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Introduction
I have been working with Scrum and Scrum Teams since 2003.  I started a Scrum

Team at  Charles  Schwab  in  San  Francisco.   I  was  reporting  to  Rich,  the  VP of
Technology, and we had agreed to use Scrum to work on a major technology program

with some of the brightest technology people at the company.  I read the book “Agile
Software Development with Scrum” by Ken Schwaber and Mike Beedle.  Then, we

assembled a team and started our “Sprints” and our “Daily Scrums”.

Frankly, we were making a mess of Scrum!   For example, our Daily Scrum meetings

were typically 45 minutes long. We didn’t have any progress tracking such as burn
down charts.   But even with the few aspects  of  Scrum we were using, we made

incredible progress compared to how we had been doing projects previously.

After a few months, in early 2004, I had the opportunity to attend  Ken Schwaber’s

Certified ScrumMaster(R) training when he came to deliver it in Toronto where I was
living at the time.  I learned many things I could take back to the Schwab team to

improve the way we were working.  But, I also wish that we could have had coaching.
I wish that someone could have come in regularly to answer my questions and help

everyone on the team to improve applying the Scrum framework.  We made some
great progress and delivered some really great systems, but, in looking back, I can see

that it could have been so much better!  We needed Scrum Insight.  We needed not
just a checklist or simple description of Scrum, but a deeper understanding of why

each  rule  of  Scrum  exists,  what  happens  if  we  don’t  apply  the  rule,  and  most
importantly, in-depth guidance about how to apply the rule if we aren’t already doing

so.  This book addresses that need.

As the Scrum Guide (http://www.scrumguides.org), the official description of Scrum

says, “Scrum is: Lightweight, Simple to understand, Difficult to master.”  That I have
written a whole book about Scrum is a testament to that last quality.  The insight I

have collected here is meant to help you master Scrum.  Of course, mastery always
comes back to practice, and there is much in here that is practice-oriented.  But you

need to get out there and do it!

The rules and guidance in this book come from a few sources.  Since 2003, I’ve had

the honour of working with both the key authors of Scrum, Ken Schwaber and Jeff
Sutherland.   I’ve  worked  with  many  dozens  of  Scrum  Teams  as  a  coach,  and

thousands of people as a Certified Scrum Trainer (R).  Over and over, I see the same

http://www.scrumguides.org/


kinds  of  problems  and  questions.   These  come  mostly  from  how  technology
organizations traditionally manage their projects.  Much of the material in this book

comes from these problems and questions.

For example,  a  couple years  ago I  was working with a  team in Vancouver.   The

manager  of  the  team was  complaining that  the Sprint  Retrospectives  didn’t  seem
valuable since no-one on the team was making suggestions for improvements.  I had

an immediate hypothesis of what was wrong (the manager of the team was running
the retrospective) and confirmed that hypothesis in a few seconds of discussion.  That

led to a discussion about several aspects of retrospectives covered here in this book:
the  role  of  the  Scrum Master  and  managers  in  retrospectives,  the  use  of  diverse

retrospective techniques, the importance of the “facilitator’s stance”, how corporate
and ethnic culture can impact each other, and what it means to “improve” using the

retrospective.  These many experiences of working with teams and their managers
have led me to understand that many problems are repeated and with just a simple bit

of advice and insight can be effectively overcome.

Another  source  of  material  for  this  book  is  a  product  I’ve  had  the  pleasure  of

developing as part of the consulting work my business does: ScrumInsight.com.  This
has become an excellent automated source of Scrum coaching and advice.  Over the

five years that this product has been in development, we have fine-tuned the advice it
provides to the teams who use it.

Finally,  I  have  to  credit  three  of  my  colleagues  who  over  the  years  have  also
contributed to the material here.  Paul Heidema, Travis Birch and David Sabine, all at

different times and to different degrees have contributed by discussion and writing
portions  of  this  material.   Their  contributions  come  from  their  own  experiences

working  with  Scrum Teams.   They  have  challenged  my thinking,  provided  great
anecdotes and even crafted their own techniques and practices to advance the use of

Scrum with their teams.  The specific words they wrote are hard to separate out of the
overall text.  I have reviewed every word here and any lack or error is mine.

This is a reference book.  Of course, you can read it front to back if you wish, but I
hope that instead you will refer back to it numerous times as you launch Scrum Teams

and work through the aspects of getting your teams to use Scrum well.  This book,
presented as a list of “rules”, is a way to ensure you are getting the details right so that

you  are  laying  a  foundation  for  creating  a  high-performance  Scrum  Team.
Admittedly, there is no “Scrum referee” or “Scrum police” so the use of the rules

must  always be  driven  by your own best  judgement.   As such  most  of  the rules



described have three sections:

1. What is the rule and why is it important?

2. How is the rule applied?  What do you need to change to apply the rule if
you aren’t already doing it?

3. What is the background from the Scrum Guide or other document(s) for the
rule?

Many of the rules described in this book are rules that come directly from the official
document that  describes Scrum: the  Scrum Guide.  These rules are “core Scrum”.

You can't say “we're doing Scrum” if you aren't doing at least the rules of core Scrum.

Scrum is a framework for developing and sustaining 
complex products. This Guide contains the definition
of Scrum. This definition consists of Scrum’s roles, 
events, artifacts, and the rules that bind them 
together. Ken Schwaber and Jeff Sutherland 
developed Scrum; the Scrum Guide is written and 
provided by them. Together, they stand behind the 
Scrum Guide.

The Scrum Guide is a description of the Scrum Framework in concise prose.  It lacks
detail about why Scrum works, why each part of Scrum is important, and how to

apply Scrum if you aren’t already doing it.  That is what this book does.





Summary of Scrum
You can read the current official definition of Scrum in the  Scrum Guide online at

http://www.scrumguides.org/.   Ken Schwaber and  Jeff Sutherland are the founders
and authors of Scrum and, along with some help from the community, they maintain

the definition found in the Scrum Guide.  If you are not familiar with Scrum through
experience or training, then reading the Scrum Guide is critical – this book does not

replace that basic level of knowledge of Scrum.  This summary is based on the latest
(2016) version of the Scrum Guide.  You can read this summary to remind yourself of

the basics.

Scrum  is  a  tool  for  product  development  (usually  software  products)  in  high-

performance teams.  Scrum is  predicated  upon the  principles  of  empirical  process
control  –  transparency  and  “inspect  and  adapt”.   Scrum  is  a  relatively  simple

framework of roles, meetings, and artifacts as follows:

Roles:

The  Scrum  Team  members  are  individuals  who  coordinate  and  work  together  to
deliver  product  Increments  to  stakeholders  outside  the  team.   These  people  are

required to self-organize: collectively set goals, create short-term plans, and volunteer
for tasks within those plans.

The  Scrum  Master is  a  single  person  on  a  Scrum  Team  who  is  responsible  for
ensuring  the  successful  use  of  the  Scrum  process,  helping  the  team  overcome

obstacles  and  protecting the team.  The person in  the role  of  Scrum Master  is  a
servant-leader and serves the team and its stakeholders.  The Scrum Master is not

accountable for business results.

The  Product  Owner is  a  single  person  on  a  Scrum Team who is  responsible  for

ordering (prioritizing and sequencing) the work of the Scrum Team on a long-term
basis.  The Product Owner is accountable for ensuring that the highest value product

features are ordered first and is ultimately accountable for the success of the product. 

The Development Team includes all the people in the Scrum Team who are doing the

hands-on product development work.  The Scrum Master and the Product Owner have
special roles and therefore are not required to be part of the Development Team.

The Scrum Team has all the skills and authorizations to create potentially releasable
“Done” Increments of the product.  The Scrum Team has no dependencies and no

http://www.scrumguides.org/


sub-teams.  The Scrum Team contains people with the three roles of Scrum Master,
Product Owner and Developer – no other roles are allowed on a Scrum Team.

Meetings:

All meetings in the Scrum framework are used to help the Scrum Team inspect some

aspect of work and adapt based on the current reality facing the team.

The Daily Scrum in which all Development Team members briefly explain what they

have completed in the previous day, what they plan to complete in the next day, and
any impediments they have to complete this work.

Sprint Planning in which all Scrum Team members collectively select the work for a
short-term goal (usually four weeks or less) and create a detailed, task-level plan to

accomplish that work.  Sprint Planning represents the start of a Sprint.

Sprint Review in which the Scrum Team presents its work results from the Sprint to

their  stakeholders in order  to gain feedback on the work and adapt their plan for
future Sprints.

The Retrospective in which the Scrum Team inspects how it performed its work and
makes decisions about adapting how it works in order to become more effective at

delivering value and quality to its stakeholders.

Artifacts:

The Potentially Releasable Increment of product functionality that the team produces
at the end of each Sprint is some set of features and functionality of the product as

determined by the ordering done by the Product Owner and the goal setting done by
the Scrum Team.

The  Product Backlog is a list of all the work to be performed by the team put into
order  by  the  Product  Owner.   Product  Backlog  Items  are  usually  features  or

functionality of the product and must always be what to build rather than how to build
it.  The Product Owner works with the rest of the Scrum Team to ensure that the

Product Backlog is continuously refined and “ready” for the start of the next Sprint.

The Sprint Plan (Sprint Backlog) is a collection of tasks, activities and deliverables

the team creates and then acts upon to deliver Product Backlog Items in a Sprint.  The
team owns the Sprint  Plan  collectively  and the  Product  Owner  is  not  allowed to

specify details in this plan.

Burndown Chart(s) are simple graphs that show the amount of work remaining (y-



axis) charted over time (either for a single Sprint or for a release of the product).
Burndown charts are not a required part of the Scrum Framework but are an excellent

way to help the Scrum Team and its stakeholders see the progress of work.

Values:

Scrum asserts five values: commitment, courage, focus, openness, and respect.  These
values help a Scrum Team work effectively.   As the Scrum Team uses the Scrum

framework, the team gets better at applying these values.

References on Scrum:

The Scrum Guide: http://www.scrumguides.org/

The Scrum Alliance: http://www.scrumalliance.org/

Scrum.org: http://www.scrum.org/

Wikipedia on Scrum: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scrum_(development) 

The Scrum Framework Diagram:

The  following  diagram is  created  to  illustrate  most  of  the  aspects  of  the  Scrum

Framework.  It is color-coded by role:

• Product Owner responsibilities are in grey

• Scrum Master responsibilities are in blue

• Development Team responsibilities are in white









The Basic Scrum Process
Imagine you have a project that’s in trouble: you are trying to deliver something to a

deadline which has already passed, the budget is blown, and you and your team still
don’t have anything to show for months of work up to this point.  What do you do?

How do you get out of trouble?  How do you regain control?  How do you deliver
something for all the time and money invested so far?

This crisis situation, and how most people respond to it, actually gives us many of the
basics of the Scrum process.

I have seen project managers, and many other leaders do almost exactly the same
thing in this situation.  And it seems to boil down to the following crisis-management

activities:

1. Make plans that are short-term and simple.  Don’t worry about months in the

future because the crisis is now!

2. Get a small capable team working together: do status updates hourly or daily

instead of weekly or monthly.

3. Get things built as simply as possible.  Ruthless prioritization, not-going-to-

need-it pruning, and even discarding stuff already built to focus on the bare
essentials.

4. Get  something valuable  into  a  releasable  state  as  quickly  as  possible.
Ruthless time pressure on very short time scales: days at the most.

5. Check  the  work  regularly  with  critical  stakeholders  to  ensure  than  any
deviation  from  critical  needs  is  caught  quickly  with  as  little  waste  as

possible.

6. Take any ideas to make things work from anyone.  Rapid “experimentation”

and radical openness arising out of desperation.

This description is actually just a way of describing the basic Scrum process elements

without using Scrum jargon.  Here are the same tactics in the list above written using
the Scrum terminology:

1. Sprint Planning

2. Cross-Functional Team and The Daily Scrum



3. Sprint Self-Organization

4. Sprint Time-box and Product Increment

5. Sprint Review

6. Sprint Retrospective

In other words: Scrum is what you do when you want mission-critical performance! 



Sprints are a consistent length
The  Sprint  is  the  fundamental  unit  of  work  when  using  Scrum.   Any  product

development effort using Scrum is, therefore, divided into Sprints.  Sprints are fixed
in length so that  the team has a  predictable amount of  time available to  them to

complete the work, which in turn assists in both short and long-term planning.  By
making every Sprint the same length, the Scrum Team learns its own capacity for

work.  If the Sprint length changes, the rhythm of Scrum is broken and the team will
have to relearn its capacity which usually takes at least a few Sprints.  If Sprints are

rarely the same length, then the Scrum Team will struggle to do any reliable planning.

The Scrum Master of the Scrum Team has the primary responsibility for helping the

team create the rhythm of regular Sprint lengths.  The Scrum Master needs to ensure
the meetings that occur at the beginning and end of the Sprint are scheduled for many

Sprints well in advance with specific dates, times and locations.  For example, if the
organization is using Microsoft Outlook, then these meetings should be blocked off in

all Team Members' calendars with those people as required attendees.  If the team's
Sprint length is meant to be two weeks, and if Sprint Planning is Monday morning,

then every other  week there should be a meeting reserved in  the calendar for  all
Scrum Team members  for Sprint  Planning, likewise for Sprint  Review and Sprint

Retrospective meetings.   This  basic  administrative  approach  is  a  foundation  to
correcting an irregular Sprint length.

As well,  the Scrum Master  needs to  facilitate  the team to enable preparation and
effective execution of the Scrum process within the Sprint to ensure regular length.

For example, the Scrum Master should ensure that the Product Owner is constantly
refining the Product Backlog so that it  is ready for each Sprint Planning meeting.

Similarly, the Scrum Master facilitates the Scrum Team to prepare for each Sprint
Review so the product Increment is ready to be demonstrated.  One common pitfall is

the temptation to delay the Sprint Review meeting if the product is not ready or if
stakeholders cannot attend.  This should  never be an excuse for delaying the Sprint

Review.  Instead, the Scrum Team should demonstrate  whatever is  ready (even if
nothing is ready!) and use the  Retrospective to come up with ways to avoid that

problem in the future.  Similarly, if some stakeholders cannot attend the meeting, hold
it anyway and rely on the feedback from those who are able to attend... even if that is

just the Product Owner.

Time-boxing the Sprint to have a consistent length is meant to put pressure on the



team and the organization to have reliable delivery of product Increments.

Sprints best have consistent durations throughout a 
development effort. – The Scrum Guide



Sprints are one month or less in duration
The length of a Sprint determines how quickly a Scrum Team can "inspect and adapt"

to changing circumstances and learning.  Scrum, as a tool for product development,
sets an upper limit to the duration of a Sprint.  In other words, Scrum sets a minimum

for the frequency of the inspect and adapt cycle.  This ensures that teams using Scrum
get at least a certain minimum benefit.  Scrum does not set a maximum frequency

(minimum Sprint length).  If a team has a five-week (or longer) Sprint, the benefits
from Scrum drop off.   In particular, they reduce their ability to frequently deliver

value to  the customer,  respond to change,  evolve their  Definition of  "Done",  and
detect deficiencies in the quality of their product.  As well, risks increase associated

with  short  term  planning,  responding  to  change,  team  development,  windows  of
business  opportunity,  and  other  error  detection.   Having  a  cycle  longer  than  one

month is not Scrum and a team with such a cycle length should not claim to be using
Scrum.

A team can adopt a shorter Sprint length simply by deciding to do so.  It is important
to remember that having a shorter Sprint length means that the Product Owner must

refine the Product Backlog Items more in order to make them ready for the Sprint
Planning meeting – in other words, the Scrum Team must have reasonable confidence

that Product Backlog Items will not take longer than a single Sprint to complete...
This requires a strong set of skills with "Story Splitting".  One of the main obstacles

to shorter Sprints is simply the mindset of the team members and their stakeholders.
There is often concern such as "we can't do anything in a week" or "there won't be

anything meaningful done in a week".  These mindsets are often based on traditional
waterfall thinking.  The best way to approach this is to treat the concerns with respect

and discuss them in your ongoing Sprint Retrospectives.  The best advice on how to
do short Sprints is simply to go for it!

