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Abstract—Agile methodologies openly value customer
collaboration. However, customers may not openly value the
term Agile methodologies. Consequently some Agile
practitioners have resorted to Agile Undercover, a process of
being Agile internally while keeping the customer unaware of
the project’s Agile nature. This process creates tension
between the theoretical basis of the Agile method and the need
to carefully evolve customer expectations of their own
commitment. We explore Agile Undercover in the context of
the Indian software industry, and discuss both why some
practitioners don’t mention the ‘A’ word, and how these
practitioners attempt to stay credibly Agile in such scenarios.
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L INTRODUCTION

One of the defining features of Agile development is the
customer’s involvement with the project. Customer
collaboration and rapid feedback are vitally important in
Agile projects [1]. However, we have discovered that real-
life  Agile practitioners (from development/vendor
organizations) sometimes practice ‘Agile Undercover’. We
define ‘Agile undercover’ as the practice of development
companies following Agile practices internally, while their
customer remains unaware that Agile practices are
specifically being followed.

This paper explores why some Agile practitioners
practice Agile Undercover. Reasons identified include
dealing with customer skepticism, transitioning to Agile,
managing large customers, negotiating contracts, and dealing
with lack of synchronization.

We also investigate the repercussions of leaving the
customer out of the developmental process, and describe
how these Agile practitioners overcome those repercussions.
Our analysis is based on Grounded Theory research
conducted in India with eight different Agile practitioners
from seven different organizations.

In section II we describe our research methodology, the
role of the customer, and a description of our participants.
The rest of the paper presents the results of this analysis. In
section III we discuss why practitioners may decide to keep
their customers unaware of internal Agile practices, and
section IV discusses the practitioners’ techniques for

handling Agile undercover. Section V outlines related work,
and the paper concludes in section VI.

II. RESEARCH METHOD

We will first recap the nature of the customer’s role in
Agile development, and then described the major
characteristics of the Grounded Theory qualitative research
method. Finally, we will describe the projects and
practitioners participating in our research, and briefly
describe our means of capturing and analyzing the data.

A. The Agile Customer

The customer’s involvement in the traditional waterfall
method of software development was typically limited to
providing the system/product requirements in the beginning,
and feedback towards the later delivery stages [9, 15]. As a
consequence, there was limited interaction between the
customer and the development team [10].

Agile methodologies aimed to enhance and expand the
customer role within the entire development process [5]. The
customer is expected to be involved by writing user stories,
discussing product features, prioritizing the feature lists,
writing test cases, and providing rapid feedback to the
development team on the features delivered in each of the
iterations [11]. Ideally, the customer organization would
spare one resource (at a time) and designate them as the on-
site customer representative. This customer representative is
ideally an individual who has both thorough understanding
of the project requirements as well as the authority to take
strategic decisions [11].

B. Grounded Theory

Grounded Theory is a qualitative research method
developed by Glaser and Strauss in 1967 [2]. Glaser and
Strauss define the method as:

“A grounded theory is one that is inductively derived
from the study of the phenomenon it represents. That is, it is
discovered, developed, and provisionally verified through
systematic data collection and analysis of data pertaining to
that phenomenon.”

Grounded Theory allows us to study the social aspects of
human behavior and as such is well suited to our research on
software development teams using Agile methodologies
which focus on people and interactions [1]. Grounded



Theory is increasingly used to study the social nature of
Agile teams. Cockburn [4] used Grounded Theory to
research the relationship between people and methodology as
a part of his doctoral thesis. More recently, Martin, Biddle
and Noble [5], Ferreira, Noble and Biddle [6] used Grounded
Theory to explore social aspects of Agile teams such the role
of the XP on-site customer and the role of interaction
designers in Agile projects.

Grounded Theory differs from other research methods in
that it does not test a hypothesis but rather allows the theory
to emerge from the data [3]. There are two main versions of
Grounded Theory, such as Glaserian and Straussian. The
main point of difference between the two versions is that
Glaser believes that the research problem is uncovered as the
collected data is analyzed, whereas Strauss and Corbin
advocate setting the research question in advance [7]. We use
the Glaserian version of Grounded Theory [8] and as such
started out with a general area of interest — Agile project
management — rather than begin with a predefined research
problem. Our aim is to generate new theory rather than
confirm existing theory.

