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INTRODUCTION
Despite its global persistence, the repeated failure of
technology outsourcing to deliver the expected
results presents a significant problem for
organisations1 for approximately 50% of businesses
using outsourcing, realise ‘poor’ outcomes2. 

Our technology solutions are changing faster than
ever3. Our organisations want and need to consume
more technology to solve global problems faster
than ever4 and yet, we have for decades been
following the same procurement processes for
technology. 

In order to deliver value from technology solutions
quickly – that has to change. 

If outsourcing
has been around
for 50+ years…
why is 70% of

digital
transformation

still failing?



What we need now are procurement processes that
are focused realising full potential value – faster.

In this article, I argue that technology procurement
warrants a new and technology-specific approach
that delivers higher value from technology solutions/
services - quickly, while addressing the specific
commercial risks and opportunities presented by
technology solutions. 

In my experience, employing agile practices for
technology procurement can help us to overcome the
limitations of outdated arm’s-length RFP processes
and to achieve technology procurement that delivers
promised results much more quickly, facilitates more
creative solutions and reduces the risk produced by
out-of-date traditional RFP approaches.

Leveraging my own research and development,
practitioner experience and the combined experience
of Horizon Seven, I will share the issues caused by 

traditional-RFP-based procurement, what an agile
approach can do to eliminate these issues and
maximise opportunities from technology procurement
and outline the benefits for buyers and suppliers from
cooperating in agile technology procurement.



WHAT’S WRONG WITH RFPS?
THEY SERVED US SO WELL....
 
In summary, there are four main reasons why RFPs are
no longer serving technology procurement well.

So why are so many organisations still relying on
traditional procurement approaches for technology? 

Firstly long, drawn out written procurement
processes are too slow. Typical procurement projects
take anywhere from 12 to 18 months from conception
to service start date which typically isn’t even the
point which value is realised. That can come up to 2
years after the procurement starts, and this is just too
long in today’s markets. Often driving this timeline is
the RFP’s wide approach to the market with an overly
complex set of complete input requirements, and the
need for (too many) suppliers to dictate their response
in writing, followed by the lengthy process of
evaluating responses and the inevitable ‘beauty
parade’.

WHAT WE NEED NOW ARE PROCUREMENT
PROCESSES THAT ACT FAST TO CAPTURE THE
BUSINESS REQUIREMENTS AND DELIVER REQUIRED
VALUE AS QUICKLY AS POSSIBLE. 

Secondly, technology solutions are typically
significantly more complex compared to other stuff
we procure. Arm’s-length written RFPs struggle to
capture and articulate this complexity, necessarily they
also seek to define the solution required from the
supplier in order to compare it ‘apples with apples’
against other responses. This approach only serves
procurement and the need to administer the responses
while minimising risk and cost. RFPs simply don’t allow
for co-creativity (between supplier and buyer) and
bespoke solution, while also allowing for careful
comparison and assessment of risk and value

WHAT WE NEED NOW ARE PROCUREMENT
PROCESSES THAT ENABLE CREATIVITY OF
SUPPLIERS TO CRAFT SOLUTIONS (THEY CAN IN
FACT DELIVER), WITH THEIR BUYERS TO MEET
BUSINESS OBJECTIVES AT VALUE FOR MONEY.



Thirdly, arm’s-length and waterfall-type processes
are not responsive to emerging requirements. No
matter how much effort is put into building complex
input requirements, things (and information) can
change during the process. Macro-economic, micro-
internal, new ideas and information discoveries can all
crop up changing our requirements. Once the RFP is
‘published’ it is very difficult to adapt and incorporate
these kinds of changes. Written arm’s-length
processes do not afford an opportunity to learn from
the process and suppliers’ creativity, adapting our
requirements and solutions mid-process. In seeking to
avoid risk by writing everything down, we create new,
greater risk by locking ourselves into fixed
requirements.

WHAT WE NEED IS AN AGILE, DYNAMIC PROCESS
THAT MINIMISES RISK AND MAXIMISES
OPPORTUNITIES BY ENABLING LEARNING/
ADAPTING TO EMERGING REQUIREMENTS MID-
PROCESS.

Fourth, RFP processes do not allow for competitive
approaches to contractual negotiation and
commercial design, leaving the negotiation until the
back end of the process and treating pricing as a flat
best and final approach. In today’s technology market,
many suppliers can deliver our technical requirements,
and the competitive landscape needs to include a focus
on commercial and contractual solution. By leaving the
contractual discussion to the end on BAFO, the buyer is
left with little leverage, contracts are often too generic,
rushed, and carry inherent risk. By running contract and
commercial design negotiation alongside solution
procurement, buyers can expect more creative
solutions (better value for money, often more cost-
effective), more effective technology contracts and
lower risk. 