Sometimes the length of a Sprint is determined by people outside the Scrum Team.  If
these outside decision-makers have asked the team to do Sprints that are longer than

one  month,  the  Scrum  Master  should  inform  these  decision-makers  of  the
consequences of having long Sprints and request that the Scrum Team be given the

authority to determine their own Sprint length.  This request may not be honored, in
which case it is probably best for the team to stop calling itself a Scrum team.

The heart of Scrum is a Sprint, a time-box of one 



month or less

Sprints are limited to one calendar month. When a 
Sprint’s horizon is too long the definition of what is 
being built may change, complexity may rise, and 
risk may increase. Sprints enable predictability by 
ensuring inspection and adaptation of progress 
toward a Sprint Goal at least every calendar month. 
Sprints also limit risk to one calendar month of cost. 
– The Scrum Guide



No work is performed between Sprints
Each  Sprint  that  a  Scrum  Team  does  is  an  opportunity  for  learning  through

"inspection and adaptation".  If there is a break or a pause between Sprints, the Scrum
Team may forget what it has learned or fail to apply that learning in a timely manner

in the next Sprint.  Of course, many Scrum Teams end a Sprint before a weekend and
start their next Sprint at the beginning of the next week.  This non-working break is

normal and acceptable.  However, a break between Sprints during which some or all
Scrum Team Members do other work is not acceptable.

Breaks  between  Sprints  indicate  a  problem.   Usually  such  breaks  are  filled  with
planning  activities  including  research,  requirements  gathering,  design  and

preparation, negotiations and approvals.  The problem with this is threefold:

1. Such plans are based on conjecture (risky and not compatible with Scrum)

rather  than  empiricism  (less  risky  and  compatible  with  Scrum).   Those
activities are most beneficial  when performed by skilled inspectors at  the

point of the work.  The four formal events within each Sprint provide the
team and stakeholders adequate opportunity for inspection and ensure that

decisions are being made in light of the up-to-date product Increment and
with respect to current user needs and market conditions.

2. Breaks between Sprints often include activities which do not add value to the
product or are unrelated.

3. Breaks  between  Sprints  defer  the  delivery  of  value  because  the  work
performed does not result in a potentially-releasable Increment of "Done"

product.

To correct  this problem it  is important  to identify whether any of the effort spent

between Sprints is adding value to the product – that is, which activities affect the
form, fit, or function of the actual product.  If determined to not be value adding, stop

the activity – it is a waste.  If determined to be value adding, the Scrum Team may
decide  that  either  the  activity  should  be  represented  and  ordered  in  the  Product

Backlog, or should be represented in the team's Definition of Done.

A new Sprint starts immediately after the conclusion 
of the previous Sprint. – The Scrum Guide





Each Sprint results in a potentially 
releasable product Increment

The phrase "potentially releasable" has a very simple meaning: the features built in a
Sprint and all the related activities are done to such a degree that ONLY business

considerations are involved in the decision to release or to not release at the end of the
Sprint.  Every Sprint should start with the intention of getting a small set of Product

Backlog Items to this ideal state.  Of course, teams make mistakes and have obstacles
to doing their  work  to  this  level  of  doneness.   The  intention to  make potentially

shippable software is designed to help teams see and expose obstacles to actually
shipping.  These can be technical obstacles, dependencies, or bureaucratic obstacles.

Failing to have this intention removes this beneficial pressure from the team.  This
lack of pressure can in turn lead to acceptance of "the way things are" and a team that

never reaches a high-performance state.

Below is an overview of an activity that can be facilitated by the Scrum Master called

Definition of "Done" Gap Analysis.

1. During the Sprint Retrospective work with the team to make a list of all the

activities that currently need to be performed by people in the company in
order to ship the product.  The Product Owner should know what makes the

product releasable and should be able to help the team with this.   If  the
Product Owner doesn't know, he or she needs to find out or bring someone in

to help the team with this exercise.

2. The resulting list is the releasable Definition of "Done" for the product.  The

team should then compare this list with their current Definition of "Done"
for every Product Backlog Item.  If the list is the same, then the team has

realized this rule of Scrum.

3. If  the  team's  current  definition is  less  than  the shippable definition,  then

clearly there is a gap between the team’s current capabilities and the desired
level of doneness.  Explain to the team that applying the releasable definition

of  "done"  to  every  Product  Backlog  Item  is  how  they  will  realize  the
intention of "potentially releasable" product increments every Sprint.  The

team should then discuss all the reasons why their current definition does not
fulfill the releasable definition.  All of these reasons should be identified as

obstacles which should be systematically removed.  The Scrum Master is



responsible for removing these impediments.  Some of these reasons may be
resolved  immediately.   For  example,  if  the  team  can  implement  more

rigorous testing within a single Sprint along with some light documentation,
this may allow the team to be well on its way.  

This exercise is a way for the team to systematically explore how it can evolve its
definition  of  "done"  and  improve.   This  is  also  a  way  to  help  the  team and  the

organization see that  a  potentially releasable intention for  each Sprint  is  possible.
People  will  likely  start  finding  ways  to  break  out  of  the  existing  status  quo and

innovate.  They will likely find that learning new skills is required, such as certain
Agile engineering practices.  Perhaps the team will find ways to automate certain

aspects of the system such as building, testing, deploying, and perhaps the Scrum
Master can work with groups outside of the team to give the team more authority and

autonomy  over  all  aspects  of  the  system,  including  data  sources  and  production
systems.  The point being that this conversation is a way to open up the team to

possibilities  that  it  may  not  have  seen  before  and  allow people  to  explore  these
possibilities through action.

Even if everyone does not realize that this intention is possible or even desirable, the
Scrum Master must pursue the removal of these impediments.  Over time, as they are

removed, negative attitudes will most likely give way and people will see the business
value  in  delivering  “done”  frequently  and  the  technical  agility  afforded  by

incremental/emergent  design.   As  the  impediments  are  removed,  and  the  team
expands  its  definition  of  "done"  it  will  move  closer  and  closer  to  realizing  this

intention.

The heart of Scrum is a Sprint... during which a 
“Done”, useable, and potentially releasable product 
Increment is created.

The Increment is the sum of all the Product Backlog 
items completed during a Sprint and the value of the 
increments of all previous Sprints. At the end of a 
Sprint, the new Increment must be “Done,” which 
means it must be in useable condition and meet the 
Scrum Team’s definition of “Done.” It must be in 
useable condition regardless of whether the Product 



Owner decides to actually release it.





Sprint planning starts each Sprint (goal 
setting and creating the Sprint backlog)

Sprint Planning is a time-boxed meeting which marks the start of the Sprint and is the
opportunity for the Scrum Team to discuss what they will build during the Sprint and

how they will build it.  The focus of the meeting is on choosing a goal for the Sprint
(usually a combination of Product Backlog Items and action items which emerge from

the team's Retrospectives) and then decomposing that goal into a more detailed list of
tasks (the Sprint Backlog).  In Sprint Planning, choosing who will do the work is

strongly discouraged.  The value of Sprint Planning comes at three levels:

1. First, setting a concrete goal  helps with team cohesion and enables high-

performance teamwork;

2. second, the planning activity helps set expectations with stakeholders and

develop a team's understanding of its own capacity;

3. third,  the  time  set  aside  for  planning  gives  the  team  a  chance  to  think

systematically about how to respond to feedback from the previous Sprint.

Many  undesirable  patterns  emerge  in  environments  where  Scrum  is  not  well

understood or where a team is not committed to the Scrum framework. Below are
examples and possible remedies:

1. If time is spent during Sprint Planning to discuss who will perform certain
tasks in the Sprint Backlog: The team is not yet self-organizing and cross-

functional and must stop assigning tasks.

2. If time is spent during Sprint Planning to estimate tasks: Remind the team

that Sprint Planning is not a forecasting activity; remind stakeholders that
time spent estimating is time not spent building and the primary measure of

progress is "Done" product (not hours-worked).  The focus of the event is to
discuss implementation options so as to rule out inappropriate designs and to

create cohesion about how the Sprint Goal will be achieved.

3. If  Sprint  Planning  consists  of  converting  prescriptive  requirements

documentation into tasks (graphic design composites or business/functional
requirements documents): The team is not yet self-organizing and relies on

direction from others  outside  the  team; moreover,  design decisions made
prior to the start of a Sprint are conjectural and therefore disposable.  The



team  is  likely  to  uncover  information  during  implementation  which  was
unknown  to  the  authors  of  said  graphic  designs  and/or  requirements

documents, thus the effort spent creating pre-implementation documentation
is often ill-informed waste.

4. If  the  Sprint  includes  other  formal  planning  events  (such  as  "Backlog
Refinement Meetings" or "Estimation Parties"): These events are most often

evidence  that  an  organization is  prone  to  excessive  pre-planning.   These
events  can  be  stopped  by  educating  stakeholders  to  understand  both  the

purpose of the official Sprint events and the benefits of empiricism.

Everyone has to [participate] in ... Sprint Planning to
start [the] Sprint

The Sprint Backlog is the set of Product Backlog 
items selected for the Sprint, plus a plan for 
delivering the product Increment and realizing the 
Sprint Goal. The Sprint Backlog is a forecast by the 
Development Team about what functionality will be 
in the next Increment and the work needed to deliver
that functionality into a “Done” Increment.

The Sprint Backlog makes visible all of the work that
the Development Team identifies as necessary to 
meet the Sprint Goal.



The Sprint Planning meeting is time-boxed 
to 2 hours / week of Sprint length

Time-boxing is the practice of ending a meeting exactly on time regardless of the
state of discussion or the desire of participants.  In Scrum, the length of the Sprint

Planning Meeting is determined by the length of the Sprint.  For example, a one week
long Sprint  has  a Sprint  Planning Meeting that  is  time-boxed to two hours.   It  is

acceptable for the meeting to take less time, but not more.  A two week long Sprint
has a Sprint Planning Meeting that is time-boxed to four hours.  Keeping the Sprint

Planning Meeting time-boxed has  two beneficial  effects:  one,  the team keeps the
overhead dedicated to meetings to a relatively low level, and two, the team learns to

do effective planning in a very short period of time.

Until a team learns how to plan in brief and purposeful meetings, they may be prone

to  excessive  pre-planning  and  will  extend  their  planning  activities  until  all
participants  feel  that  an  appropriate  level  of  detail  is  achieved.   That  habit

substantially eats into work time and rarely improves the team's ability to perform the
actual work of their Sprint.  Design and implementation decisions are best informed

by  direct  observation  of  the  product  in  the  hands  of  real  users  rather  than  by
imaginary/conjectural  models  or  technical/research  bias.   Strictly  time-boxing  the

event  (ensuring  that  planning  discussions  do  not  carry  on  longer  than  intended)
reduces the risk of making design and implementation decisions based on conjecture.

Sprint Planning meetings, at a high level, are an opportunity for the Scrum Team to
consider two questions: what shall be done in the Sprint and how might that goal be

achieved?

Tactically, the Sprint Planning meeting involves careful consideration for the topmost

items in the Product Backlog, dialogue regarding implementation and design of those
items, as well as actionable improvements discussed during Sprint Retrospectives.  It

is common that a Scrum Team will perform Product Backlog refinement activities
during  Sprint  Planning  such  as  sizing  and  splitting  of  PBIs,  or  prototyping  and

research regarding functionality expressed by the topmost PBIs, and the scheduling of
meetings  to  ensure  appropriate  stakeholders,  users,  and  customers  are  available

throughout  the  Sprint  when  the  team  requires  their  input.   In  addition  to  those
preparatory activities, the Scrum Team may decompose their Sprint Goal into tasks

which are represented on a physical, visible task wall.  The task wall represents the
Sprint Goal at a granular/tactical level and may be used by the Scrum Team to reflect



their activities.

The Scrum Master must help the team follow the time-boxes.  There are several ways

that the Scrum Master can do this.

1. The Scrum Master must be hyper-aware of time and have facilitation skills

to  ensure  the  time-box  is  followed.   The  Scrum  Master  should  use  a
countdown  timer  during  the  meetings  and  regularly  remind  the  meeting

participants of the amount of time remaining for the meeting.

2. The Scrum Master must prepare for these meetings by reminding everyone

about the meeting before it starts, by ensuring that all the necessary materials
are  ready  (e.g.  note  cards,  paper,  and  whiteboards  for  diagramming  and

sketching), and by reminding participants of the intended purpose of each
event.

3. For the Sprint Planning meeting, in particular, the Scrum Master needs to
ensure that the team's Product Backlog is visible and editable by all Team

Members.  A physical Product Backlog comprised of note cards is strongly
recommended  –  but  if  the  team has  chosen  a  digital  tool  then  a  Scrum

Master  should evaluate  the  tool  with consideration for  these  12 essential
features.

4. The Scrum Master should strongly discourage late arrivals to these meetings.
Late  arrivals  often  result  in  re-hashing  topics  which  have  already  been

covered.

5. The Sprint Planning meetings should occur physically in the team's space so

that  all  tools,  materials,  documents,  and  charts  are  near  at  hand.   This
proximity and convenience of information will ensure that the meeting flows

smoothly and with minimal interruption.

6. And  the  Scrum  Master  may  have  to  use  aggressive  facilitation  with

individuals who cause meetings to go past their time limit.  Individuals who
habitually arrive late, dominate discussion, or insist on arguing points that

the rest of the team has moved past should be advised in no uncertain terms
that such behaviour is damaging the team's ability to work effectively.

Sprint Planning is time-boxed to a maximum of eight
hours for a one-month Sprint. For shorter Sprints, 

http://agileadvice.com/2016/03/03/agilemanagement/the-perfect-agile-tool-12-key-features/
http://agileadvice.com/2016/03/03/agilemanagement/the-perfect-agile-tool-12-key-features/


the event is usually shorter.





Sprints include a Sprint Review meeting to 
collect feedback on the product 
increment

Scrum is a tool for product development that uses transparency and fast feedback.

The Sprint Review is an open meeting during which the Scrum Team works with all
interested stakeholders to look at  the results of  the Sprint:  the product  increment.

This meeting is usually dominated by a demonstration of the working increment of
software.   The stakeholders  in  attendance at  this  meeting freely provide feedback

about the product which is then used by the Product Owner to update the Product
Backlog.  This feedback is critical to ensure that the team is staying on-track, that it is

building the most valuable possible product features,  and that the stakeholders are
satisfied  with  the  results.   Missing  this  aspect  of  feedback  makes  Scrum  only

modestly better than non-Agile approaches to doing work and should be considered a
critical problem to fix as it undermines the whole point of doing Scrum.

There  are  several  important  factors  to  remember  when  holding  a  Sprint  Review
meeting including: the audience, the demonstration, and managing feedback.  The

audience should be as broad as possible while focusing on customers and users first,
business stakeholders secondarily, and other stakeholders as space permits.  In order

to do an effective Sprint Review, the whole Scrum Team also must be in attendance in
order  to  have first-hand knowledge of the feedback their  work is receiving.  The

demonstration itself should be as hands-on as possible.  For example:

• The Product Owner may prepare scripts for participants to follow and may

also allow participants to try the product increment.

• Workstations for this hands-on demonstration must be set  up prior  to the

Sprint Review meeting. 

• To gather feedback, the Scrum Team members should be distributed so that

each one observes a different workstation and records any feedback. 

• Then, all the Scrum Team members gather for the final few minutes of the

Sprint  Review  to  collate  the  feedback  and  allow  the  Product  Owner  to
process it enough to do a quick update to the Product Backlog.