C. Participants and Projects

We interviewed eight practitioners from seven different
software organizations in India. The organizations used
combinations of Scrum and XP, and the interviewed
participants were mostly Scrum Masters and Agile coaches.
There were several Agile teams within these organizations.
The teams used Agile practices such as iterative and
incremental development, daily standup meetings, frequent
delivery of software, continuous integration, testing and
more. In order to respect the participants' confidentiality we
will refer to the participants in this paper by numbers only.

The organizations were involved in the development of
web-based applications, front and back-office applications,
and also offered software development and Agile training
services. The average project duration was three to six
months and the average team size was ten people.

D. Data and Analysis

Our approach was to ask the participants open-ended
questions projects in semi-structured, face-to-face interviews
regarding the challenges and strategies of managing Agile
projects. The interviews were audio recorded where the
participants permitted, otherwise hand-written notes were
taken. We also observed the workplaces and several Agile
practices such as daily stand-up and release planning
meeting.

We analyzed the data using Grounded Theory's constant
comparison method. This method involved going through the
transcripts of the interviews line-by-line. We recorded a
short sentence — called a ‘code’ — for each topic or idea
being discussed in the transcript, and then we compared and
contrasted the codes with each other to extract common
patterns or 'concepts'. Further rigorous analysis and
comparison of these concepts led to 'categories', a higher
level of abstraction of the data. Practicing Agile Undercover
emerged as an important category from our analysis,
alongside other categories such as negotiating contracts [13]

and dealing with team issues. The final theory generated
through our research will explain the relationships between
these major categories.

The rest of this paper presents the results of our data
collection and analysis.

I1I. WHY GO UNDERCOVER

We discovered that Agile practitioners practice Agile
Undercover for a variety of reasons: dealing with skepticism;
transitioning to Agile; dealing with large -customers;
negotiating contracts; and coping with a lack of
synchronization. We will now go into more detail on each of
these reasons. Section IV will then discuss how practitioners
practice Agile Undercover.

A. Dealing with Skepticism

The enthusiasm amongst software developers for Agile
practices is — in some quarters — matched by skepticism on
the part of customers. Even as practitioners claim that Agile
practices represent a significant paradigm shift for the
software industry in recent times, customers often wave it off
like just another new buzzword.

“On customer side, every five years they see new
trend...[customers] don’t care, [they] are seeing so many
things.” - Practitioner P2

Some of the Agile principles are not as readily
understood by customers as originally intended, and invite
customer concerns. One example is the ‘fail fast’ [12]
concept of Agile methods, which suggests that if a project is
not viable and is certain to fail, then using Agile will make
this fact apparent a lot faster. The intended benefits of this -
that minimum time and effort may be wasted on such a
project — are not always apparent to the customer, who then
becomes prejudiced about Agile.

“Agile terms...say option to fail early - believe me
customers don’t want to hear it. Customers do not want to
admit that there could be some problem with the nice idea
they put on paper. Forget about fail early, we don’t want to
fail at all!” - Practitioner P2

Another example of this skepticism can be seen when
customers were unwilling to openly commit to the amount of
collaboration time that the team requested. One of the
practitioners shared that in cases where the customer was not
willing to spare extra time to be involved with the project,
the team would ask the customer to either provide one
representative from their organization or wait until the
team’s queries were clarified by the customer.

“customers [show] reluctance to participate in sprint
meetings...got no time. [Make a] deal — [either] make one
person available or wait.” - Practitioner P6

Not all customers are enthusiastic about setting aside
extra time to be involved in the development of their



product. This sentiment is conveyed in the following
comments.

“That involvement from the customer side...that kind of
involvement, they do not want. Because they think okay we
give you project now you do it; if we have to be so much
involved we’d do it ourselves!” - Practitioner P2

“What is point of meeting? [there is] resistance to
change [and] involvement.” - Practitioner P6

Customers hesitated in taking time out for participating
in meetings, discussions, and feature demonstrations.
Because they were unaware of the benefits of being closely
involved in the development of their products, they
perceived it as an overhead that they had to incur specially
for Agile methodologies. Thus, practitioners had to struggle
to convince customers of the benefits of their involvement.
Failing this, they opted to follow Agile undercover with such
customers.

