods assumes that tasks are not 

started until the one before it has been completed (i.e., Waterfall), Agile assumes that 

multiple steps in the process will be worked through simultaneously and iteratively in an 

order deemed necessary by changing project requirements (i.e., non-linear; Cohns, 2015). 

Several key differences exist between Agile and traditional linear methods such as 

Waterfall, part of which is visualized in Figure 1, that merit consideration before either is 

implemented among numerous options. The current study represents a first step in 

systematically examining how Agile is perceived in the firms that adopt it. As such, 

qualitative interviews are used to help support a rationale for several potential important 

factors as well as uncover other factors that may help determine Agile’s success or 

failure. 
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Figure 1: Linear Project Management Vs. Agile Project Environments 

 
 

The community of professionals who claim to practice Agile has grown to include 

creative teams who also produce digital deliverables, although there is disagreement 

about its effectiveness in this context. Agile has been appropriated from software 

development and is often perceived as a buzzword (Beck, 2014). Beyond the buzz, its 

implementation in environments other than that of strict software development is 

misunderstood, causing conflict for those who attempt to practice it (Brown, 2008).  

Despite glaring miscommunications, many designers claim to use Agile, and many prefer 

it to other linear or traditional models (Carroll, 2014). In 2015, 94% of agencies surveyed 

by Version One, an agile enterprise software company, claimed to practice agile (“State 

of Agile,” 2015). Highlighting the fact that there is some uncertainty surrounding Agile, 
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53% of the organizations believed that the projects managed using Agile were successful 

(“State of Agile,” 2015). Moreover, anecdotal observations of designers’ complaining 

about Agile abound. 

However, when using an Agile model as opposed to an iterative project 

management environment, perceived product quality does not increase significantly, 

project timelines are negatively affected, and stakeholder value decreases by nearly 50% 

(see Figure 2). This is due to the fact that Agile changes the relationship between the 

team and the client or product owner and, thus, the company’s culture and philosophies. 

A jarring 42% of companies believed that if Agile has failed a project, it was because 

their company culture and philosophies do not align with the core values listed in the 

Agile Manifesto (State of Agile Survey). Furthermore, 33% of interviewees saw an 

unwillingness for a cultural shift that will realign itself to adhere to Agile’s core 

principles (State of Agile Survey, n.d.). All the while, the perceived success of Agile is 

increasing (Ambler 2010, 2013; Figures 3 and 4). 
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Figure 2: Stakeholder value decreases by approximately 50% when using Agile over 
an iterative process. (Image reprinted here with permission of author.) 
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Figure 3: Agile’s success rate in 2010 is approximately 60%. (Image reprinted here 
with permission of author.) 

 

 



 6 

 

Figure 4: Agile’s success rate in 2013 is approximately 65%. (Image reprinted here 
with permission of author.) 

There are many types of project management methodologies for creative and 

development teams such as Object-Oriented Project Management, Rapid Applications 

Development, Kanban, Six Sigma, and many others (PM Methodologies, n.d.). However, 

there is no systematic research showing exactly how Agile in particular is generally 

perceived by respective teams or how they increase or decrease project success. There is 

a need to understand when they are appropriate and when they are not because there are 

significant amounts of time and monetary resources that are being invested in these types 

of projects every day. Qualitative interviews were conducted in order to identify the 

factors that individuals working in Agile environments perceive as important. This study 

represents a first step in approaching further systematic research on the topic. 
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The following paragraphs discuss the history of Agile as a software development 

process or environment, and reasoning is offered for its varying levels of effectiveness 

depending on the context in which it is used. As systematic and rigorous research on this 

topic is either non-existent or proprietary, the author draws from her own experiences, 

secondary research, and logic to make several claims about Agiles effectiveness in 

several different contexts. Then, qualitative interview data from various agency 

professionals are presented highlighting support and refinement for this reasoning. These 

results are discussed in terms of managerial implications. First, though, we briefly define 

Agile and outline its history in software and creative development. 

1.2 HISTORY AND DEFINITION OF AGILE 

Creative teams are claiming to use Agile as a process by which they complete their work, 

often in the form of software deliverables, however there are discrepancies between what 

they believe to be Agile and the definition as stated in the Agile Manifesto (Beck et al., 

2001).  

The Agile Manifesto offers several key conceptual points that dictate the 

parameters of this particular project environment, and it has become an umbrella term 

under which many prescribed methods have been created. Agile is an environment in 

which team members create working software early and often (usually as low-fidelity 

prototypes) instead of placing significant energy into documentation, streamlining 

processes, and dictating what tools will be used. Agile requires delivering multiple 

working prototypes, re-iterating through their creation to enhance their quality, and non-

linear project management. Different components of the product may be undergoing 

production at the same time. A high level of uncertainty is embraced in the Agile model, 

and thus the requirements of a given project will continuously change. Binding contracts 
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with strict budgets, timelines, and deliverable scopes take a backseat to maintaining a 

high level of customer collaboration and the client or user becomes an integral part of the 

team.  

Universal knowledge among developers and creative personnel is key to a 

project’s success, should the team shift or roles change, and co-location is preferred over 

the fragmentation of a team (“Agile Manifesto,” 2001). Communication is, generally, the 

most important part of Agile. User stories are face-to-face interviews with users, who 

discuss a prioritized list of features they wish to be in a product. That list, in its entirety or 

cut down due to constraints, becomes a project checklist. Collaboration and feedback 

become more important than contracts, because plans will change and roles will vary and 

overlap. Good iterations are the result of good communication, preventing road blocks 

and bottlenecked projects. Stakeholders are involved with each iteration phase and user 

testing; research and proven results are baked into the product instead of being shipped 

without testing at the very end in hopes that it is successful.  

As mentioned above, Agile began with software development; from smaller web 

design and development shops to larger advertising agencies, Agile has made its way into 

popularity among creatives. It has been adapted for teams that place a higher emphasis on 

creative deliverables (e.g., user experience, graphic design, and other formalist features 

are just as important as the software “bones” that undergird their functionality). This 

different context begs the question of whether Agile is appropriate beyond the software-

development realm. The section below outlines reasoning for the effectiveness of Agile 

for creative teams in various contexts, such as the size of the team, the relationship with 

the client, and the breadth of technical abilities of the people hired to work on a given 

project. 
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1.3 AGILE ON CREATIVE TEAMS 

This paper argues that the effectiveness of Agile for creative teams depends on four main 

factors: whether the creative team exists in-house or as an agency, whether a client-

dictated scope for the work exists, agency resources for client and internal process 

education, and the level of technical limitations within a creative team. 

Agile has been appropriated into environments that do not fit the parameters set in 

the Manifesto, and so the appropriateness of the practice in digital agencies with large 

creative teams producing work for clients is in question. This paper argues that the 

suitability of Agile for creative teams is dependent upon the context of project 

deliverables.  

There are at least four contexts in which Agile may be suitable for creative teams. 

The first is in the context of independent product design. Independent product design is 

where creative teams are working on one product for a company whose stakeholders and 

owners take place of the traditional “client.” For example, Twitter is a service with many 

creative teams working exclusively on the application experience, in contrast to the 

experience of many creative working in agencies dedicating time to multiple clients. An 

Agile environment is better suited for product design teams, such as those in Twitter or 

similar app- or web-based services, because they are able to iterate on specific problems 

for one product on behalf of one company. In this context, product teams use results from 

research and user testing to improve the experience and solve problems, often times 

through design (Kaplan, 2015). It is very clear to the company that its best interest is to 

use the results and recommendations from research to improve its product. This clarity 

comes from the fact that its research was conducted by one of its very own teams, rather 

than an external entity. 
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The second context where Agile may be a suitable project environment is that of 

speculative work (“spec work.”) Spec work is a term used to describe a situation in which 

creative agencies render work that is, in general, partially complete. This is done for the 

purpose of gaining new business with a potential client (the ethics of which are left to be 

decided). As with independent product design, the deliverables are not necessarily 

regulated by a client who has requested work over which they have final control. That is, 

spec work is generally completed internally and not regulated by an external entity. As a 

hypothetical example, Tesla, the electric-car company, may want to build a web 

campaign around the customization of one of their new car models in order to generate 

interest. In such a situation, Tesla does not have a creative or interactive agency of 

record, and is subsequently looking for a agency to partner with for the campaign’s 

development. Several agencies that are interested in winning this project would create 

and present their original—yet, incomplete—solutions to Tesla in hopes of being hired. 