A Sprint Review is held at the end of the Sprint to 
inspect the Increment .... During the Sprint Review, 
the Scrum Team and stakeholders collaborate about 
what was done in the Sprint.... the presentation of the
Increment is intended to elicit feedback and foster 
collaboration.



Sprints conclude with a Sprint Retrospective
for Scrum Team self-inspection and 
adaptation

The last  part  of the Sprint  is  the Sprint  Retrospective.   This meeting is a  private

meeting  for  the  members  of  the  Scrum  Team  (including  the  Scrum  Master  and
Product Owner).  In this meeting, the Team Members discuss how they did their work

during the past  Sprint  and come up with ways to improve their  work in the next
Sprint.   Scrum  does  not  define  any  particular  techniques  to  use  during  the

Retrospective meeting.  The  Retrospective is complementary to the Sprint Review.
The Review inspects "what" was done and the  Retrospective inspects "how" it was

done.   The Sprint  Retrospective is  critical  for  the  team to apply  the  principle  of
"inspect  and adapt"  that  is  core to Scrum.  Missing the Sprint  Retrospective is  a

critical failure of the Scrum Master's job to ensure that the principles of Scrum are
being used.  If a Retrospective is missed once, what may happen is that some Team

Members might feel that missing it  was not so bad.  There will not likely be any
immediate consequences to missing the Retrospective.  However, the attitude that the

Retrospective is not important will be implanted in the team.  This then quickly leads
to further compromises and eventually, the continuous improvement parts of Scrum

are abandoned and the team focuses purely on the execution parts of Scrum.  The
team will then fail to become a high-performance team since that high-performance

state is predicated on systematic, conscious self-improvement of how the team does
its work.

The Scrum Master's first responsibility to establish the retrospective is to make sure
that time for it is blocked off every Sprint as the last activity of the Sprint.  This

meeting is non-optional for all Team Members and is NOT open to non-members.  If
there are organizational obstacles to holding the Sprint  Retrospective regularly, then

the Scrum Master must deal with those obstacles.  There are many techniques for
holding  effective  retrospectives  and  many good resources  online  and  in  print  for

learning these techniques.  One technique, however, stands above all of them.  This
technique is the "Retrospective Prime Directive" (http://bit.ly/1gGqy0X) which states:

Regardless of what we discover, we understand and 
truly believe that everyone did the best job they 
could, given what they knew at the time, their skills 



and abilities, the resources available, and the 
situation at hand.

This statement is used by the Scrum Master at the beginning of every retrospective to

set the stage.  It should be read aloud by a Team Member, and then posted on a wall
where everyone can see it during the course of the retrospective.  The first time the

Retrospective Prime Directive is used, the team should take a few minutes to discuss
what it means.  This statement creates a safe environment for people to explore ways

to improve without fear of reprisal.  Of course, in some teams, this fear of reprisal
may linger regardless of the use of the Retrospective Prime Directive.  The outcome

of a Sprint  Retrospective is a set of clear action items to be completed in the next
Sprint.  Action items should be specific, should have at least one key Team Member

who has volunteered to do the work of each action item, and they should be small
enough in effort that they can be accomplished in a single Sprint.

The Sprint Retrospective is an opportunity for the 
Scrum Team to inspect itself and create a plan for 
improvements to be enacted during the next Sprint.

The Sprint Retrospective occurs after the Sprint 
Review and prior to the next Sprint Planning. 



Review and Retrospective meetings are 
time-boxed in total to 2 hours / week of 
Sprint length

Time-boxing is the practice of ending a meeting exactly on time regardless of the

state of discussion or the desire of participants.  In Scrum, the combined length of the
Sprint Review and Retrospective Meetings is determined by the length of the Sprint.

For example, a one week long Sprint has Sprint Review and Retrospective Meetings
that are time-boxed to two hours in total.  It is acceptable for the meetings to take less

time, but not more.  A two week long Sprint has a Sprint Planning Meeting that is
time-boxed to four hours.  Keeping the Sprint Review and  Retrospective Meetings

time-boxed has two beneficial effects: one, the team keeps the overhead dedicated to
meetings to a relatively low level, and two, the team learns to do effective inspect and

adapt  in  a  very  short  period  of  time.   If  the  meetings  are  not  time-boxed,  then
typically the team will keep going until they are "done"... and break the time-box of

the overall Sprint.

The Scrum Master of the Scrum Team must help the team follow the time-boxes.

There are several ways that the Scrum Master can do this.

1. The Scrum Master must be hyper-aware of time and have facilitation skills

to  ensure  the  time-box  is  followed.   The  Scrum  Master  should  use  a
countdown  timer  during  the  meetings  and  regularly  remind  the  meeting

participants of the amount of time remaining for the meeting.

2. The Scrum Master must prepare for these meetings by reminding everyone

about the meeting before it starts, by preparing an agenda (which does not
need to be too detailed), and by ensuring that all the necessary materials are

ready (e.g. note cards for a retrospective technique).

3. For the Sprint Review, in particular, the Scrum Master needs to ensure that

the team prepares the demonstration.  This may be done very informally with
little  preparation,  but  sometimes,  particularly  for  complex  or  business-

critical  features,  more  careful  preparation  is  necessary.   The  team's
preparation should include determining which team members will be doing

what during the demonstration.  The best demonstrations are hands-on and
so usually multiple workstations are set up for stakeholders to play with the

system.  By parallelizing the demonstration in this way, it is much easier to



keep within the time-box while simultaneously allowing all the attendees a
chance  to  do  a  full  review  of  the  increment.   Avoid  single-workstation

presentations even if they are live demos!

4. The Scrum Master should strongly discourage late arrivals to these meetings.

Late  arrivals  often  result  in  re-hashing  topics  which  have  already  been
covered.  

5. Both the Sprint Review and the Sprint Retrospective should occur physically
in the team's space so that all tools, materials, documents, and charts are near

at  hand.  This proximity and convenience of information will  ensure that
these meetings flow smoothly and with minimal interruption.

6. And  the  Scrum  Master  may  have  to  use  aggressive  facilitation  with
individuals who cause meetings to go past their time limit.  Individuals who

habitually arrive late, dominate discussion, or insist on arguing points that
the rest of the team has moved past should be advised in no uncertain terms

that such behavior is damaging the team's ability to work effectively.

[Sprint Review has] a four-hour time-boxed meeting 
for one-month Sprints. For shorter Sprints, the event
is usually shorter....

[The Sprint Retrospective] is a three-hour time-
boxed meeting for one-month Sprints. For shorter 
Sprints, the event is usually shorter.



There is no break between Sprint Review 
and Retrospective meetings

After  a  team finishes  its  Sprint  Review,  the  Retrospective meeting  should  begin
immediately.  Of course, there may be a small transition period as non-team members

leave a meeting room or as the Team Members go back to their team room.  However,
there  should  be  no  work  on  the  system  done  between  Sprint  Review  and

Retrospective.  This quick transition between the two meetings is primarily to ensure
that everyone has a clear memory of the Sprint.  If there is a gap between the two

meetings it can lead to a number of sub-optimal behaviours: insights gained during
the Sprint Review may be forgotten or diminished prior to the  Retrospective, team

members may do work without the knowledge of the rest of the team, there may be a
growing desire to delay the retrospective, or even pressure to skip the retrospective.

Three common strategies have proven to effectively ensure there is no break between
Sprint Review and Retrospective meetings:

1. Strictly time-box the Sprint Review so that all participants understand there
is  no option to  "steal"  time from the  Retrospective event.   Allowing the

Review activity to run into the Retrospective's time-box sends a message that
the Retrospective event is less important.

2. Hold the Sprint Review and Retrospective events in the same physical space.
This  prevents  people  from having  to  relocate  and  minimizes  interruption

between the events.

3. Strictly  time-box the  Sprint  Retrospective.   This  is  a  captive  meeting  in

which team members may speak openly and candidly – as such it can be
exhausting for some members both emotionally and cognitively.

Scrum Masters  should carefully  observe  the  engagement-level  of  participants  and
dutifully  prepare  for  each  event  (e.g.  study  and  practice  a  variety  of  facilitation

techniques) so as to ensure that the intent of each event is fully achieved.

The Sprint Retrospective occurs after the Sprint 
Review and prior to the next Sprint Planning.





The Daily Scrum is time-boxed to 15 minutes
The  Daily Scrum is designed to dramatically improve transparency among Scrum

Team Members and their stakeholders who are interested in observing the meeting.
There is a fixed limit of 15 minutes on the duration of the meeting – 15 minutes (or

less) is sufficient for each Team Member to take a turn and briefly answer each of the
three questions required in the meeting.  The time-box helps the Team Members to be

brief, to be focused, to be on-topic and to be respectful of other Team Members' time.
If  the  Daily  Scrum takes  longer  than  15  minutes,  some  Team  Members  and

stakeholders  will  stop  feeling  like  the  meeting  is  worth  the  time  investment,
particularly since it is daily.  Even five additional minutes for a 12 person team adds

up to a person-hour of time lost every day!  Losing people's interest or respect for the
meeting  will  decrease  transparency  and  can  hamper  the  team in  numerous  ways,

including  the  Scrum  Master's  ability  to  see  and  deal  with  obstacles  in  a  timely
manner.

The intended outcomes of the Daily Scrum include:

• Team Members gain better understanding how they might work together for

the next 24 hours (not all of it  being "work" time, of course).   Including
Development  Team Members  who  will  synchronize  and  coordinate  their

work;  the  Scrum Master  who will  note  and  then  systematically  dissolve
obstacles;  and  everybody will  gain better  understanding how the  team is

trending toward the Sprint Goal.

• Artifacts such as the Sprint Backlog may be updated.

• The team may collectively become aware of any obstacles which put their
Sprint Goal at risk.

Conducting the Daily Scrum effectively requires practice.  Being that the event occurs
daily,  it  is  essential  that  the team get good at  using the time-box for  its  intended

purpose – and nothing more.   For example,  Team Members  might be tempted to
discuss all the work underway and share the tasks they are "doing" rather than focus

on activities which resulted in direct progress toward their Sprint Goal (e.g. tasks that
have gotten "done").  As well, Team Members might be tempted to use the event for

problem-solving or planning – thus enter conversation rather than turn-taking.  Team
Members  might  develop a habit  of  "reporting" their  progress to a  specific  person

rather than simply making transparent their progress and obstacles.  Or stakeholders



might  be  tempted  to  interject  or  ask  questions.   All  of  those  pitfalls  erode  the
effectiveness of the Daily Scrum and can quickly lead to boring/disengaging, micro-

managed, or long-winded meetings.

The Scrum Master must help the team follow the time-boxes.  There are several ways

that the Scrum Master can do this.

• The Scrum Master must be hyper-aware of time and have facilitation skills

to  ensure  the  time-box  is  followed.   The  Scrum  Master  should  use  a
countdown  timer  during  the  meetings  and  regularly  remind  the  meeting

participants of the amount of time remaining for the meeting.

• The Scrum Master must prepare for these meetings by reminding everyone

about the meeting before it starts, by ensuring that all the necessary materials
are ready (e.g. note cards for a  retrospective technique), and by reminding

participants of the intended purpose of each event.

• For the Daily Scrum, in particular, the Scrum Master needs to ensure that the

team's  Sprint  Backlog  is  visible  and  editable  by  all  Team Members.   A
physical task wall using note cards and stickies is strongly recommended –

but if the team has chosen a digital tool then a Scrum Master should evaluate
the tool with consideration for these 12 essential features.

• The Scrum Master should strongly discourage late arrivals to these meetings.
Late  arrivals  often  result  in  re-hashing  topics  which  have  already  been

covered.

• The  Daily Scrum should occur physically  in  the team's  space so that  all

tools, materials, documents, and charts are near at hand.  This proximity and
convenience of information will ensure that the meeting flows smoothly and

with minimal interruption.

• And  the  Scrum  Master  may  have  to  use  aggressive  facilitation  with

individuals who cause meetings to go past their time limit.  Individuals who
habitually arrive late, dominate discussion, or insist on arguing points that

the rest of the team has moved past should be advised in no uncertain terms
that such behavior is damaging the team's ability to work effectively.

The Daily Scrum is a 15-minute time-boxed event...

http://agileadvice.com/2016/03/03/agilemanagement/the-perfect-agile-tool-12-key-features/


The Daily Scrum occurs every day at the 
same time of day

The Daily Scrum is most effective when it is held at a regular time of day so that all
team members can easily remember it, schedule for it, and it becomes a habit for the

team which has a positive impact when achieved, and a negative impact when not
achieved.  If the team fails to have the Daily Scrum at a regular time, Team Members

will need constant reminding of when it is going to occur, and there is a greater risk
that  some  will  arrive  late  or  miss  it  entirely.   Missing  the  Daily  Scrum reduces

transparency between Team Members.  Another minor negative consequence is that if
the  Daily Scrum is not held at a regular time, then the Sprint Burndown Chart will

have an uneven horizontal  scale (if  measurement is  made at  the end of the  Daily
Scrums) or it will be more difficult for the Scrum Master to measure the state of the

Sprint (if measurement is made at a regular time of day independent of the  Daily
Scrum).

If  the  Daily Scrum does not happen at  a  regular  time,  a  Scrum Master and team
should discuss the problem, consider the reasons/conditions which prevent a regular

schedule, and find a convenient time they can meet reliably for 15 minutes.  These
questions will help identify the reasons for an irregular Daily Scrum:

• The Daily Scrum should never be longer than 15 minutes. Is yours?

• The same people (the Scrum Team) attend the  Daily Scrum every day.  Is

this true of your team?

• Ideally, a Scrum Team has its own team room in which all the events of the

Sprint  occur.  Is  your  Scrum  Team  having  to  book  meeting  space  and
compete with the schedules of other groups or teams?

The Daily Scrum is held at the same time and place 
each day to reduce complexity.

http://agileadvice.com/2006/12/13/howtoapplyagile/8-team-room-tips/




Team members answer only three questions 
at the Daily Scrum (no discussion)

The Daily Scrum meeting is a critical method for creating transparency between Team
Members.  Every day, each Team Member in turn answers the three questions of the

Daily Scrum: what tasks have I completed, what tasks will I complete before the next
Daily Scrum, and what obstacles do I have to doing my work?  These questions are

designed  to  ensure  that  all  team  members  know  what  everyone  else  is  doing
regardless of if one or another team member thinks something is "important" to know.

This transparency gives the team a regular rhythm of "Inspect and Adapt".  Since the
Daily Scrum is meant to be short, any discussion of the work should be held until

after the Daily Scrum is complete.  To be clear: the Daily Scrum is not meant to be a
problem  solving  meeting  and  treating  it  so  can  lead  to  people  failing  to  be  as

transparent as needed (or to breaking the time-box for the Daily Scrum which leads to
other problems).

The Scrum Master plays a critical role in ensuring that this rule is followed.  The
Scrum Master is a facilitator of all the Scrum meetings including the  Daily Scrum.

As such, the Scrum Master uses any number of facilitation techniques to help the
team keep on the intended agenda of the  Daily Scrum.  The Scrum Master should

always begin the  Daily Scrum meeting with a  reminder of the rules of the  Daily
Scrum.  If the Scrum Master has not been doing this, then a gentle introduction can be

made.  For example, the Scrum Master could say something like, “In the past I have
not restricted discussion during our Daily Scrum.  In Scrum we focus on just the three

questions.  Let's start trying to do this.  It will help keep the meeting brief and ensure
that the purposes of transparency and self-organization are attained.”  If the  Daily

Scrum still has excessive discussion after these reminders, it is often due to a small
number of individuals.  The Scrum Master can escalate to the use of public techniques

like a “talking stick” (http://bit.ly/1krSJWm) or  have  private  discussions with the
individuals to encourage them to follow the rule.  If gentle techniques do not work,

the Scrum Master may bring up the problem in the  Retrospective.  Ask the team,
“what will it take for us to focus solely on the three questions of the Daily Scrum and

avoid extra discussion?”  The Scrum Master should find a way to take that discussion
to the point of practical ideas and action items, not just people generally agreeing to

moderate their own behaviour.  As usual, the Scrum Master should ensure that these
action items are carried out in the next Sprint.  Finally, in extreme cases, the Scrum

Master should feel free to interject during the Daily Scrum if two or more people are



engaged in discussion outside the three questions of the meeting.  This interjection
should really be considered a last resort.  If a Scrum Master does not have a good set

of  meeting  facilitation  and  group  facilitation  skills,  we  strongly  recommend
systematic development of those skills.  One last point needs to be made: if the team

is not co-located, this rule is much more difficult to follow since Team Members will
have many more issues "stored up" to discuss than they would otherwise.