B. Transitioning to Agile

Some software development companies who were
internally moving from traditional to Agile methodologies
used Agile Undercover during their transition phase. This
time of transition can be a significant challenge, as roles and
rules both undergo changes to adapt to Agile. For some
practitioners it is a time of chaos and confusion, and one
coping strategy was to first successfully adopt and transition
into Agile at their team levels before inviting the customer to
get involved in the Agile practices. An analogy of this
situation would be cleaning up and getting the home tidy
before inviting guests over.

During internal adoption of Agile, practitioners still have
their normal project commitments to take care of alongside
understanding and accepting the changes that come along
with Agile adoption. One of our practitioners who was in the
process of transitioning had the following comment to share.

“..fundamental framework which has to be put in place,
that’s when it starts hampering everybody...They [team] not
only have this process to initiate - this Agile transition thing
- they still have this never changing project commitments.” -
Practitioner P5

Since the company did not want to lose business with
existing customers, they chose to go undercover and adopt
Agile internally as a first step. They wanted to get their Agile
act together before publicly declaring themselves as an Agile
company. During this phase of Agile adoption and
transitioning, practitioner P5’s team worked on projects
internally following Agile practices without the customers’
knowledge.

“we are looking inwards right now...we don’t want our
(customers) to give so much time, they are better off focusing
on what the product should be rather than keeping tabs on
what the engineering force is doing.” - Practitioner P5

The Agile practices grew from the inside out, starting
from the team level and gradually involving the customer.
They chose to implement Agile practices internally and put a
robust fundamental Agile framework in place before they
decided to go public with their Agile status.

C. Dealing with Large-Sized Customers

Practitioner P3 provided an example of another reason
for using Agile Undercover. The Agile company was a small
organization (less than 100 employees) and their customers
were much larger enterprises. In this situation, the small
Agile company was unable to assert their own Agile identity
and practices on the much larger customer organizations. So,
in an effort to sustain business with the large customers and
at the same time continue to follow Agile practices, the Agile
companies decided to keep the customers unaware of the
internal Agile adoption and practice.

“..in none of the [three] cases the customer was aware
of Agile, they didn’t really want to do Agile, and because of
their size they were running hundreds of projects, they didn’t
want to care that this small organization was talking about,
they just wanted to have things done in their own way. From
the very high level waterfall projects...but what we had done
was - the company had taken charge of the projects - we had
made it Agile - internally following Agile.” - Practitioner P3

Here the practitioner disclosed that the organization that
they worked for had successfully completed three projects
where the customer was unaware of the company’s internal
Agile processes. The large customer organization was not
bothered about the internal operations of the software
company and enforced their traditional style of working at
the higher level. However, the software company was able to
follow some Agile practices internally on the ground level,
without the knowledge of the customer.

“Initially you begin with customers with small to medium
domain so it appeals very well to them because they are the
ones who are not very clear about their requirements and
big enterprises tend to like waterfall better than ...because
they believe more contracts rather than agility.”
Practitioner P3

Practitioner P3 found it easier to practice Agile with
smaller organizations since their requirements were more
susceptible to change, whereas larger organizations had more
firm requirements and ways of working which made it all the
more difficult to introduce Agile to them. The software
company chose to follow Agile Undercover with larger
organizations.

D. Negotiating Contracts

The customer’s expectation of fixed price/scope/time
contracts also influences some Agile practitioners’ decision
to use Agile Undercover.



“With Agile it’s difficult to do fixed price projects. Agile
talks about embracing change, can’t do fixed price projects
with changes coming in.” - Practitioner P3

“All they [customers] have done is fixed price for last 20

years...very difficult to say it will not be fixed price.” -
Practitioner P3

Agile practitioners try to convince customers to think
beyond fixed bid contracts by sharing with them the different
advantages of using Agile methods. These advantages
include the customers’ ability to introduce change in
requirements, to be intimately involved in the development
of their product, to incrementally receive working software
on a regular basis, and to benefit from greater visibility via
the transparency that Agile methods offer.

However, the customers are not always flexible about
their contractual agreements and as a result Agile
practitioners face serious repercussions with respect to loss
of business.