In this example, Tesla is reviewing pitches for the partially-completed campaign rendered 

by agencies without input from Tesla. Although Tesla may provide initial guidelines in 

the beginning, the development process is internal for the agency to handle independently 

and thus client participation is very limited.  As with independent product design teams, 

this type of work does not carry the disadvantages of spending a lot of time and resources 

on a shared understanding and acceptance of process between the hired agency and 

client’s teams. When Agile is used in spec work and product design contexts, it works 

internally. Despite that internal team members may have different definitions of a given 

process, they are more likely to have a shared understanding of how and why it is being 

used, whereas a client could overturn the process on a whim because they lack 

understanding.  
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The third context in which Agile can be suitable for creative work is when an 

agency has adequate resources for comprehensive internal team and client education on 

the process and its benefits, if applicable. This often requires significant adjustments to 

include the client or product owner and to spend a significant amount of resourcing to 

educate them every step of the way (Clum, 2013). Despite the fact that this may create 

frustration for creative teams due to increased interaction with clients, the process can 

still work to the benefit of the agency and the client. Gathering a room full of intelligent 

creatives, developers, and clients with different levels of expertise is difficult. The goals 

and strategy for the workshop must be clear and agreed upon, and activities must directly 

align with said goals (Wellings, 2011). All members of the creative team must be on 

board with adopting both Agile and the client-education process, since client participation 

is an integral part of its success (Szuc and Wong, 2010). 

The fourth context in which Agile can be suitable is where creatives do not have 

many technical limitations. That is to say that a designer would have experience in, or a 

thorough understanding of, a number of disciplines directly related to the development of 

the end product. For example, copywriting, prototyping, research, or development would 

be skills that a single designer would need to work successfully in an Agile environment 

for a content-heavy interactive campaign. However, a team that consisted of members 

who were skilled or knowledgeable in only one of those areas would have a difficult time 

working in an Agile environment. This ideal situation mirrors the software-development 

context in which the Agile process was originated. The same person who might have 

been developing software was also designing the user experience, creating visual 

elements, and writing content for their software. As a result, teams could afford to be 

smaller in size and respond to changing goals quickly because more skills and decision-

making could be covered a team fewer people with a similar breadth of skillsets.  
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Agile works better in this scenario for several reasons. First, expert visual 

designers, who may not have broad sets of technical skills, are intrinsically motivated by 

a sense of personal authorship. The Agile environment inherently entails that each step of 

the creation of the product is influenced by several people, thus diminishing the role of 

personal authorship in project development and the creative process. Moreover, Agile is 

notoriously light on documentation. This means that static mockups become a “dead 

end;” the focus is on interactions, not documenting processes. Interactive prototypes 

become the primary deliverables, and the creative team must be able to work together to 

create them (Bowles, 2008). However, many teams have found that with ample 

communication and a more senior staff, static comps can be implemented as interactive 

prototypes (Bowles, 2008).  

The second reason is that if there is not significant overlap in disciplines, 

restricted timelines will suffer. For example, a User Experience (UX) designer and 

developer are creating an application prototype in a sprint. If the UX designer does not 

understand the basics of their developer’s ability or the technical goals of the desired 

result. Time is sacrificed because each team member must explain things that would not 

need explaining if everyone had a similar level of technical skills. This limitation is 

magnified by the fact that Agile demands multiple iterations, which elicits short sprints 

sticking to a given timeline.  

Agile is not suitable in cases where a client requests creative work from an agency 

where (a) the project timeline, budget, contract, and process education resources are 

restricting, (b) the final deliverable will be measured for success based on arbitrary, 

predetermined requirements that do not contribute to business goals, (c) the stakeholder 

or client does not share an understanding of the benefits of working under a process that 

embraces uncertainty and frequently shifting project requirements based on testing and 
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research. There are at least four reasons as to why these particular project situations do 

not work in an Agile environment.  

First, Agile requires responding to change over following a plan, and customer 

collaboration over contract negotiation. Testing and research on the results of multiple 

iterations should be placed against the client’s business goals. If results dictate that the 

deliverables should change to better suit the client’s needs, and the client is closed-

minded toward a new direction, the Agile timeline cannot sustain itself. Clients do not 

always want to wait on research and subsequent results of testing to make decisions they 

view as creative or subjective. This often happens because they begin the project 

knowing what they want, and do not feel that it is necessary to spend extra time and effort 

to prove or disprove its validity, especially if it means that they were incorrect in their 

initial assumptions. Evidence of this problem is often discussed but rarely explicitly 

outlined due to confidentiality and the necessity to maintain trustworthy reputations, 

however it is often solved ahead of time by agencies explicitly describing that they align 

design with simultaneously-provided service or business strategy (Funsize, 2015). This 

allows the client to understand before they begin a project with an agency that rather than 

visual treatments dictating the final deliverables, their business goals will be the focus of 

shifting requirements. A contract will subsequently serve to protect the client and agency 

at the beginning of a project, but they often limit the flexibility that an Agile environment 

demands. If the client budget, timeline, and resources are flexible, then Agile has a better 

chance to succeed as a project environment. However, many teams and their projects’ 

stakeholders do not have the luxury of extending project so that Agile teams can produce 

the ideal volume of evolved solutions for a given business (James, 2010).   

Second, it often takes one year for a creative team to reach a working stride in an 

Agile environment. This is because Agile dictates that a team is self-organizing, which 
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takes many months for teams with overlapping abilities to achieve and settle in with 

(James, 2015). Additionally, it may take just as long for a creative team to research, test, 

iterate, and revise enough to reach their idea of the “best” solution. When creatives are 

given longer timelines with room for inspiration, and internal feedback, they are 

generally more satisfied with the work produced. This idea of longer deadlines, 

traditionally used in linear processes, does not align with short Agile sprints (Robertson, 

2013). Client budgets typically do not allow for a team to reach its optimal working stride 

in Agile (James, 2010). Even when a timeline and budget can be extended, for an agency-

client relationship, it requires approvals and getting through red tape to continue, which 

can bring a project to a halt. That said, clients may have other projects they must attend to 

and cannot devote the time it takes to clear project road blocks. Failure to maintain 

frequent and impactful collaboration is a “significant barrier” to effectively implementing 

Agile methodology (Highsmith, 2002). The reality is that clients also have other parts of 

their jobs to attend to. The participation requirement of the client, who is the product 

owner, in an Agile environment is so great that they would need to be fully invested.  

Third, clients do not always fully understand why the process’s open timeline is 

integral to reaching the benefits of evolving requirements and deliverable features. 

Clients do not expect or tolerate a high level of uncertainty when they are hiring an 

agency to produce pre-determined deliverables in exchange for compensation (Edgerton, 

2014). With services like Wix and Squarespace, where the barrier to entry in building a 

website is low, it can be difficult to justify the cost, time, and effort for a possibility in 

gaining benefits in having expert research, design, strategy and development.  

A client’s unwillingness to shift from a process with which they have previously become 

comfortable is often unknown until it is too late, especially if the hired team is new to 

Agile themselves. Agile welcomes a process changing, even toward the end of 
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development. Clients attempting Agile for the first time often assume that every 

requirement can be identified before any design or coding occurs. It can be very difficult 

to explain why that is not the case (Agile Methodology, 2015). As a result, creative teams 

can be forced to change process well into the project’s timeline, even when there are few 

resources and budgeted time left to do so. Agencies are then either losing revenue, or 

compromising the quality of deliverables. 