During the meeting, the Development Team members
explain:

What did I do yesterday that helped the Development 
Team meet the Sprint Goal?

What will I do today to help the Development Team 
meet the Sprint Goal?

Do I see any impediment that prevents me or the 
Development Team from meeting the Sprint Goal?



The scope of work for a Sprint is never 
expanded mid-Sprint (interruptions)

The Scrum Team plans their work in the Sprint Planning meeting and that planned
scope (Product Backlog Items) is meant to be respected... it is a commitment by the

team.  In exchange for  that  commitment,  the rest  of the organization commits to
leaving  the  team  alone  to  focus  on  its  work.   Focus  and  commitment  are  both

important values of Scrum.  Any interruption to any individual Team Member except
the Scrum Master and Product Owner is considered a cause for relieving the Team of

its commitment.  This rule of Scrum is designed to put pressure on the organization to
leave  the  team to  focus  on  the  most  valuable  work.   If  the  organization  allows

interruptions to the team's work during the Sprint, then the team will not meet its
commitments and this will diminish trust between the team and its stakeholders.  That

lack of trust will lead to onerous control mechanisms that reduce the team's ability to
self-organize which, in turn, will prevent the team from becoming a high-performance

team.

A Scrum Team must choose either to resolve the root cause(s) of interruptions or to

accommodate the organizational dysfunction somehow.  Correcting the root causes is
possible by following Scrum rules strictly: "if it isn't part of the team's work for a

Sprint, then it shouldn't be done".  This strategy, and others which are less-effective
(though perhaps more pragmatic in some circumstances) are discussed in depth at

AgileAdvice.com - Seven Options for Handling Interruptions in Scrum.

No changes are made that would endanger the 
Sprint Goal....

As the Development Team works, it keeps the Sprint 
Goal in mind. In order to satisfy the Sprint Goal, it 
implements the functionality and technology. If the 
work turns out to be different than the Development 
Team expected, they collaborate with the Product 
Owner to negotiate the scope of Sprint Backlog 
within the Sprint.

http://agileadvice.com/2012/01/08/scrumxplean/seven-options-for-handling-interruptions-in-scrum-and-other-agile-methods/




All stakeholders are invited to attend the 
Sprint Review

The Scrum Master organizes and facilitates the Scrum meetings, including the Sprint
Review.  The Scrum Master ensures that all the stakeholders of the Scrum Team and

its product are invited to the Sprint Review.  The list of stakeholders invited should
include, most importantly, end users of the product and / or actual external customers

who would buy the product.  The Scrum Team presents the product increment during
the demo portion of the Sprint Review.  This presentation allows the stakeholders to

give  immediate  feedback  on  the  product  increment  including  new  functionality,
quality, and desired future direction.  If the stakeholders are not universally invited,

then it is possible that important feedback will be lacking and the Product Owner will
create a  sub-optimal  Product  Backlog.   One significant  benefit  of  having a broad

group of stakeholders  attend is that  it  is  highly motivating to the Scrum Team to
receive  direct  feedback  every  Sprint.   This  feedback  is  only  possible  if  all  the

stakeholders are invited every Sprint.

Tactically, organizing the Sprint Review is as simple as sending meeting invitations to

the appropriate people and ensure that the team room is ready to accept visitors.

Strategically, a Scrum Master must examine various ways to reduce complexity and

increase effectiveness of the Sprint Review.  Is the "calendaring system" working well
for the stakeholders? Is there any confusion about the time and location of the Sprint

Review? Do stakeholders understand the purpose of the meeting and do they find it
valuable and helpful in their own work?

In light of the questions above, the following practices are helpful:

• Host  all  Scrum events  in  the  team room –  same location and  time each

Sprint.

• Foster  open  face-to-face  dialogue  with  stakeholders,  between  team  and

stakeholders, so that the Sprint Review feels informal and comfortable like a
collaborative "work" session rather than a scrutinizing "progress" report.

• Make artifacts transparent so the stakeholders are aware, during the Sprint
and well before the Sprint Review of the teams progress regarding the work

of the Sprint.

• Allow all stakeholders an opportunity to have as much hands-on time with



the product increment as feasible to encourage practical feedback.

• Schedule  the  Sprint  Review  meeting  such  that  the  most  important

stakeholders and as many stakeholders as possible can attend.  (Hint: late
Friday afternoon is a bad time!)

Attendees include the Scrum Team and key 
stakeholders invited by the Product Owner



The Scrum Team is no less than five people 
and no more than eleven people

A very effective learning that has come out of many fields of research is that we
function well in small groups, specifically groups that range from five to seven people

in total. Scrum allows for a slight expansion of that range up to eleven people.  This
allows for enough people to be together to discuss issues and solve complex software

problems with a diversity of skills and experience.  As well as avoiding the problem
of having too many people that the lines of communication become overwhelming.  If

the Scrum Team is only four people, then that means that you only have two people
doing the tasks in the Sprint Backlog (since the others are the Scrum Master and the

Product Owner). If the team is twelve or more people then trying to discuss issues,
having a focused Daily Scrum meeting, and even building an effective Scrum Team

becomes that much harder.  The larger the team, the longer it takes to get to a high-
performance state.

Scrum suggests the size of the Development Team (the Scrum Team members who
perform the work of the Sprint Backlog) be between three (3) and nine (9) people.

(The Scrum Master and Product Owner are not included in that count unless they are
also executing the work of the Sprint Backlog.)  To maximize cohesion and minimize

complexity, it is important larger groups be split into smaller units or downsized.

Considerations for re-organizing into multiple Scrum Teams:

• People executing the work may be best suited to decide optimal team size
and composition.  Adjustments to team composition will be most effective if

the team members are trusted (and supported) to re-organize around their
own work.

• Groups  larger  than  eleven  people  often  naturally  subdivide  into  smaller,
cross-functional  sub-groups;  therefore  it  may  be  possible  to  carefully

observe which team members interact regularly while getting work done and
simply acknowledge those informal arrangements.

• In  order  to  minimize  dependencies  between  teams,  Scrum Teams  whose
mandates are to own discreet Products or systems are preferable to groups

whose mandates are to support "components" of larger sytems.

• Organizations which currently employ Project Management methods ought



to  consider  changing  budgeting  and  staffing  practices  to  align  around
Product delivery rather than Project Management.  Doing so will make value

streams transparent and bring clarity to Product-centric team mandates.

Fewer than three Development Team members 
decrease interaction and results in smaller 
productivity gains.... Having more than nine 
members requires too much coordination.... The 
Product Owner and Scrum Master roles are not 
included in this count unless they are also executing 
the work of the Sprint Backlog. - The Scrum Guide



The Development Team members 
collectively have the skills to create a 
Product Increment

The Development Team is the subset of the Scrum Team that is actually working on

building the Product Increment every Sprint.  It usually does not include the Scrum
Master nor the Product Owner.  The Development Team members collectively need to

be cross-function with all the skills to do the work involved in creating a potentially
releasable product increment.  These skills include technology skills, creative skills,

business skills, organizational skills and skill with the tools applicable to the work.
The Development Team must have no dependencies on people outside the team.  The

skill  set  of  the  team must  be  complete.   If  the  Development  Team is  not  cross-
function, then every Sprint there will be delays or undone work that will result in

quality problems or a Product Increment that is not potentially releasable.

Overcoming this challenge is best done when the team itself is formed.  The Product

Owner  and  Scrum Master  do  their  best  to  identify  all  the  skills  needed to  build
Product Increments and attract people to the new team based on that skill list.  As

people join the team, those people can refine the list of skills and identify further
gaps.

If the Scrum Team has already started working, then a technique like the Agile Skills
Matrix can be used to help an existing team systematically identify gaps.  Another

technique that can be used is the Context Obstacles Diagram.  In either case, when
gaps are found in the skill set, the team needs to collectively agree how to fill in the

gap.  The options include:

1. An existing team member learns the skill through trial and error, self-study,

mentoring, cross-training or formal training.

2. The organization finds a person elsewhere in the organization who has the

missing skills and can join the team.

3. The organization hires a person from outside the organization who has the

skills.

The first option is strongly preferred as there is an upper limit to the effective size of a

Scrum Team and the other two options increase the number of team members.



Cross-functional teams have all competencies needed
to accomplish the work without depending on others 
not part of the team....

Development Teams are cross-functional, with all of 
the skills as a team necessary to create a product 
Increment;



The Scrum Team includes the Product 
Owner, the Scrum Master, and the 
Development Team Members

There are three roles on a Scrum Team, no more and no less. These roles are: Scrum

Master, Product Owner, and the Development Team Members. It is critical to have all
three roles present on the Scrum Team to get all needed responsibilities taken care of

in an effective way. The Product Owner is responsible for the product and how the
team understands that product. The Scrum Master is responsible for the use of Scrum

in the organization and team, as well as removing any obstacles that are raised by
members of the Scrum Team. The Development Team Members are responsible for

getting the work  done by self-organizing  and finding ways  to  improve their  own
process and work.  Without one of these key roles, the team would be missing a key

focus and job.  As well, Scrum specifically disallows any other roles on the Scrum
Team.  A person who has an official  role of Tester  cannot  be on a Scrum Team.

However, the same person, if given the official role of Team Member can be on a
Scrum Team.  If people have their official titles, performance evaluations etc. done in

their traditional roles, it hinders self-organizing and causes conflicts of interest.  A
team is not a Scrum Team until those old roles are eliminated.

In most organizations there are two key supports that a Scrum Team needs to be able
to adopt  this rule.   The first  is  visible,  consistent  support  from managers  for  any

action which leads to material success in delivering results.  In other words, a bottom-
line results-oriented work environment.  If you hear a managers say something like "I

don't care how, just get it done!" you are probably in this sort of environment.  The
second key support is the willingness of all Team Members to learn new skills that are

relevant to the success of the team in reaching its goals.  With these two supports in
place, the members of a Scrum Team should affirm to each other their Scrum roles,

and mutually commit to leaving any other roles and titles outside the Scrum Team
environment.  This can be a discussion held during a Sprint Retrospective or during a

Sprint Planning meeting.  The Scrum Master of the team then needs to coach the team
in this new approach by reminding people of their  agreement,  and noticing when

people refer to each other by their old roles.  For teams that have made this sort of
agreement, a common approach to blur the skill-based role lines is to actively cross-

train through "promiscuous pairing".  Pairing is when two people work together on
the same problem.  Promiscuous pairing is when all the members of the team actively

switch pairing partners in order to work with all the other team members multiple



times per Sprint.

The Scrum Team consists of a Product Owner, the 
Development Team, and a Scrum Master.



The Scrum Team does not include any other 
people (e.g. a manager who doesn't do 
tasks)

Since the Scrum Team only includes three roles: Scrum Master, Product Owner, and

the Development Team Members, there is no need to have other people on the team.
Each of the Scrum roles has a specific function that requires their full-time attention.

These  roles  are  all  the  roles  necessary  to  accomplish  the  creation  of  a  high-
performance Scrum Team and a high quality product.  Adding people to the team who

have any other roles will hinder the team from engaging in the requisite amount of
self-organizing behaviour, thus hindering productivity and quality.

The Scrum Master of the team should consider two scenarios in order to help the team
follow the rule that the Scrum Team does not include other people than the Product

Owner, Scrum Master and Development Team Members.  The first scenario is that of
people who are "extra" who are nominally on the team, but don't contribute to doing

tasks from the Sprint Backlog.  The second scenario is that of people who are doing
work from the Sprint  Backlog but who have non-Scrum roles  or titles.   For both

scenarios, the first step is education: the Scrum Master should ensure that everyone
on the team and all stakeholders know the definition of "Scrum Team" and help them

to use the term correctly.   Just  the proper use of language can have a significant
effect!  In the first scenario, with extra people, once the use of language is ingrained,

the Scrum Master can then start to facilitate behavioural boundaries around the true
members of the Scrum Team and the outsiders.  For example, the Scrum Master can

start by facilitating the Scrum meetings so that non-team members are just observers
and then gradually work to ensure that non-team members do not attend the Scrum

meetings, except, of course, as observers of the Daily Scrum and participants in the
Sprint Review.  In the second scenario, the work of the Scrum Master is usually long

and difficult: it involves changing the role definitions of people who may not even
want to give up their existing positions!  The Scrum Master, having educated the team

members,  can  then  build  on  that  by  using  techniques  such  as  a  skills  matrix
(http://bit.ly/1cQXC1a)  to  blur  the  lines  around  specific  role  definitions.   Proper

facilitation of the team members volunteering for tasks also assists in this process.
Eventually, the Scrum Master will need to work with the HR department or upper

management to formalize role definitions for the Scrum Master, Product Owner and
Development Team Member roles.



Cross-functional teams have all competencies needed
to accomplish the work without depending on others 
not part of the team....

Scrum recognizes no titles for Development Team 
members other than Developer, regardless of the 
work being performed by the person; there are no 
exceptions to this rule;

Scrum recognizes no sub-teams in the Development 
Team, regardless of particular domains that need to 
be addressed like testing or business analysis; there 
are no exceptions to this rule; and,

Individual Development Team members may have 
specialized skills and areas of focus, but 
accountability belongs to the Development Team as a
whole.







The Product Backlog
Organizations often need to plan their product development further than just the next

week or so.  The Product Backlog is the artifact of Scrum that considers anything
beyond the current Sprint.  This artifact embodies every bit of knowledge about the

possible  future  of  the  work.   There  are  many  techniques  for  using  the  Product
Backlog for long-term planning.  The  Scrum Guide does not, however, recommend

any particular long-term planning techniques.

That  the  Product  Backlog  embodies  knowledge  of  the  future  is  seemingly

contradictory to the foundation of Scrum in empiricism.  However, Scrum puts no
lower limit on the number of items on the Product Backlog or how little they extend

into the future.  A perfectly acceptable Product Backlog could have exactly one item
that is estimated to confidently fit into a Sprint.  It is ordered – although this is the

degenerate case – and it is refined.  Of course, very few teams work with extremely
short-term Product Backlogs.  Most teams are faced with an almost unlimited amount

of stuff to get done.

The benefit of shoving lots of stuff into the Product Backlog is that it then gets out of

our  heads.   Trying  to  keep  track  of  lots  of  “to-dos”  or  “requirements”  just  with
memory is stressful and error prone for most people.  The Product Owner alleviates

the collective angst about the future of the Product by adding any and every idea to
the list.  The Product Backlog, therefore, often grows quite extensive with lots of stuff

that  will  never be selected into a  Sprint  for  implementation.   This  then creates  a
different kind of anxiety contrasting the reality of a never-ending list with the desire

to finish.

But product development, unlike project  management,  doesn’t have a known end-

condition.  Product Development, for a successful product, can go on and on and on,
sometimes for decades (Coca-Cola).  Somehow a Product Owner needs to balance

competing anxieties and do it all with the Product Backlog.  Too short and people
worry about what the future will bring.  Too long and people worry that the future

will never come.  Can we “goldilocks” the Product Backlog?  Can we make it “just
right”?!