WHAT WE NEED ARE PROCUREMENT PROCESSES
THAT CREATIVELY ADDRESS THE COMMERCIAL
AND CONTRACTUAL OPPORTUNITIES AND RISK IN
TECHNOLOGY SOLUTIONS. 



WHY WE NEED AGILE
APPROACHES TO
TECHNOLOGY
PROCUREMENT?
Research and sourcing practice into the causes of
delay, sub-optimal procurement results and long-term
post contract issues in the main, stem from poor
procurement processes. 

My research and practice deploying agile practices
(agile sourcing) for technology solutions address these
(and other) issues with the traditional RFP approaches
to technology procurement. Agile sourcing can
achieve;

A much clearer understanding of the potential
benefits (and risks) of the technology solution up
front in outcome terms, captured by an effective
business-case.

The move off paper-based requirements and
solutions to a collaborative process between the
buyer and just a handful of carefully qualified
suppliers fuelling creative solutions.
An agile approach to resetting or adjusting
requirements based on learnings during co-creation
of solution options maximising opportunities.
The opportunity to do dynamic down selection of
suppliers not meeting requirements or misaligned
culturally to your organisation.
Parallel and competitive contract negotiation
dynamically responding to changing requirements
tracks to the solution development and deliver a
solution-specific contract quickly (sprint
contracting).
An agile and open approach to commercially
creative solutions by suppliers that drives value for
money for the buyer, maximises opportunity and
minimises risk for both parties.
Open transparency of risk as solution is co-
developed between supplier and buyer, early
identification and mitigation of risk is identified at
solution design stage.



Process, solution, and contract is anchored to a
business-value based business case which
becomes the point of comparison (as opposed to
price).

WHAT’S IN IT FOR ME?
Practice tells us there are benefits for both the buyer
and supplier by taking an agile approach to
technology procurement – everyone’s a winner!

By taking an agile approach and ditching the written
RFP process, the buyer and supplier can quickly get
into dialogue about the solution and explore the
realities of delivering a solution that meets the
business value expectations. 

Benefits from taking an agile procurement
approach for the buyer;

Accelerates time to value commencement.
Clarifies and quantifies the risks of unknowns.
Holds supplier to account for knowns.

Provides for price certainty and flexibility.
Removes unnecessary contingency and
assumptions by the supplier.
Maximises opportunities from working closely
with suppliers to co-create solutions.

Benefits from taking an agile procurement
approach for the supplier;

Reduces the competitive field and increases the
chance of winning.
Accelerates time to contract and revenue
recognition.
Addresses the risk of over commitment to
unknowns.
Makes clear the dependencies on the buyer.
Clarifies and quantifies the risk of unknowns.
Enables the buyer to be better informed.
Makes it much easier to identify and add new
scope opportunities to the contract.



HOW DO I MOVE TO AGILE
SOURCING? 
I believe that the results from agile sourcing over
traditional RFP arm’s-length approaches are infinitely
beneficial.  Not only do they deliver more value, but
more quickly as well as minimising risk.

However, for me, the most important benefit is setting
up the relationship and delivery for success into the
future. 

There are some changes you’ll need to make to adopt agile
sourcing;

A move to a clear business value case from the outset
(which can adapt) against which to evaluate the
supplier solutions.
Acceptance that suppliers need freedom to be
creative with you during the process.
Be prepared to make adaptions and changes which may
release opportunities and/or minimise risk during the
process.
Be ready to negotiate contracts with all your
shortlisted suppliers during the selection process
(which requires more resource).
Clear understanding of the market of suppliers before
going to market, and the ability to intelligently and
quickly shortlist.
Stakeholders will need to get stuck in with a
workshop-based process which is quicker, but more
intensive for a period (effort which is saved in reviewing
many, huge written responses).
Skills to assess the outcomes of the agile process
against the business-value case, and select
accordingly. 



FIVE KEY TAKEAWAYS
Traditional tech procurement is too slow, often taking 12–18 months before value is realised. 

Around half of tech outsourcing efforts produce poor outcomes, exposing persistent delivery gaps. 

RFP‑driven processes are overly complex, written‑heavy, and delay meaningful value. 

Agile procurement speeds delivery by replacing arm’s‑length paperwork with collaborative, outcome‑focused
engagement. 

A tech‑specific agile approach unlocks faster value, better solutions, and reduced commercial risk for buyers and
suppliers. 

“IF TECHNOLOGY IS EVOLVING FAST, THE WAY WE PROCURE IT MUST
EVOLVE EVEN FASTER.”
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