Agile maintains that the most clear and efficient conversation with a team is by 

face-to-face communication. This means that business people and the development (or in 

this case, creative) teams are required to work together on a daily basis. This requires that 

the client and agency find the correct environment in which they can work together as 

needed in the same space. Deciding whose resources to utilize is difficult (i.e. optimal 

meeting space, budget for materials, determining educational process fees, etc.), and 

many of the related situations are difficult to navigate if clients and creative team 

members are not accustomed to this level of constant communication.  

The reasoning offered above regarding Agile is offered based on the author’s 

first-hand experiences as well as various online opinion pieces, and is thus non-

systematic and unrepresentative of all creative agencies practicing Agile (Designer News 

Search Results: Agile Design, 2015). The State of Agile survey (2015) gives some insight 

to how other agencies use and perceive agile as a project management tool, but there 

currently are not many research documents discussing the specifics of the circumstances 

under which it is appropriate in regards to more subjective, creative work. There is plenty 

of anecdotal evidence (blogs, articles, and their respective forums) suggesting that 

agencies adopt Agile practices in circumstances that may not be appropriate; however, no 

systematic, non-proprietary research currently exists on the topic.  
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The purpose of this study was to understand (a) how relevant professionals define 

the Agile process, (b) their motivations for using Agile, and, important for our research 

questions, (c) their perceptions of Agile’s effectiveness in the contexts outlined above.  
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Chapter 2:  Method 

The study proceeded in two main stages. The first stage consisted of an open-ended, 

online interview with standardized questions answered by each respondent. The second 

stage consisted of qualitative depth interviews to allow for more detailed discussions of 

the context in which Agile is effective or not effective as outlined in the rationale above. 

Although in the rationale several important factors were identified, this study uses open-

ended qualitative interviews to better capture factors that may not have been included in 

the rationale. These factors are important to the success or failure of Agile methodologies 

in creative environments. Quantitative data would necessitate that all factors should be 

known beforehand, but considering that this systematic research did not previously exist, 

those factors had not been identified in the context of Agile. Furthermore, Agile is 

implemented in a variety of different contexts, thus, people think of the process 

differently according to their personal experience. Qualitative interviews allowed 

participants to express their experiences more fully, and this study captures the variety 

experiences and exceptions to rules and boundaries discussed among professionals in 

project management, creative, and development industries. 

2.1 ONLINE INTERVIEW 

The online interview consisted of 10 open-ended questions on topics related to 

participants’ working environments, roles in their respective companies, Agile’s 

definition, perceived effectiveness, motivations for use, and the context for which they 

use Agile (see Appendix A for interview questions). A link to the online interview was 

distributed to various professionals working in digital advertising, web, and interactive 

agencies in Austin, Washington D.C. and San Francisco. A total of 13 participants 
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responded to the online interview. All participants had personal experiences in the Agile 

environment.  

Despite the fact that 13 respondents cannot represent the entire Agile community 

in the digital creative realm, the results of the online interview are important for at least 

three reasons. First, the responses were open-ended, so participants were prompted to 

share their most top-of-mind opinions and expertise on the matter. Moreover, participants 

were welcome to be as brief or as detailed as they wished. Second, the responses aided in 

the formation of the interview protocol for the second stage of this study. Third, no other 

systematic data existed on the topic from which to form a protocol for the depth 

interviews. 

2.2 DEPTH INTERVIEWS 

The depth interviews began with a preliminary outline of discussion topics about 

perceptions of Agile’s definition, effectiveness and perceived factors that contribute to its 

success or failure, motivations for its use, contexts for its use, client relations in regard to 

process, and how Agile evolved from the software development environment to more 

creative teams (see Appendix B for the list of discussion topics). As opposed to the more 

rigid structure of the online interview, the depth interviews allowed for open discussions 

to go into more detail about the topics related to the objectives of the study, as well as to 

go outside of the topics listed in the outline that led to new findings which are to be 

discussed below.  

A total of 15 depth interviews were conducted with unique participants from the 

three metropolitan areas (Austin, Washington, D.C., and San Francisco). These 

interviews range in length from 30 minutes to approximately three hours. All interviews 

were transcribed and statement were categorized into several sections from the initial 
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interview outline and the objectives of the study. The identities of participants as well as 

their institutions are kept anonymous. Participants in both phases of the study were 

treated in accord with ethical standards articulated in the American Psychological 

Association’s (2012) handbook. 

2.3 DATA ANALYSIS 

Results from the survey and depth interviews were coded according to the following 

outline: 

Where Agile works: 
• In regard to product design teams 
• In settings where an agency has adequate resources for comprehensive client 

education on the process and its benefits, if applicable. 
• In regard teams with creatives who do not have many technical limitations 

Where Agile does not work: 
• Situations in which clients or stakeholders are resistant to changing 

requirements 
• Situations in which clients or stakeholders cannot allow their project timelines 

to accommodate an Agile environment 
• Situations in which clients or stakeholders are resistant to changing the 

process 
• Situations in which clients or stakeholders and the entire creative and/or 

development teams are not able to work together with ample face-to-face 
communication 

Additional findings: 
• How the “billable hour” affects an Agile environment 
• How intrinsic vs. extrinsic motivation affects an Agile environment 
• Autonomy and the role of Agile project managers 

This study highlights sentiments that were unanimously expressed, as well as significant 

findings that contribute to respective subjects in the outline.  
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Chapter 3: Findings 

The findings below are outlined in terms of the contexts in which Agile is perceived to 

work versus where it is perceived to not work.  

3.1 WHERE AGILE WORKS 

Our rationale suggested that a creative Agile environment works best for product design 

where creative teams are working on one product for a company whose stakeholders and 

owners take place of the traditional “client.” This suggestion was based on dynamics of 

the traditional agency-client relationship. That is, even when a timeline and budget can be 

extended, for an agency-client relationship, there are levels of managerial approvals that 

will block a creative or development team from moving forward on time. In-house or 

product design teams are hired by stakeholders and managers for the specific purpose of 

solving creative problems, and not typically subject to these types of external approvals.  

Several interviewees described scenarios related to this context. Participants’ 

comments suggested that not only does it extend a project timeline, but it inevitably 

causes the budget to run out quickly. Furthermore, these consequences increase stress and 

frustration for both the agency and the client. For example, one subject who has managed 

digital projects at several large agencies mentioned: 

“It's not about how many hours they spend on it. It's about what they produce. It's 
an excellent approach but you're paying an agency to execute work in that 
manner, you need a very healthy budget to support that approach. Because 
oftentimes, you'll get to the end of that phase, and you throw out 90% of what you 
produce. That is not an efficient way to operate.”  

Throughout the interview, this participant indicated that not only does Agile 

present an issue when a client’s project needs to stay within budget and timeline 

parameters, but when the supposed 90% of deliverables are not implemented in the final 

project, it can seem like an inefficient use of extended resources for all parties involved. 
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The widely accepted definition of a product designer (Eriksson, 2014), combined with the 

fact that Agile was created under the fact that project contributors were doing more than 

one job with the ability to work on long-term products supports the statement that Agile 

is more suited for product design than creative client work.  

Every interviewee claimed that for Agile to work, a creative agency or team must 

have an abundance of resources, internal cooperation and education, a generous timeline, 

and comprehensive client educational system to adequately explain the process and its 

respective benefits. Internal teams must maintain the Agile philosophy of shared 

knowledge in the project environment, and they must agree that the process is beneficial 

for both the agency and the client. However, it is difficult to find a creative team that has 

a shared and accurate understanding of what “Agile” means. Terms from software 

development can be translated in different ways when they are applied to the creative and 

design fields. This leads to a possibility of multiple interpretations, and even though a 

team may agree on appropriateness, they do not share identical understandings (Brown, 

2008). 