Product Backlog Items have unique 
positions in the Product Backlog 
(ordered)

The Product Backlog must be ordered so that the Product Backlog Items represent a

sequence of valuable pieces of product to be built.  There is always a first item (not
two or three first items) then a next item, etc. until you get to the end of the list.  The

list is "ordered" so that there is a strict sequence with exactly one Product Backlog
Item at each position in the list.  The sequence is determined by the Product Owner

and is used during Sprint Planning to determine what the team will do.  This ordering
helps  to  create  a  clarity  around  choosing  what  should  be  done  next.   It  also

encourages the Product  Owner and the Scrum Team to think about  how to break
dependencies.  If two or more Product Backlog Items have the same position in the

Product Backlog, it  means that the Product Owner has not prepared for the Sprint
Planning meeting and the team may be less effective in that meeting.  Having two or

more Product Backlog Items in the same position in the Product Backlog is, in fact, a
slippery slope that can lead to very poor prioritization, and even sub-optimal results

from the team.  Minor or occasional deviations from this rule will have a low impact.
Categorizing Product Backlog Items into a small set of priority levels (e.g. MoSCoW

prioritization  -  http://bit.ly/1krSLh4)  will  reduce  the  effectiveness  of  the  Sprint
Planning Meeting dramatically and so should be avoided.

The reasons for  this  rule are simple:  (1)  The Product  Owner's  decisions must  be
visible in the content and ordering of the Product Backlog; and (2) the Product Owner

orders the Product Backlog to maximize the value of the product and the output of the
team.  If the ordering of the backlog is ambiguous then the Development Team may

have to resort to complex negotiation with stakeholders, committees, or other teams.

Product Owners must order the Product Backlog.  And they can do so any way they

see fit.  It is important that planning activities and analysis of the work do not get in
the  way  of  the  work.   Scrum Teams  want  to  minimize  wasteful  and  conjectural

analysis.

Product Owners and Scrum Masters may require strong facilitation skills in order to

work with stakeholders to provide the Development Team with an effectively ordered
Product Backlog.  Ideally, stakeholders have a unified vision of the Product.  If they

do not, stakeholders may compete, lobby, coerce in order to achieve their individual
goals.   It  is  essential  that  the  Product  Owner  work  diligently  to  clarify  and



communicate the Product vision so as to create alignment amongst stakeholders –
thus making the ordering of the Product Backlog easier.

Putting items in a specific sequence can be intellectually and emotionally challenging.
Therefore, simple and quick techniques often work best for creating an ordered list of

Product Backlog Items.  The following four techniques are easy to try depending on
the circumstances of the Product Owner and the Scrum Team:

1. 1-2-3-later.   In  this  technique,  the  Product  Owner  looks  through  all  the
Product Backlog Items three times.  The first time, the Product Owner tries

to find the most important  Product  Backlog Item to be done next by the
team.  This item is set aside.  The second time through the items, the Product

Owner  looks  for  the  next  most  important  item.   The  third  time  through
repeats the process.  All the rest of the items are left in whatever is their

current order (including if that is random!)  The three items chosen are re-
examined to ensure they are in 1st, 2nd and 3rd ordering correctly, and adjusted

if necessary.  This technique is “good enough” to get started, and can be used
just-in-time before the start of each Sprint if desired.  This technique works

well when there are fewer than 25 Product Backlog Items.

2. Simple two-factor  ordering.  First  the Product  Owner gives each Product

Backlog Item a business “value” from 0 to 5 with higher numbers meaning
that they are more valuable to the business.  Then, the Product Owner takes

the items to the Scrum Team to get the team to categorize the items into two
groups:  1)  small  enough to easily  be completed  in  a  single  Sprint  if  the

whole team swarms the item, and 2) everything else too big to fit  into a
single Sprint or uncertain about fitting into a Sprint.  The Product Owner

looks at the items that are small enough and puts them in order mostly based
on the business value score.  Likewise, the other items are also ordered by

their business value score.  This technique still requires some thought if there
are multiple items in a category that have the same business value score, but

the  Product  Owner  should  only  focus  on  items  in  the  “small  enough”
category for this disambiguation work.  The other items can be left in a near-

random order.  This technique works well when there are between 20 and 50
Product Backlog Items.

3. Relative  return  on  investment.   In  this  technique,  the  Product  Owner
involves  customers,  users  and  other  business  stakeholders  to  quickly

estimate business value of Product Backlog Items using the “Bucket System



of Estimation”.  These collaborative value estimates are recorded with the
Product Backlog Items.  Then, the Product Owner asks the Scrum Team to

use the same bucket system technique to  provide effort  estimates  for  the
items.   Again,  these  collaborative  effort  estimates  are  recorded  with  the

associated items.  Then, using the business value and effort estimates, each
Product  Backlog  Item is  given  a  calculated  “Relative  ROI”  by  dividing

business value by effort.  The items are then sorted with the highest Relative
ROI at  the  top of  the backlog.   Again,  there  may be a  small  amount  of

disambiguation work to be done. This technique works well when there are
between 40 and 200 Product Backlog Items.

4. FIFO with Expedited Items.  In this technique, the Product Backlog Items
are done in the order in which they are requested  (first-in-first-out - "FIFO")

with the exception that the Product Owner can move a fixed number of items
(usually just one or two) up to the top of the list at the start of each Sprint.

As well, the Product Owner can also permanently remove items from the
Product Backlog.  This technique works for any number of Product Backlog

Items, but only if they are always small enough to be easily completed in a
single Sprint.

The Product Backlog is an ordered list of everything 
that might be needed in the product





Product Backlog Items in the Product 
Backlog are related to a single product

Scrum Teams work on one product at a time.  The Product Backlog represents all of
the work that needs to be done on that single product.  The complete list of Product

Backlog Items represents the goal of delivering all of the presently known features of
a product.  Multiple teams working on a single product, therefore, work from a single,

shared Product Backlog.  Working on Product Backlog Items from multiple Products
causes the team to task switch into a different business domain and possibly into a

different technical domain.  Task switching creates wasted mental effort and therefore
causes a team to be less effective than they could otherwise be.   Having a single

product to work on creates focus in both the business and technical domains.

There are three effective approaches to consider in applying this rule in a team which

currently has PBIs from more than one product or system.  First, carefully consider
the  business  value  of  the  work  that  is  planned.   Often,  one  product  or  system

embodies a large proportion of the business value.  The Product Owner of the team
may need to create financial models of the various products and/or systems.  If one of

the products / systems is clearly the most valuable, then the Scrum Team should focus
on that product / system for multiple Sprints.  The second option is to split the Scrum

Team into two (or more) smaller teams that are focused on a single product / system
each.  This technique requires that a team be relatively large to begin with and that

people are sufficiently multi-skilled to create fully capable teams.  Smaller teams may
require  that  those  teams  formally  abandon  Scrum and work  with  something  like

Crystal Clear, Kanban or OpenAgile that are suitable for such teams.  Even switching
to a different agile method in this case would be respecting the spirit of Scrum in that

focus is such an important driver of high-performance teams.  The third option is the
easiest: split the PBIs for each product / system into separate Product Backlogs and

have the team switch between Product Backlogs on a Sprint-by-Sprint basis.  This
technique ensures that the Scrum Team is completely focused for the duration of the

Sprint.   Additionally,  this is  the only technique that  works when a single team is
responsible for several products / systems that all have similar value.  This approach

still suffers in that the team is doing a major task switch between Sprints and so their
focus is not as strong as with the other two approaches.  In this third approach, it is

important to have just one Product Owner for the team who manages the multiple
Product Backlogs so that the team membership maintains full cohesion and is stable

over an extended period of time.  One additional  consideration should be kept in



mind: if the Scrum Team is doing support for multiple products rather than product
development for multiple products, Kanban is a much more appropriate method for

that team to use.

The Product Backlog is an ordered list of everything 
that might be needed in the product and is the single 
source of requirements for any changes to be made 
to the product....  As long as a product exists, its 
Product Backlog also exists.... The Product Backlog 
lists all features, functions, requirements, 
enhancements, and fixes that constitute the changes 
to be made to the product in future releases.



The Product Backlog is ordered to maximize 
business value

Product Backlog Items (PBIs) are ordered into a sequence in the Product Backlog in
such a way that  the Product Owner is  able to maximize the return on investment

(ROI) in the team.  The very first PBI in the Product Backlog should be the one with
the highest expected value considering the effort to build the PBI.  There are many

ways  to  calculate  this  expected  value including Return on Investment  (ROI),  Net
Income  After  Taxes  (NIAT),  Net  Present  Value  (NPV),  etc.   The  Scrum  Team

members should be free to ask why one PBI is prioritized higher than another, and the
Product Owner should be able to give a reasonable answer. Since the entire Scrum

Team is accountable for its work, it is in the best interest of all members of the team
to  use  expected  value,  so  that  both  the  Scrum  team  and  the  customer  will  be

committed to the work that is currently being worked on and the upcoming work in
the future Sprints.  If we don't order the PBIs by expected value, then the Product

Owner is  likely to prioritize them based on dates,  feelings,  urgency, or other  less
valuable  methods.   Maximizing  business  value  is  required  for  competitive

effectiveness and business viability.  These other prioritization methods will diminish
the trust of the team in the Product Owner and may lead to morale problems.

There are three approaches to  determining the expected value and ordering PBIs:
qualitative,  relative,  and analytical.   Qualitative approaches rely upon the Product

Owner.  The Product Owner applies business experience, skill, market research, good
sense,  and understanding of  the technology to determining the order  of  the PBIs.

Relative approaches rely upon various Agile estimation techniques such as Planning
Poker  (http://bit.ly/Nb72hs)  or  the  Bucket  System  (http://bit.ly/1mShk7d).   The

Product  Owner  works  with  stakeholders  such  as  customers,  users,  the  sales  and
marketing staff, and the Scrum Team itself to determine both a measure of Business

Value and a measure of Effort for each PBI.  The ratio of Business Value to Effort is a
simplified estimate of Return on Investment for the PBIs.  For example, if one PBI

has a Business Value of 8 and an Effort of 2, and a second PBI has a Business Value
of 4 and an Effort of 2, then by their respective ratios (8:2 and 4:2), the first PBI

should be ordered first, before the second PBI.  Analytical approaches to ordering the
PBIs  rely  upon  complex  financial  analysis.   A Product  Owner  using  this  third

approach should have a high degree of skill using spreadsheet software and at least
basic familiarity with accounting, finance, options analysis and risk analysis.  This

third  approach  is  rarely  used  but  can  be  incredibly  powerful  for  creating  shared



understanding of the business case for each PBI if done in a collaborative manner.

Additionally,  the  Product  Owner  must  test  the  results  of  this  ordering  by  having

customers and users provide feedback in the Sprint Review meeting.  This feedback is
essential to ensure that the Product Owner is not simply performing a long run of

speculative guesses  only to discover late  in  the product development that  all  that
speculation is  completely  wrong.   The feedback  from customers  and users  in  the

Sprint Review is the absolute minimum level of validation of the effectiveness of the
ordering.   The  Product  Owner  also  may  be  able  to  test  the  ordering  even  more

effectively by actually releasing product increments to the marketplace.

The Product Owner is responsible for maximizing 
the value of the product and the work of the 
Development Team.... [by] Ordering the items in the 
Product Backlog to best achieve goals and missions 
[and] Optimizing the value of the work the 
Development Team performs; .... The Product 
Backlog is dynamic; it constantly changes to identify 
what the product needs to be appropriate, 
competitive, and useful.



Product Backlog Items are "slices" through 
our system (features or functions)

All  PBIs  completed  by  the  team should  be  "potentially  releasable"  increments  of
valuable  functionality.   In  order  to  do  this,  they  must  touch  all  the  layers  and

components of the product so that the functionality produced is truly complete, not
just a prototype -- a "slice" through the system.  In other words, all of the work that is

required for releasing product needs to be addressed while working on any  individual
PBI.  Writing PBIs to represent slices through the system allows the Scrum team to

deliver value every Sprint and also allows the Product Owner to re-order the Product
Backlog flexibly and without risk of leaving undone work.  What happens if we don't

create and complete PBIs that are slices through the system?  The result is a Product
Backlog  with  many  dependencies  between  items  which  then  must  be  delivered

sequentially  before  complete  functionality  can  be  released  to  end  users  (e.g.
"waterfall").

The single most important practice for enabling a Scrum Team to follow this rule is
the  principle  of  Collective  Code Ownership:  every  team member  has  access  and

authorization to  change every  line of  code throughout  the whole system and any
dependencies.   This  enables  a  team to  take  a  Product  Backlog  Item and  change

anything anywhere  in  the system in order  to  implement  the  desired  functionality.
Collective Code Ownership requires that the Development Team members have the

authority (regardless of skill set) and support required to confidently adjust the system
as necessary.  This often requires that  every Development Team member is  given

access  to  the  source  control  &amp;  configuration  management  systems.   Team
members may need to be trained on the use of the source control and/or build tools.

This  access  should  include  all  components  and  layers  in  a  system from the  user
interface,  through  business  logic,  all  the  way  to  the  database  schema,  stored

procedures,  test  environments,  and  deployment  scripts.   When  Collective  Code
Ownership is in place,  organizations with multiple teams accessing the same code

base may also implement a "shepherding" system where senior technical staff have
informal  responsibility  to  ensure  that  the  code  base  has  a  clean  design  and  is

architecturally sound.  If there is just a single team accessing a code base, then the
informal internal communication is usually sufficient to ensure the quality of the code

base.  The application of this rule also requires the adoption of many other Agile
engineering  practices  including,  most  notably,  Test-Driven  Development,  Mob  or

Pair-Programming, Continuous Integration, and Refactoring.





Product Backlog Items are written as User 
Stories

The  User  Story  is  a  tool  developed  with  Extreme  Programming  that  is  almost
universally accepted as  part  of  Scrum.  Product Backlog Items formatted as  User

Stories express the desired functionality and system behaviour from the perspective of
the user interface; therefore, User Stories are a lightweight and conversational way of

communicating end user value to the Scrum Team.  User Stories tell any reader the
"who", the "what", and the "why" -- who cares about this, what is the need/action, and

why is this valuable to the product, the business, or the end user.  This information
can then be put into a template: “As a <user role>, I can <action> so that <benefit>”

The first part of the template is a user: a person, not a system, the second part is the
unique action of the story, and the third part is the benefit for the user or any other

stakeholder, and outside the system.

A User Story is made up of three "C's": Card, Conversation and Confirmation.  The

Card is the written version of the story (usually a physical card on the wall).  It is
considered to be an \"invitation to a conversation\".  The Conversation is where the

real  value resides  and potentially involves all  stakeholders.  The Conversation can
cause changes to the Card.  Confirmation is the acceptance criteria that, when tested

against,  confirms  the  valuable  result  of  the  story.   A User  Story  is  an  extremely
effective way of creating light and conversational PBIs - this is why many Scrum

teams use them.

The User Story format helps to ensure that PBIs are:

• Independent  of  each  other.  That  is,  each  PBI  can  be  implemented
independently of one another and represents functionality through the system

which, in itself, is complete.

• Negotiable.  That  is,  design  decisions  and  implementation  details  are  not

prescribed  in  the  PBI.  Rather,  the  implementation  --  the  "how"  --  is
negotiable.

• Valuable  to  the customer.   Each PBI must  add  value to  the product  and
provide a return on the customer's investment.

• Estimable.  If business stakeholders cannot estimate the relative value or the
Development Team cannot estimate the relative effort required to implement



the PBI, these are signs that the PBI is not provide enough clarity about the
desired functionality or usage.

• Small  enough  that  the  Scrum  Development  Team  members  have  high
confidence they can implement the item completely within a single Sprint.

• Testable -- the team and stakeholders clearly foresee ways they can test both
the functionality and benefit.

The  INVEST acronym is a guide to help a team write clear and effective Product
Backlog Items; User Stories, due in part to their brevity and simplicity, are a well-

known method to write INVESTable PBIs.