“..no match between what Agile says and the way they
[customers] wanted. Yes, we lost business.” - Practitioner P3

“..fixed price - trying to get rid of it - doesn't work well
with Agile.” - Practitioner P1

There is a tension between customers’ habitual
preference for classical fixed price/scope/time contracts, and
Agile teams’ desire to derive the most benefit from their
Agile methods by having the freedom to keep the constraints
of price, scope, and time flexible [13]. However, in real life
projects, customers greatly value the perceived stability and
predictability as far as the project duration, cost, and
deliverables are concerned.

It was difficult for our practitioners to change the mindset
of the customers regarding fixed bid contracts. So, often they
ended up following Agile internally on a team level while the
legal contract governing the project remained traditional
fixed bid. Thus, the customer was kept unaware of internal
Agile practices and it appeared like a traditional project to
them.

E. Dealing with Lack of Synchronization

Teams also sometimes followed Agile Undercover when
there were organizational barriers to synchronizing the
activities of the team and the customer.

Practitioner P3 discussed an interesting experience where
their software organization was following Agile practices
and was delivering new functionality to the customer every
two weeks. The customer in this case was responsible for
deploying the functionality onto the final end-user platform.
This customer was not used to Agile and while they
appreciated rapid iterative development and delivery of their
products, they did not deploy those features on to the final
platform in the same rapid iterative manner. As a result, the
live environment that the customer controlled was always
lagging behind the staging environment where the Agile
team used to develop and deploy working software.

“Customer was not used to releasing the software as
soon as it was given to the... that is the biggest problem we
faced with them. You can take a set of requirements and do
those things iteratively but how do you make the customer
take the piece of software [and] deploy it every 2 weeks?
They were not used to doing that...it used to remain on
shelf...the development work always behind the staging by 2
to 3 iterations.” - Practitioner P3

This is an example of how the customer’s processes
caused what was perceived by the Agile team to be
unnecessary delay and frustration.

Not all Agile companies are able to positively influence
the customers to change their work culture to synchronize
with that of Agile teams. Often practitioners are unable to
successfully sell Agile and may be forced to remain content
with following Agile on an internal team level without
expecting the customer to be truly involved in the project in
the manner Agile recommends.

V. AGILE UNDERCOVER TECHNIQUES

We have discussed reasons why some Agile teams try to
do Agile Undercover. We now discuss some of the
techniques they employ to achieve Agile Undercover. If a
software development company claims to be following
Agile, they cannot afford to ignore customer involvement
and feedback entirely. So how do development companies
practice Agile Undercover while maintaining their Agile
values?

We discovered that our participating Agile practitioners
have devised some interesting strategies to overcome the
issue of improving customer involvement and feedback
while keeping them unaware of internal Agile practices. The
two main strategies are scheduling demo sessions and using
a customer proxy. Not all of these techniques would work in
the context of all of the original reasons for going Agile
Undercover. For instance demo sessions may not work well
if the original reason for going Agile Undercover is due to
synchronization problems. However our practitioners report
that the strategies do work for their particular situations.

A. The Demo Session

One of the ways practitioners secured rapid feedback
from customers while using Agile Undercover was by
making frequent releases of the developed software to the
customer and requesting feedback. At the same time the
practitioners focused on the growth of their internal Agile
framework at the team level.

“We were making frequent releases to customers and
asking for feedback so customer was not aware okay ... being
more and more Agile with that.” - Practitioner P3

After delivering the software, representatives from the
customer organization were invited to demo sessions every
fortnight. While the customers were not used to reviewing
working software on a regular basis, they appreciated this
concept. The customers were unaware that delivering
working software on a frequent basis and receiving customer



feedback were normal practices of most Agile methods.
Impressing customers with frequent progress - without
explicitly identifying that as an Agile feature - may help
overcome any initial skepticism on the customer’s part
derived from any association with a new method.

“They liked what we were doing because they were not
used to some additional features very fifteen days. We gave
demo after fifteen days. We were getting four-five people
from client organization in the demo. They were pretty
impressed with that concept...they were pretty happy with the
results.” - Practitioner P3

By frequently delivering software and requesting
feedback, the team was able to secure rapid feedback from
customers while practicing Agile Undercover.

B. Using Customer Proxy

Another way to practice Agile undercover and still
manage the required customer involvement was through the
use of a customer proxy. Agile teams nominated a member
of their own team to act as the customer proxy (or Product
Owner in case of Scrum). The customer proxy was
responsible for providing and prioritizing the product
requirements on the basis of their interactions with the real
customers. They served as a link between the customers and
the development team. The customer proxy would
communicate the customers’ requirements to the team and
clarify the team’s questions from the customers.