That said, a shared knowledge of Agile on a creative team is possible, but all 

participants agreed that it is very difficult to educate a creative team where everyone 

agrees that it is appropriate and beneficial for certain project environments. Most 

interview participants either view it as a “buzzword” themselves, or a significant amount 

of their coworkers do. 

“I have some kind of a running joke with my tech department lead where we don't 
use the term agile, and if you use the term agile, you put a dollar in the jar...it's a 
big buzzword in the industry right now, so people like to throw it around a lot, 
whether that's their definition and that's what they think it means, and they're 
using it in that way. It really just doesn’t hold the weight that it should. So in 
general, we try not, or at least I try not, to use that term with clients.” 
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This interviewee was part of a team that did not adopt Agile as a project 

management tool, but the following statement is from a participant whose team has 

recently adopted the process: 

“One of our copywriters renamed it ‘agile-tated’ She was like, ‘I am so agile-
tated.’ And then everything had agile in it. Every word we were using to describe 
how we were feeling had ‘agile’ at the beginning. It was hilarious. We started 
using it across the board. And I think that went back to the fact that everyone 
makes fun of the fact that we don't really know what agile is.” 

Although some agencies claim to practice Agile for creative client work 

successfully when it is considered as an appropriate approach, their teams are still at odds 

regarding its legitimacy, gravity, and core principles. 

Participants reported that clients, who are generally familiar with traditional linear 

project environments, must become familiar and confident in the process and working 

closely with the agency. This was also a salient point in the rationale for this 

study.  Several interviewees noted that regardless of which method is chosen, it is always 

important for a client to know exactly what they will be receiving. It is also important for 

a client to know what is expected of them, and that their participation is key to achieving 

the results intended when choosing an Agile environment. However, some clients require 

a heavier amount of guidance. The agency is then responsible for responding accordingly 

to be sure that while the client is getting the information they need, the project team is not 

burdened with another road block. One interviewee, a project manager who has 

successfully implemented Agile into his team’s workflow, supports this claim by saying:  

“It varies from client to client in terms of how long we spend on the education 
process. Not long, probably not long enough, we say our standard we have like 
you know, we’ll start at a four hour kickoff workshops. And we’ll dedicate 10 or 
15 minutes so like you know, process. There are other clients that are really really 
really really really need help. And so in certain instances we’re able to kinda 
coach them over the course of weeks, and you know an hour this week, an hour 
next week, an hour next week and it kinda start to ramp off of their own side 
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because that could be a hindrance to our success on the project as well if they’re 
heavy and slow. So there’s not enough client education. In my dream world we’re 
actually going in there and Agile-coaching clients, and really engaging with them 
on that level.” 

A client onboarding process or coaching phase would help new clients fully 

understand the volatility of a process like Agile in the very beginning, so that there are 

fewer unexpected issues. Generally, interviewees admit that client education is necessary, 

but that their teams do not spend enough time with it. One interviewee supports this claim 

and discusses the result of such constraints:  

“Agencies in particular don't always invest in their teams to take this on and to 
understand the new approaches or the new ways of operating and running work. 
As a result, you can get a project manager who has no idea how to run that 
development project, and that can really hurt you in that manner.”  

A recurring point in several discussions touched on the fact that if the entire 

creative team tasked with a client project is not well-versed on the process they will use 

to complete it, the client will not have the opportunity to be confident in the process. Not 

only will the quality of the deliverables suffer as a result, but the client will also have a 

difficult time knowing when and how to participate. Furthermore, it takes a client who is 

open to such a structure. One interviewee explains why being measured on the end result 

rather than completion can be a difficult measure to overcome in client education by 

saying: 

“They have to be okay that nothing is set in stone. That takes a certain kind of 
client to know that we're always improving, we're always going to reiterate. There 
is no end goal. It's a scary idea for a client because they're being measured on the 
completion. If you tell them, hey it's never really going to ever be complete, or, 
hey remember when we finished that first part? Yea, we redid that, and now it -- 
for them, it's a nightmare to think about sometimes. It takes a certain kind of 
attitude from them, like to always want to make things better. And then for us to 
always want to make things better.” 
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Participants claimed that in order for Agile on a creative team to work well, the 

client or stakeholder must dedicate all of their working time to the project. When a client 

or stakeholder takes on an Agile project, their attention must not be diverted to other 

ongoing projects. The agency and the client must be in constant communication for 

deliverables, feedback, discussions of testing and results, changes in requirements, and 

approving or rejecting decisions based on the client or stakeholder’s business goals. One 

interviewee reinforced this point by discussing why the client’s undivided attention is 

crucial to Agile’s success: 

“Uber for example, executes work in a great way in that manner because they 
have an onsite development team. They have onsite product managers who are 
there to focus their time and work in these tight groups for an assignment. Our 
clients on the other hand - I don't know if I'd dedicate on that side to the work. 
They might have somebody who is overseeing our, let's say, Google app 
development. However, that's 1/10th of their time. To operate in that manner, you 
really need focused, dedicated product owners who have the authority to make 
decisions on the spot. Not, you know, bureaucracy at a lot of larger companies 
where well, I gotta check with my boss who's gotta check with his boss, and the 
see if we can approve an additional $100,000 for sprint two. There's just a lot of 
steps and barriers that prevent operating in that manner.” 

This statement provides some support for the logic that it is advantageous when 

product design teams have their stakeholders close by because they are less likely to run 

into issues that will drastically affect the project timeline. 

These data are indicative of people’s perceptions. There are likely to be plenty of 

exceptions to the claims made about where Agile will and will not work. For example, 

one interviewee makes an exception for Agile to work on his creative teams in an agency 

setting. He is very closely connected to the authors of the Agile Manifesto. His agency 

gave him the opportunity to test this type of project environment, and he has spent the 

last year overcoming road blocks and obstacles with adequate time, resources and the full 

support of the agency and their clients. This person makes it work in his environment 
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because of the resources he was given, but this is not to say that it was a simple process. 

This company was able to risk a short-term loss in resources for a long-term gain, which 

many businesses do not have the luxury of doing.  

3.2 WHERE AGILE DOES NOT WORK 

All interviewees believe that Agile is a difficult environment for creatives. Short sprints, 

decreased sense of authorship and perfection, and increased participation in necessary 

client education create a more stressful environment.  

Many participants said that short sprints do not always allow designers the time 

they need to explore the ideas they are capable of generating. Creatives run into problems 

with short sprints because they are required to deliver assets to developers on time for the 

timeline to move forward, and that causes a much higher level of stress. This is true in 

product design, in-house, and agency settings (Boag, 2013). This can be attributed to the 

fact that designers generally place quality over speed (Naylor, 2014). One participant 

goes further to explain one reason he believes this aspect of Agile to be constraining: 

“Traditional linear methods give designers time to not do what they’re supposed 
to do for however long they need, and then they can work at their own pace.” 

Subjective tasks take a different approach to solve problems, as opposed to 

software development, because they require intense creative ideation. Creativity and idea 

generation will seldom be achieved in a short sprint as they would in a more open and 

flexible timeline. 

Also, as mentioned in the rationale regarding authorship, several interviewees 

talked about creative authorship, an influential intrinsic motivator for many designers. 

Authorship in an Agile environment is diminished because ideas and design is heavily 

distilled in order to produce many low-fidelity working prototypes rather than one or few 

complete and robust deliverables. Authorship is diminished when creatives are working 
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in short sprints to deliver low-fidelity prototypes because it decreases the amount of time 

that they can insert their own visual or experiential design iterations into the deliverable. 