Writing User Stories takes practice.  The Product Owner learns to write User Stories

first.  Here are three simple example User Stories that are well written:

• As a Job Seeker, I can upload my resume so that I get a job.

• As a Small Business Owner, I can purchase an advertisement so that I make
money.

• As a Manager, I can approve a TPS report so that I feel important.

These  User  Stories  follow the  format  “As  a  <user  role>,  I  can  <action> so  that

<benefit>”.  This is one of the most common formats, but there are alternatives.  A
good  reference  on  alternative  User  Story  formats  is  the  Wikipedia  page

(https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/User_story)  and the  book “User  Stories  Applied”  by
Mike Cohn.

Here are some examples of badly-written User Stories with an explanation of why
they are unsuitable:

• As a user, I can use an iPhone to access the system.

Problems:  “user”  is  too generic,  “use  an  iPhone”  is  not  a  feature  of  the

product, “access the system” is redundant, and this story is missing the “so
that” benefit part.

• As a Job Seeker, I can upload my resume so that Employers can find it.

Problems: “so that Employers can find it” is actually a separate feature (a

search feature) and should be written as a separate User Story.

• As a Developer, I can write the UI for purchasing advertisements.



Problems: “a Developer” is not a user of the product, “write the UI” is a non-
releasable layer of the product rather than a functional slice through all the

layers, and again, this User Story is missing the “so that” benefit statement.

One very common and important pitfall to avoid is providing too much detail.  The

format is meant to be brief and fit easily on a single 3x5 note card when written with
a marker.   A User Story longer than about 25 words is unusual, and more than 50

words is just too much detail.

Eventually,  the  Product  Owner  should  enlist  other  Scrum  Team  members  and

stakeholders of the product in writing User Stories.  The technique is relatively simple
and can be taught with a few examples and practice with a bit of feedback.





Product Backlog Items have their effort 
estimated collectively by the team who 
will be implementing them

The Product Owner brings Product Backlog Items to the Scrum Team to estimate

their  effort  (cost).   In  order  to  create  the  right  environment  of  safety  and
accountability,  no  Product  Backlog  Item is  estimated  by  a  single  member  of  the

Scrum Team, or even a subset of the team membership.  By having all the members of
the Scrum Team participate in the estimation work for every Product Backlog item, it

becomes  impossible  to  blame a  single  Team Member  for  a  poor  estimate.   At  a
practical  level,  it  should be very rare that  a  single Product Backlog Item is fully

implemented by a single Team Member.   Therefore, estimates should consider the
collective effort of the Scrum Team, and this can only be determined by having all the

Team Members participate in the estimation work.  If the team delegates estimation to
a  single person,  or  if  one  person  dominates  the  estimation work,  the  other  Team

Members  will  not  have  ownership  of  the  estimates  and  will  be  able  to  deny
accountability.   The  pressure  on  the  team  from  collective  estimation  encourages

teamwork, cross-training and these behaviours in turn promote the development of a
high-performance team.

Scrum does not  define a required method of  estimation, nor does it  even require
estimation except  in  two ways:  to  allow a  team to  determine  what  work  will  be

completed in the Sprint, and to determine the ordering of Product Backlog Items.
Since the requirements for estimation in Scrum are so light, most Agile estimation

techniques  are  similarly  light.   The  most  common technique  is  called  “Planning
Poker” and involves the Scrum Team using specially printed playing cards to vote on

the effort of Product Backlog Items.  This method is also called the Planning Game.
Detailed  instructions  can  be  found  here:  http://bit.ly/Nb72hs  .   Another  simple

technique  that  is  even  faster  than  Planning  Poker  is  referred  to  as  “the  Bucket
System”.  The Bucket System allows for a divide-and-conquer approach to estimation

while maintaining collective responsibility for final estimates.  It works by physically
laying out a row of numbers representing sizes along the edge of a table or at the top

of a wall and having the Scrum Team place Product Backlog Items in the various
“buckets”  to  represent  their  relative  effort.   There  are  many  Agile  estimation

techniques available and a Scrum Team should experiment with them.  The Scrum
Master should ensure that any techniques used prevent any individual responsibility

for  estimates.   Any  estimation  work  done  should  be  part  of  either  the  initial



preparation of the Product Backlog before the first Sprint or as part of the ongoing
Product  Backlog  Refinement  work.   Generally  speaking,  estimation  of  individual

Product Backlog Items should not be done during Sprint  Planning, although from
time to time a new Product Backlog Item or a split Product Backlog Item may require

just-in-time  estimation  during  Sprint  Planning.   The  Product  Owner  and  Scrum
Master have no authority to change or directly influence numerical estimates, but they

participate in the process through the explanation of the Product Backlog Items and
relevant obstacles.

The Development Team is responsible for all 
estimates. The Product Owner may influence the 
Development Team by helping it understand and 
select trade-offs, but the people who will perform the 
work make the final estimate.



The top Product Backlog Items are refined 
small enough (effort) that several can fit 
into a single Sprint

Product Backlog Items (PBIs) that are at the top of the Product Backlog (in other

words, those which are to be done next), need to be small enough that the Scrum
Team can comfortably complete all the work for them within a single Sprint.  The

Product Owner should be spending a little time every Sprint to split "large" PBIs into
small  PBIs.   The Product  Owner relies on the team to estimate if  they are small

enough.  If the PBIs are not small enough then large problems can arise.  Probably the
most serious problem is that the Scrum Team may be unable to start and finish PBIs

in a single Sprint which can seriously hinder the "inspect and adapt" process due to
Sprint  results  that  cannot  be  demonstrated in  the Sprint  Review.   Almost  as  bad,

incomplete work can leave a mess in the system if the Product Owner for some reason
decides  to  change  priorities  and  not  complete  work  started  in  a  previous  Sprint.

Finally, incomplete work dis-empowers the Product Owner from being able to make a
business-based decision to ship or deploy the Team's work at the end of the Sprint.  A

smaller problem that can arise from PBIs that are large is that the Team may not be
able to fill their Sprint as effectively.  One way to think about this is the difference in

how much empty space there is in a cup filled with large pebbles versus a cup filled
with sand.  The rule of thumb is that PBIs should be small enough that between five

and ten fit into every Sprint.  This is often the right compromise between the effort
required on the part of the Product Owner to write small PBIs and the risks mentioned

above.

When a team is having trouble starting and finishing several Product Backlog Items in

a single Sprint, there are usually two opportunities for improvement.  In both cases
the Development Team and the Product Owner work together to improve the items.

This  Product  Backlog  Refinement  collaboration  is  one  of  the  most  technically
demanding aspects of the Product Owner's role.  It is essential that Product Owners

learn  and  practice  how to  write and  how to  split Product  Backlog  Items  (PBI)
effectively so that the Product Backlog communicates the Product Vision clearly to

the Scrum Team.

Sometimes a Product Backlog contains items that actually represent overall product

characteristics rather than features or functions.  For example, a Scrum Team might
be developing the English version of the product, but somewhere on the backlog is an



item that says “Translate into French and Chinese.”  The language of the product is
actually an overall product characteristic.  These types of items can often be identified

because the amount of effort to complete them depends on the size and complexity of
the product.   These  product  characteristics  should not  appear as  Product  Backlog

Items at all.  Instead, they should become part of the team’s Definition of “Done”.
This  means,  essentially,  that  the  product  characteristics  are  built  into  the  product

every Sprint.  To continue with the earlier example, this means that the Scrum Team
would create the English, French and Chinese versions of the product right from the

first Sprint.  Each Sprint that adds functionality to the product would require updating
and  adding  new  translations  from English  to  French  and  Chinese.   The  Product

Owner, the Scrum Team and the other stakeholders work to ensure that each Sprint
results  in  Potentially  Releasable  Product  Increments,  and  therefore  these  non-

functional  product  characteristics  should  be  identified  as  early  as  possible  in  the
development effort.  However, if new product characteristics are discovered later on,

after the product already has many features built, the Product Owner must decide on
how to order the Product Backlog Items to allow the team to “catch up”.  Again, using

the same example,  imagine  that  the  Product  Owner realizes  that  the  product  also
needs to be translated into Arabic.  The Product Owner then might write a number of

Product Backlog Items to prioritize the translation of various features or feature sets
of the product, rather than just a single item for the whole translation.

PBIs near the top of the Product Backlog are likely to be implemented by the Scrum
Team in the upcoming Sprint or Sprints.  Therefore the Product Owner spends the

necessary  time  with  stakeholders  and  Scrum  Team  to  ensure  the  PBIs  are  well
understood  and  ready  for  implementation;  that  is,  the  Scrum  Team  expresses

confidence that the PBI can be achieved within a single Sprint and they understand
the problem-to-be-solved or functionality-to-be-implemented well enough that they

can get started. Note: "understand enough to get started" does not mean that all details
are known.  Often, a single keyword or short phrase is enough information that a

Scrum Team can confidently get started. The INVEST acronym is a guide to writing
clear and effective Product Backlog Items:

• Independent  of  each  other.  That  is,  each  PBI  can  be  implemented
independently of one another and represents functionality through the system

which, in itself, is complete.

• Negotiable.  That  is,  design  decisions  and  implementation  details  are  not

prescribed  in  the  PBI.  Rather,  the  implementation  –  the  "how"  --  is
negotiable.



• Valuable  to  the customer.   Each PBI must  add  value to  the product  and
provide a return on the customer's investment.

• Estimable.  If business stakeholders cannot estimate the relative value or the
Development Team cannot estimate the relative effort required to implement

the PBI, these are signs that the PBI is not provide enough clarity about the
desired functionality or usage.

• Small  enough  that  the  Scrum  Development  Team  members  have  high
confidence they can implement the item completely within a single Sprint.

• Testable -- the team and stakeholders clearly foresee ways they can test both
the functionality and benefit.

<p>Further information about writing and splitting user stories can be found at <a
href=\"//agileadvice.com/tag/splitting/\">AgileAdvice.com<\/a><\/p>

Product Backlog Items that are features or functions are often initially added to the
backlog such that the effort to complete them as described would be much larger than

a single Sprint.  In this case, the team has the opportunity to split items into smaller
units of work that still maintain business, customer or user value.  Eventually, most

large Product Backlog Items are split into many “micro-features” before they actually
get implemented.  There are many different techniques for splitting backlog items.  A

search online will find numerous lists and descriptions of these techniques.  The five
most common techniques are briefly described here:

1. Split by “and”.  Example: “As a Hiring Manager and a Recruiter I can list a
new open position...” can be split into “As a Hiring Manager...” and “As a

Recruiter...”.

2. Split by “or”.  Example: “As a Job Seeker, I can upload my resume in MS

Word  or  PDF  or OpenDocument  formats...”  can  be  split  into  “...  I  can
upload my MS Word resume...” and “... I can upload my PDF resume...” and

“... I can upload my OpenDocument resume...”.

3. Split by process step.  Example: “As a Job Seeker, I can apply for a job...”

can be split into “... I can select a job listing to apply for...” and “... I can
choose which version of my resume to submit with my application...” and

“... I can write a custom cover letter to include with my application...” and
“... I can include references from my network to include....” etc.

4. Split  by  user  options.   Example:  “As  a  Hiring  Manager  I  can  create  an



account...” can be split into “... I can create a pay-as-you-go account...” and
“... I can create a basic monthly subscription account....” and “... I can create

a sub-account as part of my enterprise subscription...” etc.

5. Split  by business  logic.   Example:  “As a Job Seeker I  can log in to my

account...” can be split into “... I can successfully log into my account with
correct username and password...” and “... I can fail to log into my account

with  incorrect  password...”  and  “As  a  Hacker,  I  can  get  my  IP address
blocked when I attempt malicious logins...”.

Please be sure to never split backlog items into technical components or layers as the
work resulting from one of these items will  not  result  in a  Potentially Releasable

Product Increment.

Product Backlog items that will occupy the 
Development Team for the upcoming Sprint are 
refined so that any one item can reasonably be 
“Done” within the Sprint time-box. Product Backlog 
items that can be “Done” by the Development Team 
within one Sprint are deemed “Ready” for selection 
in a Sprint Planning.



Product Backlog Items are invitations to 
conversations not detailed specifications

Product Backlog Items are brief descriptions of a feature or function.  Usually they
are short enough that they could be hand-written on a small note card.  This brevity is

meant to be just enough information so that the Product Owner and the team can use
the  PBIs  as  invitations  to  conversations.   The  resulting  conversation  (ongoing,

evolving  and  involving  the  whole  team  and  stakeholders)  and  the  shared
understanding that comes from that conversation is where the real value of the PBI

resides.  Part of the conversation occurs when the Product Owner initially writes the
PBI so that the team can estimate the effort of building it.  Part of the conversation is

the actual  work  being done during a  Sprint.   Another  part  of  the  conversation is
during the Sprint Review when stakeholders see the results of the team building the

PBIs.   If  one  creates  PBIs  as  detailed  specifications  then  we  are  essentially
handcuffing the team into a set path and a prescriptive solution.  The reason we hire

qualified  people  onto  our  Scrum  Team  is  for  their  knowledge,  experience,  and
problem solving abilities.  If we lock them into a set path, then we are literally turning

them into cogs in a machine to spit out specific code.  PBIs that are invitations to
conversations allow them the flexibility to figure out how to solve the problem by

engaging in a conversation on what is needed.

The first step in creating a PBI that is an invitation to a conversation (vs. a detailed

specification) is simply to write it as briefly as possible on a physical note card (even
if your eventual tool is electronic).  Try to write the feature or function description in

five words or less.  Once the Product Owner has that card written, the second step is
to take it to the team.  The team can choose to look at it at any time after the Product

Owner brings it to them, but it should be sometime during the Sprint when the new
item is written on the card.  That first conversation then, is to simply ask the team

"from these few words, can you understand what I mean at a high level?"  They may
ask some questions at  this point,  but  it  is  not necessary to capture all the details.

Instead, as soon as the Product Owner feels they have a basic understanding of what
is meant, the Product Owner should ask the team to estimate the item.  This usually

brings about a much deeper level of conversation but can still be as brief as just a few
minutes.  The Product Owner may want to write one or two important notes at this

point, but it  is critical to avoid writing any details of prospective solutions on the
card!  With the team's estimate on hand, the Product Owner is welcome to position

the new Product Backlog Item on the Product Backlog.  At the point where it is at the



top of the Product  Backlog and the team is  doing Sprint  Planning, the third step
begins:  detailed  analysis  of  the  technical  solution  for  the  Product  Backlog  Item.

Avoid writing down these details unless they specifically relate to the kind of high-
level testing that might be required: the acceptance criteria for the feature or function.

And, just as a reminder, don't write any technical solution details on the card!  The
fourth step comes as the team starts the work of the Sprint.  The team will work with

the  Product  Owner  to  capture  detailed  specifications...  not  as  documentation,  but
rather as executable acceptance tests.  This requires, at a minimum, a testing tool that

allows for  basic  scripting,  but  may be  more  involved depending on the technical
platform  you  are  using.   For  web-based  work,  Selenium  is  a  great  tool

(http://bit.ly/1dykqE3) and browsing their online documentation will give you a good
idea of what sort of things to look for in other tools.  These conversations are much

more in-depth and constitute an important part of the work of the Scrum Team.  The
fifth and usually final step is the conversation that occurs during the Sprint Review

Meeting  when  the  team demonstrates  the  work.   The  Product  Owner,  and  other
stakeholders  will  examine  the  results  and  provide  feedback  to  the  team.   This

feedback may be captured as new Product Backlog Items, defect reports or the like
and may then lead to new conversations.  Most Scrum Teams follow the User Story

format for keeping their PBIs focused and effective as invitations to conversations.



The Product Backlog is refined to ensure it 
is ready for every Sprint Planning 
meeting

A well-refined Product Backlog is one which is:

• ordered to maximize return on investment for the customer;

• provides enough clarity that the Scrum team can perform the work of their

upcoming Sprint;

• and illustrates to all stakeholders how the Product Vision may be achieved.