“...Using Client proxy, so we assign a customer
representative who interacts with the team much often but
then passes on the feedback from the customer to the team
and vice versa.” - Practitioner P8

The use of customer proxy may not be easy to adopt. As
practitioner P1 stated, it requires time for people to adjust the
idea of playing proxy and interacting directly with the
developers.

“Customer proxy mnever talked to developers felt
something wrong happening. Initially wanted PMs [Project
Managers] on call...[now] finding it easier.” - Practitioner
P1

A customer proxy may help in situations where the team
is going through an Agile transition; is involved with large-
scale customers; or is working with customers who are
unwilling to make large time commitments.

V. RELATED WORK

The practice of using customer proxy is not unique to
Agile Undercover. 1t is also employed in situations where the
customer is unable (as compared to unwilling) to provide a
representative from their own organization due to time or
budget constraints [14]. Grisham et. al discuss that customer
organizations feel the burden of customer involvement when

they are required to spare an employee for Agile projects
[15].

In the case of Scrum, a member of the development team
may play the role of the Product Owner, prioritizing the
Product Backlog (list of features to be implemented) in
consultation with the real customers [16]. They also
participate in the Scrum Review (demo and review of the
product developed each iteration) and sometimes in the
Scrum Retrospective (process review).

Sometimes a proxy may work to support a Product
Owner. Judy et. al describe the use of a proxy to support the
Product Owner [14]. The proxy was a member of the team
and an experienced Scrum Master. The use of a proxy
allowed the Product Owner to fulfill their role with the
minimum of time commitment and allowed the team to
benefit from the continuous presence and involvement of the
Product Owner proxy.

Another situation where the Product Owner role may be
derived from the development team is when the ‘customer’ is
in fact the end-user. Lowery et. al report on experiences in
scaling Scrum at the BBC [17]. The ‘customer’ in this case
was the end-user of the internet services provided by BBC’s
online iPlayer project. As such the role of the Product Owner
was delegated to member from within the different
development teams. This was akin to the use of a proxy
customer that we noticed in our participants’ teams.

Similarly, the use of traditional fixed bid contracts at the
senior management level in conjunction with Agile practices
at the team level is also common practice. Several
practitioners have recommended optional or flexible scope
contracts to be a possible solution to the problem of using
fixed bid contracts for Agile projects. Beck's optional scope
contract makes quality a constant while keeping the scope
negotiable [18]. It allows the customer to prioritize features
and introduce change.

Sutherland suggests the use of a 'change for free' clause
in traditional fixed price contracts, which allows the
customer to exchange or swap features so long as the total
work remains the same [19].

Deemer et. al also recommend that in order for traditional
contracts to work for Agile projects, there must be a built-in
buffer for change [20]. The different solutions proposed
above are evidence of the fact that negotiating contracts for
Agile projects is a real problem that practitioners face as we
discovered in our research.

VI. CONCLUSION

We have conducted Grounded Theory qualitative
research in the context of the Indian software industry. The
data collected during the research identified a new trend
amongst Agile practitioners to use Agile Undercover because
of the practical difficulties of managing customer
expectations and the customers’ own processes. The major
factors that lead to the practice of Agile Undercover are:
difficulty in eliciting adequate customer involvement and
enthusiasm; dealing with lack of synchronization; dealing
with large customers; and negotiating contracts. In some
cases, the practitioners used Agile Undercover as a reaction



to the lack of customer involvement, while in other cases
they utilized this practice on a temporary basis until they
successfully understood and adopted Agile at their own
organization before involving the customer.

We need to conduct further study with a larger set of
participants to determine how widespread Agile Undercover
is amongst other Indian Agile practitioners and projects, and
this paper and research method cannot make generalized
claims about the degree of Agile Undercover that typically
occurs across the industry. Similarly, it would be interesting
to explore whether these same problems and strategies exist
in other countries, and what role culture plays in this matter.

Is Agile Undercover a viable strategy to handle the
problems identified in this paper? Our practitioners have
stated their satisfaction with their own take on Agile
Undercover, however future work needs to explore whether
these solutions are optimal and/or sustainable. Future work
should also explore the long-term implications on the
team/customer relationship brought on by the strategies.
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