One subject made a statement that exemplifies a sentiment that was present for many of 

the interviewees: 

“I mean you know as a designer, you’re not gonna show any people your super 
rough work by nature. You don’t wanna show stuff until you’re happy with it at a 
certain state. Daily check-ins are a huge pressure that burn people out. And that’s 
why historically in ad agencies there’s always been sort of unwritten rule of like a 
consistent gap of two weeks [between design deliverables]. It’s a lot of extra time 
sometimes, but it changes depending on what other projects you’re on and other 
variables, naturally. But two weeks is just an arbitrary in that, ‘okay two weeks. 
It’s not this week, It’s the next week that I can kind of get over that and do that.’” 

Perfection aside, there is a level of completion that creatives attempt to achieve 

even with low-fidelity prototypes to effectively get the solution across to the audience, 

client, or users. When a designer’s job of creating visually polished deliverables is 

stripped away and they are left only to creatively solve systems in low-fidelity 

prototypes, they are likely to become less motivated in their responsibilities. Creatives 

grow tiresome if they are not able to constantly strive for their perception of readiness or 

perfection. 

The interviews also yielded statements that touched upon the point in our 

rationale regarding that client education can be a burden for creative teams attempting an 

Agile environment. Specifically, the designers who participated stated that in many cases, 

asking designers to step aside from their expertise in order to educate a client is 

frustrating, as it deters their attention from the work itself. An interviewee, who has 

worked at both large agencies as well as on product design teams made a statement that is 

representative of this general sentiment: 
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“Designers and creatives need to be left alone to design. When you ask them to do 
things like educate the client, when their expertise is not in client education, that’s 
going to be uncomfortable and limit their time to do what they’ve been hired to 
do.” 

Many participants believe it to be the job of a project or account manager to lead 

education for the clients on process, especially one as non-traditional as Agile. It is 

generally believed that developers, designers, and other creatives should be able to focus 

on their work and the prototype deliverables required of the team. Another interviewee, a 

product development specialist at a large digital advertising agency, made comments 

supporting this claim.  

“Is it creating more work? I feel like it is. We show clients something every 2 
weeks. Fidelity is that not everyone has bought into it yet. People need to sell the 
process and the expectations of it. That takes time and lots of experience, and we 
will see reactions of clients. Adverse reactions might take a third time for a good 
response to appear. It will be interesting to stress the processes of every project. 
The more it evolves, the more better we can deal with those issues.” 

Another participant describes the concern that designers are being required to project 

manage, whereas project managers would not be expected to design. Furthermore, the 

participant discusses the user experience of the process itself.  

“The fact that a creative team needs to be deeply educated on the process is what 
tells me that it doesn’t work that well. To be a successful designer, I don’t need to 
sit the project managers down and teach them all of the things that I know, or 
even a portion of it. A successful UI doesn’t require a ton of explanation, so why 
should a process? The user experience of Agile is really poor and if you need to 
spend that much time educating people about it, I don’t think it’s working.” 

Such perceptions are a hurdle for project managers attempting to implement an 

Agile environment on their project teams. 

A related point regarding the boundaries of the roles of individuals on creative 

teams was highlighted by interviewees’ statements regarding the difficulty to maintain 

Agile principles when a creative team has focused or specific roles. As was mentioned in 
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the rationale, Agile was created for teams whose technical and creative roles heavily 

overlapped. Developers designed, wrote content, tested, conducted research, and dictated 

user experiences for a piece of software. One participant elaborates on why this Agile 

philosophy is difficult for creative specialists: 

“Agile is really dependent on your developers being somewhat of an all in one 
solution. Your developers are actually designing, your developers are doing the 
UX. If they’re doing all of it, then you can make iterations that are 80% complete 
and that are revised, do a new build, revise, do a new build, but it just seems like 
it’s one of a hundred million opinions that the larger the project, the more difficult 
agile philosophy and use or methodology become. And then also, the more, I 
guess, focused or specific each person’s role is, the harder it is to keep with those 
agile philosophies, especially when it comes to a whole bunch of people working 
on a single project that are specialists.”  

When several iterative prototypes are being built, tested, and changed, the 

timeline will stay intact if  everyone on the team is capable of completing all tasks. Many 

interviewees mentioned that when a creative is absent from part of the project, the 

timeline will be shifted. However, for development teams, if one person leaves for a 

portion of the project, the rest of the team can carry on with their tasks without major 

compromises in the timeline. One interviewee supports this claim by saying:  

“Being blocked and not able to effectively execute the work makes agile harder 
for creatives. I know that's happening in one of our projects right now. We're 
running projects in an agile manner or hybrid manner. And the designer, for 
personal reasons, wasn't able to come into work for a few days. That kind of 
thing's impact on what got executed. The entire thing kind of fell apart. The sprint 
kind of fell apart where we really needed the full team fully involved from Day 1 
all the way through, and what we didn't get when we needed that from the 
creative team member, it really blocked progress throughout. And even though we 
wanna say, well that doesn’t matter. It does matter. We're all ingrained in this 
very waterfall-based approach that we've all been executing in work for decades, 
you know? So maybe that's the reason.” 

Developers do not have this issue because of the way they are able to split tasks 

among a team of multiple people. The participant goes on to say: 
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“It’s not the same for developers, if one happens to be missing. Developers are 
prone to breaking down those tasks, and they're just going to have a task list. Let's 
say you're doing a point-based system here and you're going to execute 15 points 
from the sprint. Well, you get through ten of those points and one developer 
leaves. The other developers aren’t blocked necessarily on their execution. What 
happens is you just don't produce the full 15 points, and you have to shift those 5 
points that didn't get completed into the backlog or into the next sprint pushing 
out other points. SO when you do your sprint planning, you're going to be taking 
on five less new points because you have to accommodate for the five that didn't 
get done into the first sprint. So it's different from a development standpoint, 
because sometimes it is dependent on each other, but generally the work is pieced 
out, or, you know, cut up in ways where they're individual pieces.” 

A designer or creative with technical limitations is put on an Agile project, the 

timeline will be compromised. Another interviewee supports this claim by saying:  

“In a sense, visual designers feel that they lose control over the division they’re in 
when limitations of [technical] ability come into play.” 

The nature of Agile’s sprint schedules will be compromised when team members 

need to spend more time collaborating with each other to educate them on each moving 

part of the project and make better-informed decisions.  

Testing ideas or prototypes can be intimidating for creatives, however, Agile is 

not suitable for teams who are building software without testing and iterating prototypes 

that solve the client or stakeholders’ business goals. Creatives can be intimidated when 

formal or informal training does not prepare them to work closely with developers or, 

regarding Agile specifically, adopting their project environments and methods (Lester, 

2012). This means that they may not have been regularly subjected to their work being 

proven or disproven as effective by testing against business goals and shifting 

requirements, which can be challenging (Walia, 2013). Many agencies claim to use 

Agile, but if there is no testing to check whether the prototypes are efficiently solving the 
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problems they are after, Agile’s core principals maintain that subsequent prototype 

iterations are not considered to be functional. 

3.3 ADDITIONAL INSIGHTS 

The billable hour may prevent Agile from being successful in agencies on creative teams. 

Agencies use the billable hour as a model to track their employees’ progress on a project. 

A creative team is not only selling their services, but their time. If they do not track how 

long each deliverable takes to produce, they run a risk of overcharging or undercharging 

the client. An interview participant who works at a large digital advertising and design 

agency supports this claim by stating: 

“We're undercharging for a value that we should be charging higher for. There's 
no way to know that if you're not tracking hours. Now, there's [23:00 unclear] 
where a project takes longer, gets then shorter, and all of that needs to be taken 
into consideration as well. In a business where your employees and their hours are 
your stock, they are your -- we don't produce a product and sell it. We have 
employees, and their hours are what we sell. And if you don't know how those 
hours are spent, if they're spent efficiently and continue to evolve and modify 
your cost structure, pricing model, well whatnot. I personally just don't 
understand the business case behind it. Also from a development standpoint, it is 
a lot more mathematical. You know. From a creative standpoint, it's not. It could 
take a week to come up with a great creative concept, or begin to deck [? 23:52]. 
It totally depends on the circumstances.” 