How this is achieved is different for every product and team.  Some teams start a
Sprint  with a  Product Backlog containing a single Product  Backlog Item (PBI) --

which may be perfectly suitable so long as the three points above are realized.  Other
teams  may  require  a  Product  Backlog  that  contains  multiple  items  which  each

describe a narrow slice of functionality.

Ordering a Product Backlog requires an understanding both of the estimated value to

be realized following delivery of each Product Backlog Item (the "return") and of the
estimated effort of implementation (the "investment").  With these data,  a Product

Owner can effectively order the Product Backlog such that items at the top represent
the  highest  Return  on  Investment  (ROI)  --  this  is  how  the  the  Product  Owner

maximizes ROI for the customer and ensures that all outputs of the team are adding
significant value to the product.   These  9 Agile estimation techniques are a  good

resource for Product Owners though, in deciding which technique is best for each
circumstance, it is essential that Product Owners consider carefully the needs of the

team and their stakeholders.

A Product Owner must work diligently with the Scrum team and their stakeholders to

ensure that PBIs which will occupy the Development Team for the upcoming Sprint
are granular enough that at least one item can be "Done" within the Sprint time-box.

To achieve this, Product Owners must develop effective techniques for splitting and
ordering PBIs.

Generally the top ten (or so) items should be in this "ready" state -- though having too
many items in the Product Backlog "ready" for the team is considered wasteful over-

planning.  Product Backlog Items which the team can get "Done" within one Sprint
are deemed ready for the Sprint Planning meeting.  More effective ordering can be

http://www.agileadvice.com/2015/10/13/agilemanagement/9-agile-estimation-techniques/


achieved due to the greater clarity and increased understanding. However, the value
of having a refined Product Backlog before the Spring Planning meeting is that it

enables the Scrum team to focus on the purpose of the Sprint Planning meeting which
is to answer these questions: What will be delivered adjusted or added to the Product

Increment this upcoming Sprint and how will the work be achieved?  Another ways of
saying that is: what is the Spring goal and what are the tasks needed to complete the

goal?  Without a ready Product Backlog, the purpose of the Sprint Planning Meeting
is difficult to achieve.

Product Backlog items that can be “Done” by the 
Development Team within one Sprint are deemed 
“Ready” for selection in a Sprint Planning.



Any stakeholder (e.g. user or salesperson or
client) can suggest a new Product 
Backlog Item

The Product Backlog is a list of potential work to be done for future Sprints.  This list

is most vibrant when as many people as possible contribute to it.   Those directly
connected (stakeholders such as the Team Members, users of the systems, etc) have a

stake in the product's growth so they also have plenty of ideas that may benefit its
value.  Adding a Product Backlog Item (PBI) is like brainstorming where all ideas are

welcome.  Then it is the responsibility of the Product Owner through conversations
with  others  to  order  the  list  based  on  the  most  value  for  the  least  effort  (and

sometimes to reject PBIs if they are too outside the product vision).  If the creation of
PBIs is limited to just a few individuals, or even just the Product Owner alone, it is

likely that many great ideas will not surface and will be lost.  Also by having all
stakeholders contribute PBIs, the Product Owner builds collective ownership in the

work  of  the  Scrum Team which  helps  the  team overcome obstacles  and  become
supported by a larger group.

The  Product  Owner  has  the  primary  responsibility  to  actively  work  with  all
stakeholders to solicit new ideas for the Product Backlog.  In particular, during Sprint

Planning, the Scrum Team may generate new ideas that  cannot be handled in the
current Sprint; likewise, during Sprint Review, the stakeholders are likely to provide

feedback which  can  be immediately  captured and placed in  the Product  Backlog.
During the rest of the Sprint, the Product Owner can solicit ideas for Product Backlog

Items from many groups: users, technical staff, marketing, sales, customers, potential
customers, etc.  A Product Owner should have techniques to enable stakeholders to

collaborate  and discuss  Product  Vision,  features,  requirements,  etc.   Some known
techniques include:

• Innovation Games

• Lean Startup

• Impact Mapping

• Collaborative Estimation &amp; Planning

Scrum  Masters  often  have  experience  and  skill  facilitating  group  activities,
negotiation, and consultative decision-making.  Product Owners may request  their



help if needed.

This rule is expressed in the Scrum Guide indirectly in the following references:

The Product Backlog evolves as the product and the 
environment in which it will be used evolves. The 
Product Backlog is dynamic; it constantly changes to
identify what the product needs to be appropriate, 
competitive, and useful. As long as a product exists, 
its Product Backlog also exists.

...As a product is used and gains value, and the 
marketplace provides feedback...Changes in business
requirements, market conditions, or technology may 
cause changes in the Product Backlog.

The intent, clearly, is that usage of the product leads to new information about the
marketplace,  technology,  and  business  requirements  and  the  Product  Owner,

responsibly, is receiving that information from a variety of sources and stakeholders.



The Product Backlog is easily visible to 
every stakeholder (e.g. cards on a wall or
an electronic tool with open access)

The Product Backlog is a constantly changing artifact, owned by the Product Owner.

Stakeholders  need  real-time  visibility  into  the  current  state  of  the  Product.
Stakeholders  should be able  to  discuss  the state  of  the Product  Backlog with the

Product  Owner  at  any  time,  make  recommendations  and  requests.   Any  change
resulting from the request of any stakeholder(s) must be visible in real-time to all

other stakeholders.  One of the greatest benefits of a highly visible Product Backlog is
that it becomes a conversational space for key stakeholders and many others that are

connected  to  or  interested  in  the work  of  the  Scrum team.  Of  course,  a  visible
Product Backlog also upholds the Scrum value of transparency which is essential for

long-term success with Scrum.  What if my Product Backlog is not easily visible to
every stakeholder?  Stakeholders will become disengaged from the work of the Scrum

Team, and will  forget  to give support  and/or  offer  insights into the work.   If  the
Product Backlog is managed in an electronic tool that requires people to login and/or

go into a special space that has restricted access then they are much less likely to view
it regularly.

The  most  effective  method  of  making  the  Product  Backlog  visible  to  every
stakeholder is by using an information radiator approach.  One common way of doing

this is to have each Product Backlog Item written (or printed) in a large text size on 4
inch x 6 inch blank note cards (one PBI per note card).  These note cards are then

placed on a wall such that the team and other stakeholders can easily see them.  The
cards are organized on the wall to reflect the order of the PBIs.  One simple way to do

this is to have column labels for upcoming Sprints as headers, and then the PBI cards
that  are planned for that  Sprint  to be laid out underneath the column labels.  For

example, if the team is currently on their 5th Sprint, then the Product Backlog "wall"
starts with a  label for the 6th Sprint (and the planned PBIs for that Sprint laid out

below), then with a second column label for the 7th Sprint, and so on.  It is usually
sufficient to display the Product Backlog up to the projected next release date or for

the next few Sprints (whichever is longer).  Of course, electronic tools can be used to
mimic this layout and are certainly acceptable if any interested party has easy access

to this view.  To be clear:  this access should be as granted as  proactively and as
openly as possible and be as easy as possible - it  should not be given only upon

request, and it should not be accessed through any complicated navigation or search



process.  For teams with most stakeholders in the same physical building, the cards on
a wall approach is strongly preferred - and the few non-local stakeholders can be sent

regular updates via emailed digital photos of the cards on the wall.

The Product Owner is the sole person responsible 
for.... [e]nsuring that the Product Backlog is visible, 
transparent, and clear to all, and shows what the 
Scrum Team will work on next....

Significant aspects of the process must be visible to 
those responsible for the outcome. Transparency 
requires those aspects be defined by a common 
standard so observers share a common 
understanding of what is being seen.

... Product Backlog items usually acquire this degree 
of transparency...



The Product Backlog changes every Sprint
The Product Backlog reflects the current state of the Product Owner’s understanding

of the future of the Product.  Unless the product is being discontinued, the future state
will always include change.  The Product Backlog should never be “signed-off” or

“frozen”.  Doing so represents a deep fundamental mis-understanding of Scrum.  A
frozen Product Backlog means that the Product Owner cannot maximize the value

that the Scrum Team delivers each Sprint, and it means that the Scrum Team cannot
adapt to feedback about the product.  Since these two problems are at the heart of

what Scrum is trying to fix, it is antithetical to Scrum to have an unchanging Product
Backlog.

If your Product Backlog is static,  it  is  probably because someone is trying to use
Scrum to deliver a project.  Conceptually this is not impossible and it may even be a

better  way to deliver a project  than the alternatives available.   However,  it  is  the
incorrect  application  of  Scrum.   Scrum  is  for  product  development  not  project

management.  It is like trying to use a hammer on a wood screw – it’s probably better
than using your hands to twist a screw in, but it’s really the wrong application of the

tool.

The first step in solving the problem of a static product backlog is to find out if your

projects are actually part of a product development or enhancement effort.... In which
case, the Scrum Team should be officially re-tasked to be responsible for the product

not the project.

The second step is to educate those who want signed-off Product Backlogs about the

dangers  of  this  approach:  loss  of  adaptability,  sub-optimal  business  results,  slow
response to competition, etc.  As well, these stakeholders should be educated about

what Scrum really is and what it is for.  This includes the important concept that if
they want “projects”,  then these stakeholders  should consider  each Sprint  to be a

separate project in a larger product development program!  This neat little conceptual
twist is often the key to getting these stakeholders to buy in to the new approach.

A Product Backlog is never complete.... The Product 
Backlog evolves as the product and the environment 
in which it will be used evolves. The Product Backlog
is dynamic; it constantly changes to identify what the
product needs to be appropriate, competitive, and 



useful....

As a product is used and gains value, and the 
marketplace provides feedback, the Product Backlog 
becomes a larger and more exhaustive list. 
Requirements never stop changing, so a Product 
Backlog is a living artifact. Changes in business 
requirements, market conditions, or technology may 
cause changes in the Product Backlog.







The Team Member Role
Nothing gets done without a Scrum team and the people doing the work on the team.

Scrum calls these people the Development Team.  Scrum also includes two special
roles: the Scrum Master and the Product Owner.  All together these make the Scrum

Team.   And  all  the  members  of  the  Scrum  team  share  some  responsibilities,
constraints and the all-important behaviour of self-organizing.

Self-organizing is hard to do for most humans in corporate settings.  We have become
accustomed  to  fixed  roles,  reporting  relationships,  and  limits.   Self-organizing

requires that the habits we have adopted from this corporate culture are completely
discarded and replaced.  The replacement is simple: treat everyone with respect and

openness and as a team, do everything possible to deliver product increments every
Sprint.

It’s the “everything possible” that is particularly challenging.  “Possible” for many
people is synonymous with “permitted”.  Breaking past that conceptual framework

takes hard work, good experiences, and an environment where the learning failures
that  go  along  with  major  change  are  not  punished,  but  instead  embraced.   And,

perhaps ironically, it takes permission.  The current holders of power and authority
must  give  it  up  in  one  form  (control)  to  get  it  back  in  a  different  form

(empowerment).

Ultimately, Scrum’s founders, Ken Schwaber and Jeff Sutherland are concerned about

the people.  Scrum is meant to bring pride of work, happiness and success back into a
workplace that has largely forgotten that people are not robots.  We are not simply

stimulus-response mechanisms.  Give-us-a-bonus-and-get-happiness is not the reality
of being human.  Relationships, excellence and purpose, generating knowledge and

creating beauty, all in a work environment are desirable and possible with Scrum.
Scrum helps us re-humanize the work environment after decades of dehumanization.

The current situation, even in many organizations adopting Scrum, is still grim.  The
Team Member role is a start at building a better workplace.





As a Team Member I use Scrum as a tool for 
product development

Scrum is an Agile process framework that is optimized for product development.  The
rules of Scrum are fine-tuned after decades of use to help product development teams

become hyper-productive and to  maximize business  value.   If  you use Scrum for
product development, then you are applying it to the right problem.  If you use Scrum

for some other type of work (e.g. general project management) then you are mis-
applying Scrum and it probably won't give you the ideal results.  Scrum is not simply

a collection of  best  practices.   Therefore,  if  you are using Scrum by picking and
choosing some of its pieces, it is likely that you are using a sub-optimal approach to

product development.  In this way, Scrum is like a tool rather than a toolbox with
many tools.  When you take a hammer out of a toolbox, you don't pull the head off

and start pounding nails without the handle.  Likewise, if you only use some parts of
Scrum, you are missing the benefits of using Scrum as a tool.  As a Scrum Team

Member,  you  should  know  the  purpose  of  Scrum  and  be  aware  of  applying  it
correctly to the right problems.

Solving this problem is often well beyond the scope of a Scrum team member, with
the exception of the Scrum Master.  The Scrum Master may consider the following

approaches to shifting the work of a Scrum team towards pure product development:

• Find out if the work of the team is, in fact, contributing indirectly to the

creation or maintenance of a product.  If so, help the team to learn about that
product.   This  is  often  the  case  with  Scrum  teams  working  in  large

information technology departments.

• If the Scrum team is working on a service for a client or clients, the Scrum

Master should encourage the Product Owner to investigate "productizing"
the service.  This would mean approaching client relationships differently,

usually by offering less customizability and variability among clients, and by
billing a fixed price rather than doing time-based billing.

• If the Scrum team is working on a project where the result is a fixed, unique
outcome and where the work effort has a definite end, and where there is no

contribution to an ultimate product, the Scrum Master should consider that
Scrum may not be the correct framework to be applying to the type of work.



Scrum (n): A framework within which people can 
address complex adaptive problems, while 
productively and creatively delivering products of the
highest possible value.



As a Team Member I am truthful about the 
internal quality of my product (technical 
debt)

Scrum relies on the truthfulness of Team Members to allow for transparency about the

internal quality of the product.  Internal quality is primarily related to the technical
aspects of the product: its design, its architecture, lack of duplication in the code, and

the  level  of  coverage  of  the  product  with  automated  tests.   Scrum relies  on  the
professionalism of the Team Members  for  the proper implementation of this rule.

Being  upfront,  transparent,  and  truthful  about  the  internal  quality  of  the  product
allows for the Product Owner to understand how much time and effort the Team will

allocate  to  improving  the  internal  quality  of  the  product  and  how much  will  be
allocated  for  new  features.  This  also  gives  the  Scrum  Master  an  opportunity  to

connect with stakeholders who may be able to help remove technical debt and waste
that is continuing to exist.  If Team Members are not truthful about the internal quality

of the product, over time the system will become more cumbersome, more complex,
and more painful  to improve. This will also lead to a culture of hiding problems,

which is diametrically opposite to the intended use of Scrum: to uncover problems
and allow us to solve them.  Another downside is that morale will begin to decrease as

Team  Members  care  less  about  the  quality  of  their  work.  This,  of  course,  will
ultimately lead to external quality problems that result in customers being unhappy

and looking for someone else to work with.

Creating openness about quality requires at least three core conditions be met: safety

to discuss quality problems, objective standards for  quality,  permission to fix  and
prevent quality problems in the future.

1. Safety to Discuss Quality Problems can be created in large part with simple
structural  and  behavioural  changes  within  the  Scrum Team.   The  Scrum

Master must create effective Sprint Retrospectives, the Product Owner must
stay out of solving technical problems, the rest of the team members (the

Development Team) must collaborate openly as they work throughout the
Sprint, and people outside the Scrum Team must  respect the boundaries of

the team and not meddle during the Sprint.  Additional safety can be created
by ensuring high levels of privacy and anonymity in the Sprint Retrospective

where  quality  problems  should  be  discussed.   Privacy  is  ensured  by
disallowing  non-team  members  from  participating,  observing  or  asking



about the Retrospective including a publication ban on the results or minutes
from  Retrospectives.  Anonymity is ensured by using techniques in which

written feedback about the Sprint is collected and reflected back to the team
by a neutral and trusted 3rd party (such as an external coach).