The billable hour allows management to properly estimate how much time and 

effort a team will spend on a potential project. However, it severely prevents Agile from 

being practiced in its truest form. The principles of the Agile Manifesto state that 

working software is a priority, rather than documentation, processes, and tools. One 

interviewee elaborates on that point by discussing that accuracy is an issue. 

“Tell them you put an hour estimates in the user stories for two scripts and if they 
can complete those hours after then you’ll switch to the next set of hours. But that 
means two things: they have to be accurate and they have to track the hours. Of 
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course they are not tracking the hours, because that’s not Agile, so doing this will 
give them crazy amounts of tracked hours.” 

Another interviewee expresses frustration with the immense pressures of tracking 

every movement, saying that it takes up nearly as much time as it does to design and 

create deliverables. 

“I’m on a project where I’m using five different pieces of software to track all of 
my work. There’s no way of getting better as a designer with that level of 
overhead on a relatively small team just to make all work trackable through an 
Agile tool. These people are sitting right next to me. I don’t think project 
managers understand the amount of education and ongoing learning that being a 
designer requires. So every time I’m learning where you want me to check in and 
check out a ticket or move a file it’s taking away from making me better as a 
designer.” 

The same interviewee also expresses a deep concern for the construct of the 

billable hour and how it prevents them from being able to prioritize overall business goals 

without breaking them down into unrecognizable problems. 

“You can’t put creative ideas into a number of hours. Sure, you can set a deadline. 
But constraining designers into these short sprints–how can I solve this larger 
business problem in a week? If I had a month, the outcome would be more well-
researched and thoughtful. I just don’t understand how you can solve large 
business goals with creative solutions in deteriorated time boxes. For 
development, this makes sense, but for design it does not.”  

Creatives have expertise in respective skills, and by creating a bureaucracy of 

check-ins, heavily-tracked updates, and constricting time limits will cause unnecessary 

road blocks and stress. One interviewee offers an alternative to attempting an Agile 

environment with a billable hour model. They call it “team over contract,” and explain it 

as: 

“There is something that we do that might align with that a little better, which is 
team over time contracts. They do with that is is I'll say, alright, you need a 
prototype for a website or whatever it is by the end of April. Well I'm going to 
give to you four people. Those four people are going to change out as needed. 
Sometimes, they'll be designer, sometimes they'll be a copywriter, sometimes 
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they'll be a developer and whatnot. And you're going to pay for those four people 
for X duration. Whether they spend 16 hours a day, or 5 hours day. Doesn't 
matter. You're going to pay for those people for this period. So in that sense, it 
doesn't really matter how they net it out. We still track their time. We still see did 
that content strategy team really take a week or did it take you know, 80 hours?” 

Instead of billing hourly, one alternative approach is to set a fixed price for a 

given amount of team members to solve a problem in a given amount of time. The team 

members may stay consistent or not, and the number of prototypes or iterations or hours 

spent are not pre-determined, but the timeline is generous enough to allow for flexibility. 

This requires a healthy budget and a great level of client trust in the team.  

Agile is an environment which is better suited for teams that are generally 

intrinsically motivated, as opposed to being extrinsically motivated. When intrinsic 

motivation is instilled by agencies’ managers, it allows creatives to feel a strong sense of 

ownership over their work on a project. Extrinsic motivation will produce the same 

results from creative teams from project to project because external motivations in the 

workplace remain constant (salary, benefits, etc.). Cultivating environments with intrinsic 

motivation is ideal because with each new project, creatives will feel a new sense of 

connection and ownership.   

A project manager, who has a strong connection to the origins of the Agile 

Manifesto, discusses why intrinsic motivation increases creative ownership and 

confidence to work autonomously.  

“So the way we’re gonna address this is by creating environments that cultivates 
intrinsic motivation. So we have to set it up right, so that we’re into it, into the 
work, that’s the best we can do. Another study, in Forbes September 2014 talks 
about autonomy having impact on psychological ownership at work, and that task 
identity has an impact. Psychological ownership, the extent to which the 
employees feels that their organization where their job is theirs (“this is my 
organization, and this is my company, this is my job, we are on the same team”) 
alright it’s great, we own it, the team, cool. These are the two that their looking at: 
autonomy where we have ownership over how we do the work, so we are trying 
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to create of shared vision of what to do but generally speaking, I don’t need to 
micromanage and tell you exactly how to do it. You’re smart, you’re creative, you 
figure it out. So just be autonomous and let it go. Task identity is when you can 
stay with one the task from beginning to end so it start at the beginning of the 
project see all way to the end, and how this impacts psychological ownership of 
the project, of the team. If effects prevailing tendencies of one’s spirit natural, 
mentalities, emotions, characteristics, attitude, and happiness at work.” 

A sense of lack of control or ownership occurs when a team member does not 

have technical skills to execute, or a very thorough understanding of, the project roles 

directly related to the development of the end product. As opposed to a traditional linear 

method, an Agile project is not passed from expert to expert within a creative digital 

agency for x amount of time until its completion. It is constantly in the hands of multiple 

team members, subject to change without the traditional bureaucracy of approvals. This 

can create friction within the team and decrease overall intrinsic motivation.  

Is a significant level of autonomy the biggest missing piece between creating an 

Agile environment that works for creative teams? And if so, how much autonomy should 

a manager allow on creative teams? 

There are several factors in determining how much autonomy to implement on a 

creative team, and when a manager should take a lead role. Autonomy is more effective 

and easily implemented when the creative team is considered “senior” level. They have 

more experience collaborating with clients, creatives, managers, and developers. Thus, 

they have more confidence to make and defend decisions in chaotic environments. 

What is keeping managers from increasing autonomy? Several road blocks could 

come into play when a team calls for increasing autonomy. One is the expressed fear of a 

project manager becoming obsolete. However, should the goal of a manager be to build 

teams that work efficiently and autonomously? One interviewee believe this to be the 

case, and talks about his role as a non-traditional project manager who feels the 

responsibility to give his team the resources they need to work autonomously 
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“It’s mostly like coaching people though, you know it’s mostly coaching the 
team. And then enabling the creative team to kind a self-manage and give them 
the tools.” 

Many creatives has expressed a concern that project managers use the term 

“Agile” as a means to gain client or stakeholder approval on a process because the term 

carries weight, even if its meaning is misunderstood.  

“I think what it does is just add a huge amount of credibility to the process. If they 
said ‘we’re not sure, we’re going to figure it out,’it does not sound as good as 
‘here is the process we use.’ So I feel as if it just armors the project managers with 
a lot of terminology that makes it sound like they’ve got it all under control.” 

Although creatives tend to favor more freedom and the ability to make decisions 

without having to acquire overhead approvals, they can often be resistance to significant 

structural changes. When something as impactful such as the creative project process is 

shifted, it will be met with resistance. Making the transition from a linear model to Agile 

takes time, company-wide support, and ample resources. The same participant discusses 

the difficulties and road blocks of training a creative team in Agile. 

“So, creative people don’t like me to bosses around they don’t like me to tell them 
what to do, so I instantly stop. Now after like 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 months, now people are 
started to get engage. Now they’re, I saw areas like where I can step in and say 
“hey, here’s a practice that you can help and kind a use to self-manage yourself”. 
And I think that’s my standard way of operating and over time people are getting 
more, they’re desiring some type of process more and more. The team wants it 
more now, and now that they do want it, now we can start to kind a creating it that 
together. And I have that you know, I know more like a ton, I have a big library of 
practices that I can offer to them in different situations and let’s see if you know, 
and they’re interested in trying.” 

Even when an entire team is on board with Agile as a new process, pure Agile is 

not always possible. The same interviewee continues with details on how business 
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economics do not favor an Agile environment that follows the originally intended 

principles. 

“Sales is the number one, biggest, most difficult thing in an agency setting 
because we constantly have to say like, “here’s exactly what you are getting in 
this timeline for this amount of money” which is more like a flake of waterfall 
thing so that’s like the biggest hurdle in any agency and nobody’s really that I’ve 
heard of has really figured out how to kind a merge those two. Seamlessly, it 
works but it’s interesting, our statement of work are all very high level so we kind 
a have this broad goal and vision and then we engage with the client throughout 
across the project and that hopefully would change over time and we don’t end up 
delivering exactly what was in the SOW. So I think that’s the biggest hurdle.” 

Participants believe that Agile was appropriated by creative teams as a result of 

three industry-wide observations. One rationale is that creative teams liked the evolving 

idea that their roles on a project do not have to be limited to one expertise. One 

interviewee, a creative director and designer at a large digital advertising agency said: 

“We all work in a very collaborative environment. It sort of made sense, you 
know, a software approach. A lot of it too is just a merger of technology and 
design. That people have sort of an exposure to one or the other. Maybe 10, 15, 
years ago in the ad game, there was no such thing as a developer sitting next to a 
designer, or a designer that could develop, and then you go back even further 20 
years ago - there just wasn't that kind of workflow that needed to exist or was 
even possible. I think as workflows change and as companies change and the 
dynamic of teams change, you're going to find these new processes that are 
borrowed from one another. I know plenty of developers now that have borrowed 
designer traits and everything like that, and ways that designers work. It's fairly 
cool to see it all kind of come together...the value of design has definitely been 
upped. I would say that -- you know, we all used to complain back in the day, 
why can't I use certain fonts? Why can't I kern? Why can't I do these things? All 
these tools are being built into development now, with the death of Flash. But 
Flash was getting really good. There was so much control that Adobe and 
everybody made in Flash, that were designer tools, but for developers, were 
simply amazing, HTML 5 and all that kind of stuff. CSS. These are all tools that 
are helping developers be able to execute more design-wise. That now, you're 
getting people who are developers who are also designers.” 
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Creative design and development have moved from separate silos to fields with 

high levels of overlap, a result of the start-up culture’s acceleration about fifteen years 

ago (Spool, 2011). As a result, creative and technical disciplines have borrowed practices 

and techniques from the other, Agile being one of them. Furthermore, software that 

creatives and developers use have updated to accommodate for a more collaborative 

experience and a substantial overlap in disciplines (Bout, 2014). 

The second rationale is that professionals in the digital creative, development, and 

advertising industries are often times connected to their projects when they are not at 

work. Increased capabilities for smartphone applications to handle team communications 

and some project tasks have caused industry professionals to continue working and 

collaborating away from the office. One interviewee, who works in production at a large 

advertising agency in Portland supported this by saying: 

“I think a lot has to do with how everyone has become constantly connected to 
what they do. With work, your phone's always on, you know people are always on 
their email, so it's always with you. It's not like everyone goes 9-5. Especially 
with creative, creative -- the whole thing of sitting around, talking about it, and 
then going and doing it, taking your mind off of it. That's a tough one because I 
just think that connectivity drove a lot of that.” 

People who work in the aforementioned industries arely shut down 

communication. Because of this, faster turnarounds, extended work weeks, sporadic 

ideation, and feedback are commonly recorded across mobile devices. Managers have 

responded to increased employee connectivity by allowing project collaboration to 

continue past core hours in order to stay on schedule. A project manager at a software 

company in San Francisco stated: 
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“I’ve given up on fighting the 24/7 work environment. I just work it into all the 
other things I need to do throughout the day, but I’m also okay with being on a 
conference call at 8 p.m. if necessary” (Zupek Farell, 2012). 

Some believe that the creative process is similar to Agile in that it is inherently 

iterative, and therefore Agile must be an appropriate environment for creative projects. 

One interviewee summarizes this claim by saying: 

“No one flushes out an entire idea and just presents it. The only people that do 
that are people that like getting beatings. It’s like, if you’re making a logo for 
someone, you give them 10 sketches.’“Hey what do you think of these?’ And you 
just keep doing that. It’s really simple, high-level, but you get a direction, a 
theme, a concept. You select one of them. You do 10 more, you do 5 more, you 
do 2 more, and you just keep revising that way. So those are your iterations. 
Those are your sprints. They’re much smaller, and they’re not in terms of 
development – they’re in terms of design, and that’s the creative iterative agile 
process. You just keep working until you get closer and closer and closer, because 
traditionally, you just say we’re just going to do everything for you and then 
present to you, and if you like it, that’s great.” 

However, many interviewees disagreed that the notion of creative iteration 

justifies an Agile environment. Although the companies they work for have adopted 

Agile, or some Agile qualities, in their process, most teams reject it because they’re 

aware of the substantial undereducation and lack of a collective understanding.  

There is a desire among designers, project managers, and developers for a process that 

would be the equivalent of Agile for creatives, and one that would work well in tandem 

with an Agile development team. One participant expressed this sentiment by saying: 

“Designers who are forced to work in agile end up hating themselves. They can’t 
undergo the same sprints as developers. It’s like, creatives need to come up with a 
better version of “Agile” for different kinds of designer roles, one that has longer 
“sprints” that lay over development and meet at certain points along the way.” 

Some have hypothesized principles for a potential solution to the discrepancies of 

Agile for creatives. For example, the idea that “Agile design” must stay one sprint ahead 

of development in order to be effective for creatives (Loranger, 2014). However, this 
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solution and many others shift the creative process toward a linear or iterative model, 

both of which have already been widely accepted as appropriate processes.  

Other project management environments for specific types of design such as “Lean UX” 

(Treder, 2013). One interviewee, a software developer who spent a majority of his career 

at creative agencies, discusses the concept of “Anti-fragility” and how its implementation 

decreases the likelihood of broken software development.  

“Anti-fragile is where, rather than breaking when change comes at it, the thing in 
that is changing is becoming stronger because something changed. Whereas when 
something is fragile, and you change anything, it breaks. Something that is 
adopting the change to make it stronger.” 

This participant explains Anti-fragility as being a solution to functional 

decomposition, which does not align with the common fluidity of client business goals.  

“Functional decomposition has a fundamental flaw. Functional decomposition 
couples the software to the steps of the solution. Business is fluid. Solutions 
change as opportunities arise and circumstances change. The likelihood that the 
steps in a solution will change over time is high. Since solutions often have many 
steps, coupling to the solution means we must link the steps together. The 
likelihood that a change in one step will force a change in the others is high. 
Building software by breaking down the steps of a solution is straightforward. It is 
also fragile. We want software that is resilient to change instead of fragile.” 

The interviewee is essentially proposing a process in which software is designed 

first in order to protect volatile areas where changes will likely occur, and then to design 

against business goals rather than client requirements (Hurlbert, 2015). 

Many designers, developers and managers have named a number of new 

processes and methodologies whose principles overlap and are meant to serve specific 

project environments. However, many designers also believe that the subjective nature of 

creativity in visual and experience design cannot be restricted by a guideline of principles 

and serve its users efficiently (Lillington, 2015). Furthermore, the aforementioned 
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processes’ effectiveness are impossible to quantitatively prove or disprove without 

meeting the requirements stated in the following section. 
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Chapter 4:  Limitations 

The first limitation regards the relatively small sample size. Agile has been practiced by 

many organizations, and it would be difficult to generalize claims based on the 15 

interviews and online survey results to all creative agencies practicing Agile. However, 

the current study represents an initial investigation whose goal was to map out factors 

important to Agile’s (perceived) effectiveness in the creative environment. To be able to 

identify these important factors and to corroborate the logic in the rationale, longer 

interviews were conducted which limited the number of participants from whom data 

could be collected. As Agile in creative and design-driven environments continues to 

develop, future research should examine different types of creative agencies to better 

generalize findings. Despite this limitation, there were a number of variables (identified 

above) that help to lay a foundation for future research on the topic. 

The second limitation is in regards to geographic and cultural constraints. First, 

the interviewees in the current study were all working in U.S.-based agencies. Agencies 

in other countries, especially in emerging markets, may have completely different 

perceptions of the Agile environment. One characteristic of Agile that may not mesh well 

with every culture is uncertainty and ambiguity. Agile embraces a significant amount of 

uncertainty, and tolerance for ambiguity in this particular industry may be different in 

other cultures. 

There is a vast academic literature about cultural differences on tolerance for 

ambiguity and related constructs (Furnham and Ribchester, 1995), which suggests that 

some cultures have less tendency to avoid uncertainty and ambiguity than others 

(Hofstede, Steenkamp, and Wedel, 1999. Future research should investigate perceptions 

of Agile’s effectiveness as a function of cultural context. It may be that lessons can be 
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learned by looking at how different cultures deal with the ambiguity inherent in the Agile 

environment. 

Inferences are based on qualitative data and are limited to perceptions. As 

mentioned in the methods section, the online survey was conducted in order to record 

open-ended opinions on the outlined questions. Interviewee opinions are affected by 

individual experience and do not allow for us to make strong inferences about Agile’s 

actual effectiveness (in terms of agreed-upon outcomes like revenue and client 

satisfaction). 

Also stated above, the depth interviews were conducted as a conversation between 

the interviewer and the interviewee with an outline of predetermined questions. Although 

there are several quantitative figures this study refers to, they are also subject to similar 

limitations and their interpretations are ultimately based on perception. Interviewee 

opinions are affected by individual experience and are not necessarily accurate. For 

example, if someone has a low opinion of Agile before it is even implemented (due to 

negative word of mouth, for example), then confirmation bias could cloud opinions. 

Moreover, such factors could even lead to a self-fulfilling prophecy whereby, when Agile 

is implemented in agencies that have prejudices against Agile, it does not work well 

simply due to those preconceived notions. It is impossible to disentangle these potential 

factors in a single study.  

The final limitation regards the inability of the study to make strong causal 

inferences about Agile’s effectiveness or even causal inferences about perceptions of 

Agile’s effectiveness. The current study was the qualitative equivalent of a survey, such 

that each participant was given, more or less, the same interview (despite nuanced 

differences between each one). The study did not manipulate the environments or other 

factors related to the interviewees.  
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To answer whether Agile is “more effective” than Waterfall or other methods 

would require equivalent groups, working on similar projects, in similar agencies, etc. but 

using different project management environments. Testing Agile’s effectiveness would 

require a significant amount of resources, and may even be impossible to conduct given 

the fact that agencies are likely not able to devote such resources to a study. A project 

would have to be completed several times with identical teams, budget, timeline, and 

situational limitations to see how process affects the outcome.  

However, future research may be able to at least tentatively answer the question 

by gathering data from as many different agencies as possible and comparing outcomes 

over time. By comparing large numbers of diverse agencies who use Agile (vs. other 

methods) on outcomes like revenue and client satisfaction, then inferences about Agile’s 

actual effectiveness could be made. 
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Chapter 5:  Conclusion 

The current study provides a first step in the rigorous and systematic evaluation of 

Agile’s adoption by creative digital agencies. The study was conducted because, although 

Agile has been used in the software development environment for some time (and is a 

widely, though not ubiquitously accepted) method for completing work, Agile has not 

established itself in more creative environments to reach such wide acceptance. 

Moreover, some amount of controversy surrounds its use in such newer contexts. 

Although quantitative studies of Agile’s effectiveness in various environments is 

necessary to make strong conclusions, the qualitative interviews presented here represent 

a necessary first step in mapping out factors that may be important.  

The study identified several important considerations. First, Agile is not an ideal 

project environment for designers and creative teams. Second, since Agile requires 

rigorous amounts of internal education to yield desired benefits, working with an external 

stakeholder or client is not ideal and the exhaustion of additional educational resources 

will prevent the environment from being as successful. Lastly, although there has been 

some reasoning as to why Agile was appropriated from software development as a 

creative process (connectivity, overlap in roles), said claims do not appear to justify the 

application of Agile on projects without heavy consideration and generous resource 

allocation by those managing a project.   

Future research should aim to refine these understandings, either to improve Agile 

or to develop a third, hybrid method that is more suitable to the creative realm. Although 

not mentioned in the findings section above, one participant even mentioned this as a 

possibility: 
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“We need a process where the creative and development processes are moving at 
a different pace, and there are milestones where the two processes meet, but 
they’re working simultaneously at completely different speeds. Could we come 
up with an Agile process for designers that’s not an Agile process, but that is a 
really well branded and certifiable approach to design that we could use as a force 
to combat Agile for creatives?”  

Managerial styles are always evolving in response to societal and technological 

advancements. Despite this change, the current study not only identified how individuals 

working in Agile perceive its effectiveness, but also made inferences about some specific 

organizational blocks that may limit the ability of project management methodologies to 

adapt. This study uses a systematic approach to determine when Agile is appropriate on 

creative teams whose deliverables include software, when it is not, and uses data to 

describe factors that industry professionals describe as significant. With this in mind, the 

current study should be useful to project managers and others interested in improving or 

maintaining productivity, client satisfaction, and other important outcomes in creative 

disciplines.  
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Glossary 

 

Term Definition 

Client work Projects that are completed by an agency or 

team in exchange for compensation. 

Product design As opposed to doing client work, product 

design teams work on one product, 

application, or service. The “client” is 

replaced with the stakeholders and end 

users. For example, Uber is a mobile 

application and service for users who need 

rides. Uber product teams work on 

different aspects of the application for the 

sake of the end user, or person ordering an 

Uber. A product designer can also be seen 

as a combination of an interaction designer, 

visual designer, motion designer, 

researcher, data analyst, prototyper, and 

business strategist (Eriksson, 2014).  

Project manager A project manager’s responsibilities 

include overall management and the 

oversight of projects, products, services, 

project tools, and techniques to help ensure 

best practices and client or stakeholder 
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satisfaction. He or she is seldom directly 

involved with the activities that actually 

produce the end result, however, they can 

play an important role in recruitment and 

building project teams and making 

projections about the project’s risks and 

uncertainties. Managing relationships and 

personalities is another goal of a project 

manager. Teams must work, plan, and 

communicate well together. The ability to 

collaborate and maintain successful team 

member relationships is crucial. Friction, 

conflict, and disagreements can be a part of 

the creative process, but the project 

manager can provide aid in removing such 

roadblocks. Making sure team members 

feel valued, recognized, and praised for 

superior work, and taking measures to 

maintain a quality and productive working 

environment will aid in management 

efforts (Cohns, 2015).  

Scrum A methodology that can be applied to 

nearly any project, but that is most 

commonly used in software development. 

The Scrum process is best suited for 
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projects with rapidly changing or highly 

emergent requirements. Scrum software 

development progresses via iterations 

called sprints, typically lasting from one to 

four weeks. The model suggests that each 

sprint begins with a brief planning meeting 

and concludes with a review (Cohns, 

2015). 

Spec Work Creative work submitted to prospective 

clients, either complete or incomplete, 

without a binding contract or explicit 

requirements. Agencies and creative teams 

will often participate in this type of work in 

order to be chosen over another team of its 

kind to “win” a contracted project (FAQ 

About Spec Work, 2015).  

Sprint In the Scrum method of Agile software 

development, work is confined into a 

regular, repeatable work cycle, known as a 

sprint or iteration. Scrum sprints are 

typically 30 days long, but many teams 

prefer shorter sprints lasting about one to 

two weeks (Scrum Methodology, 2009).  

Waterfall A sequential design or project process, 



 48 

often used in software development, in 

which progress is seen as flowing steadily 

through phases such as “discovery,” 

“research,” “analysis,” “design,” 

“development,” “testing,” and 

“maintenance” (Waterfall Model, 2015). 
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