2. Objective Standards for Quality are established by using automated tools
to  evaluate  quality.   These  tools  include  unit  and  behavioural  test

automation, test coverage analysis, static code analysis tools, code standards
and style checkers, security testing, performance testing, build automation

etc.   It  is  critical  that  all  of  these  aspects  of  quality  be  measured  with
automated  tools  that  can  provide  simple  reporting  that  quickly  helps  to

isolate quality problems.  The reports from these tools must be pushed to
every  member  of  the  Scrum  Team  on  a  regular  basis...  ideally  using  a

Continuous Integration system.  As well, the generation of the reports must
be quick – at a maximum 10 minutes for a full analysis and delivery of the

report.

3. Permission to Fix and Prevent Quality Problems in the Future comes

from  the  highest  levels  of  both  the  business  and  technical  sides  of  an
organization,  and  must  be  reiterated  frequently  both  through  formal  and

information communication.  Permission also requires that those giving it do
not ever rescind that permission even for a short time (e.g. for "exceptions").

This  permission  is  the  fundamental  level  of  empowerment  for  technical
people to take ownership of quality problems, be truthful about them, and, of

course, start to fix them.

When a Product Backlog item or an Increment is 
described as “Done”, everyone must understand 
what “Done” means. Although this varies 
significantly per Scrum Team, members must have a 
shared understanding of what it means for work to 
be complete, to ensure transparency. This is the 
definition of “Done” for the Scrum Team and is used
to assess when work is complete on the product 
Increment.



As a Team Member I work with only one 
Scrum team

All Scrum Team Members must be committed 100% to the Sprint Goal of their team.
If  people are allocated to more than one team, then they are not able to be fully

committed to the goal of any team. None of the Team Members, therefore, can be
fully committed to the Sprint Goal. Failure to commit to the Sprint Goal often results

in failure to deliver value to the customer.  In Scrum, the team completes Product
Backlog Items, meets the Sprint Goal, and optimizes for value.  The activity of the

Scrum Team may not seem to be the most efficient use of individual Team Member
time, but results in higher value delivered overall.

A Team Member who finds him or herself allocated to multiple Scrum Teams should
start by immediately asking the Scrum Master to help with this impediment.  Ideally,

the Scrum Master can work with the organization to change the circumstances to
allow the Team Member to be focused and committed to a single Scrum Team.  This

rule is often counter-intuitive to traditional project management, which tends to be
focused  on  resource  utilization  and  the  efficient  allocation  of  resources.   In  the

traditional  project  management case,  team members may end up with many tasks
completed, while no value is delivered.  For example, one team member may have

idle time during a Sprint,  but  should not use that  time to work on something for
another team.  All Team Members maintain focus on the Sprint Goal, and are ready to

help when the need arises.  Any idle time may be used to learn, refactor, or otherwise
improve the existing product or team.  Managers in organizations often struggle with

this rule. In order to allow them to accept it, the following facts can be helpful. If a
person  is  on  two projects  simultaneously,  there  is  a  20% loss  of  productivity  to

context switching.  For three projects, it grows to a 40% loss, for four projects, a 60%
loss, five becomes a 75% loss, and it just keeps getting worse!  (Weinberg, Gerald, M.

(1992)  Quality  Software  Management:  Systems  Thinking.  Dorset  House,  p.  284)
Sharing this reference with managers can be useful.  However, it is also helpful to

have a story to go along with the facts – consider examples from your own experience
and share those at the same time.

Further information: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DSQADSAsHiU

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DSQADSAsHiU




As a Team Member I am a full-time member 
of that team (no non-Team Member 
duties)

Scrum is team-focused. Fixation on optimum (individual people) resource utilization

is  a  major  obstacles  for  effective  Scrum implementation.  Doing  Scrum right  and
deriving the benefits of team-focus that it  has to offer requires full-time dedicated

membership of all team members.  A Scrum team should be delivering the highest
value product of an organization. Having team members assigned to other projects at

the same time means that the focus on delivering the highest value is being disrupted.
Furthermore, a  Scrum team needs to be able to establish and maintain a  constant

velocity from Sprint to Sprint. This is impossible to do if team members are being
shared with other projects and/or teams.  Also, there is tremendous waste associated

with task switching that is eliminated by this single rule. The hang-ups of resource
utilization need to be left behind if an organization is to mature into one that is Scrum

team-focused.

For  a  team where  team  members  are  not  currently  full-time  with  that  team,  the

challenge is often organizational.  However, there are a number of things that a team
can do to improve the amount of time team members are dedicated to the team.  First

and foremost is simply to ask!  Each team member can make a simple request that
they are relieved of other duties.  This can be a formal written request or an informal

verbal request.  In either case, the request should cover the following points:

1. The objective is to improve the function of the team.

2. Being  allocated  to  duties  outside  the  team diminishes  the  team function.
One or two specific examples of this negative impact related to the team

member making the request will be extremely helpful here.

3. Being relieved of these outside duties (and they should be listed clearly) will

allow  more  time  to  accomplish  individual,  team  and  organizational
objectives (and these also should be listed clearly).

4. The  change  should  be  requested  on  a  specific  timeline  which  may  be
determined by the need to wind down or transition the duties outside the

team.

Asking often works wonders! However, there are sometimes deep reasons why people



are not  focused full-time on team duties.   Those  deeper  reasons may need to  be
explored  and  addressed  before  significant  changes  can  be  made.   Consider  the

following possible reasons for partial allocation and approaches to dealing with these
root causes:

• Some team members may have made a deliberate choice to remain allocated
to multiple initiatives.  These team members may need to first be motivated

to commit to the Scrum team. Often the reasons for this choice are related to
learning  (diversity  of  work),  influence  (diversity  of  contacts),  flexibility

(diversity of options), or fear (demonstrating indispensability).  Working in a
Scrum team can address all of those motivations.  The Scrum Master and

Product Owner can work with team members to demonstrate how the work
of the Scrum Team satisfies those motivations.

• Managers may be asked to make cost and time-efficiency decisions in which
their staff are “fully-allocated” to get the most value from salaries paid.  This

approach to efficiency is the “easiest” to measure: simply track how much
time staff are working on approved/budgeted activities vs. how much time

they are spending on administrative overhead or time idle.  Unfortunately,
this simple approach to optimizing efficiency is actually one of the worst

approaches.  Instead, some slack time improves other areas of efficiency in
ways that vastly out-perform simple time allocation.  Slack time allows for

staff to produce higher-quality work, to respond more quickly when their
particular skills and knowledge are required (thus reducing wait times for

other staff),  and to have the mental  space to find innovative and creative
solutions to business problems.  The Product Owner, in particular, must be

aware  of  the  trade-offs  made  with  this  kind  of  sub-optimization  and  be
prepared  to  make  a  strong business  case  to  managers  for  allowing team

members  to  be  dedicated  to  the  team  even  if  it  means  that  sometimes
individuals will have slack time.

Whenever making a case for change, it is critical to have both theory and anecdote to
back up the request.  Theory addresses the rational aspect for decision-makers, and

anecdote addresses the emotional aspect.

The Scrum Master can also bring this topic up in a Sprint Retrospective.  In this case,

a brainstorming-style discussion with the team will often generate many innovative
and creative ideas about how to improve the situation.  Then the team can use voting

or ranking techniques to choose specific action items.



One final point: making small improvements in how much time team members are
focused on the work of the Scrum team brings large benefits.  This particular path of

improvement  might  take  a  long  time to  perfect,  but  it  is  often  possible  to  make
incremental changes very quickly.

[Scrum] Development Teams are structured and 
empowered by the organization to organize and 
manage their own work. The resulting synergy 
optimizes the Development Team’s overall efficiency 
and effectiveness.





As a Team Member I know my product well 
and can quickly describe its high-level 
purpose

All Scrum Team Members, including the Scrum Master and Product Owner, should

understand the high-level business aspects of the product that is being built.  As well,
that  understanding should be solid  enough,  that  it  can  be  communicated to  other

people.  This understanding helps the team members in many situations dealing with
each other and with stakeholders.  Understanding the purpose of the system is an

aspect  of  both Focus and  Transparency.   This  is  essential  for  maintaining overall
quality of the product. Development should always be done in a way that moves the

system towards fulfillment of its intended purpose.  If team members do not know
their product in this way, it can cause significant problems in communication and in

how Product Backlog Items are implemented.  Finally, and perhaps most importantly,
understanding the overall purpose of work is critical for a team to become a high-

performance team.  Without knowledge of this purpose, a high-performance team is
impossible.

Team members  learn  about  the  product  primarily  from the  Product  Owner.   The
Product  Owner  can  ensure  the  other  Team  Members  know  the  product  well  by

constantly communicating with the team.  As the Agile Manifesto states:

Business people and developers must work together 
daily...

The Product Owner can also use the following techniques to ensure the Scrum team
members know the product purpose well:

1. Craft  and  share  a  strong  product  vision  statement.   This  brief  written
statement provides a high-level understanding of the product from a business

perspective.  Good product vision statements motivate the team to action,
help  the  team make good trade-off  decisions,  and  provide  a  background

context for all other discussions about the product.  The best product vision
statements are “sticky”: they are memorable due to an emotional impact, the

creation of urgency, and clarity through simplicity.  The product vision may
evolve over time, and the Product Owner can make sure that the statement of



the product vision follows that change and is used to continually remind and
update the thinking of the team.  Crafting a product vision statement is not

about perfection or “word-smithing”.  Instead, it is about communicating an
attractive centre of thought to create shared understanding.

2. Arrange  presentations  from  marketing,  sales  or  leadership  within  an
organization that are focused on the purpose of the work the team is doing

and  how the  work  will  be  used  by  the  rest  of  the  organization.   These
presentations, targeted to the Scrum Team will do much the same thing as a

strong product  vision  statement,  but  will  also  often  provide  more  detail.
These presentations, particularly if combined with a well-facilitated Q&A,

can establish a strong foundation of understanding.  Ideally, the presentations
are also accompanied by a sharing of graphical and textual materials for the

team to refer back to as they continue their work.  These materials can then
become  aids  for  the  team  members  when  they  are  called  upon  by

circumstance to explain the product to others.

3. Bring team members into direct contact with customers and users in their

environment.  The Scrum Team members get the opportunity to observe and
interact with the people using the product (or competitive products, or the

situation  without  any  product).   This  technique  is  the  most  difficult  to
arrange, but is  also often the most powerful.   The Scrum Team develops

empathy  and  understanding  for  the  people  dealing  directly  with  the
challenges  or  opportunities  that  the  team’s  work  is  meant  to  address.

Although this  is  similar  in  concept  to  the Sprint  Review with  the  direct
customer or user contact, it is a different experience as most teams rarely

step outside of their own work environments.  

Knowledge of the product is not sufficient.  The team members must also be able to

share that knowledge with each other in the context of technical problem solving, and
share that  knowledge with other stakeholders of  the team, often in the context of

reporting to management.  Although it sometimes seems awkward, spending a few
minutes  once  in  a  while  role-playing  to  explain  the  product  to  others  can  be  an

effective way of ensuring that the team members have this skill.

NO DIRECT SCRUM GUIDE REFERENCE – this rule is an indirect consequence of

other rules of Scrum such as self-organizing, no dependencies, the authority of the
Product Owner and others.



As a Team Member I know my product well 
and can quickly describe its high-level 
architecture

All Scrum Team Members, including the Scrum Master and Product Owner, should

understand the high-level technical aspects of the product that is being built.  As well,
that  understanding should be solid  enough,  that  it  can  be  communicated to  other

people.  This understanding helps the team members in many situations dealing with
each other and with stakeholders.  Understanding the structure of the system is an

aspect  of  Transparency.   This  is  essential  for  maintaining  overall  quality  of  the
product.  Development  in  one  part  of  the  product  or  system  should  never  cause

problems for any other part of the product or system.  If team members do not know
their product in this way, it can cause significant problems in communication and in

how Product Backlog Items are implemented.

The  simplest  approach  to  gaining  this  knowledge  is  through  recognizing  its

importance in the Sprint Retrospective and having a regular team discussion about the
technical aspects of the system.  Each member of the Scrum team will have different

needs  to  understand  the  architecture.   Open  discussion  will  therefore  include
explaining  concepts  in  simple  ways,  avoiding  the  use  of  technical  jargon  and

acronyms, and having technical folks be open to answering questions.  A simple one
or two-page diagram may also be helpful.  This could be drawn up on a whiteboard

with boxes, circles and arrows, or it could be a bit more formal using a diagramming
approach such as the Unified Modelling Language.  Whatever diagramming approach

is  taken,  the  actual  diagram  should  never  be  considered  formal  documentation.
Instead, it should be like a napkin map sketch that just gives directions in the most

informal way possible.  When team members have achieved a basic level of shared
understanding about the product's architecture, then they need to practice explaining it

to others.  This practice can be done as role-playing.





As a Team Member I actively seek to help my
team mates

A Scrum Team Member is aware of the work that other Team Members are doing,
notices if others are struggling with their tasks, and if so, offers to help them.  This is

part of the concept of self-organization that  is  so core to Scrum.  A Scrum Team
Member is not just focused on their own personal tasks.  This help can be offered as

ideas,  powerful  questions,  sharing  the  work  of  the  task,  or  even  offering  simple
encouragement.  Sometimes just another set of eyes on a problem is helpful.  If Team

Members are constantly seeking to help each other, this actively contributes to team
cohesion,  cross-training,  and  the  development  of  a  high-performance  team

environment.   Of  course,  if  people  don't  help  each  other,  then  individual  Team
Members  may  struggle  for  a  long  time  without  making  progress  and  overall

productivity will be dramatically hindered.

If  Team Members  are  not  helping  each  other,  there  is  something  deeply  wrong.

Fortunately, this is a relatively easy problem to start to "fix".  Three steps will help a
team make great progress on helping each other.

1. First  and  foremost,  the whole team needs to  understand  their  purpose  in
working together.  Often this is a product vision, a project charter, or some

other  high-level  business  objective.   Usually  it  is  easy  to  find  this
information by asking around within the organization.  The Product Owner

of the team needs to find the information and share it with the whole team.
This communication shouldn't just happen once, but should be ongoing and

at least every Sprint Planning meeting.  The Product Owner might start the
meeting by reminding the team of this high-level goal.  Knowing the purpose

of the work provides necessary context for understanding why the members
of a team should help each other.

2. The  second  step  is  for  the  team  to  build  a  Skills  Matrix
(http://www.agileadvice.com/tag/skills-matrix/).  This visual record of how

each person feels their skills contribute to the success of the team helps team
members to know who to ask for help with various tasks, and when to offer

help.  Im simple terms, the team creates a master list of all the skills needed
to achieve the overall goal for the team.  Then, each team member does a

self-evaluation on how well they can perform the skill on a five-point scale.
This  information  is  all  collected  on  a  single  large  poster-size  chart,  and

http://www.agileadvice.com/tag/skills-matrix/


everyone can see it or gets a digital copy for reference.

3. The final step is to establish active Pairing (http://www.agileadvice.com/tag/

pair-programming/) or Mobbing for certain aspects of the work.  This is the
hardest  step  since  it  requires  discipline  to  maintain  –  the  Scrum Master

should help  with this!   The purpose  of  pairing  and mobbing is  to  allow
multiple  people  to  work  on  a  problem  simultaneously  in  a  way  which

encourages close communication, knowledge transfer and skill development.
The team decides what kinds of problems require pairing and what kinds of

problems  require  mobbing,  and  then  that  becomes  a  formalized  team
agreement  on helping each  other.   For  example,  a  software  development

team might decide to do pairing for all database development, and mobbing
for all defect fixing work.  A marketing team might decide to do pairing for

all  competitive  research  work,  and  mobbing  for  all  brand  strategy  work.
Pairing  and  mobbing  encourage  a  high  level  of  collaboration  that  leads

naturally to greater and greater levels of helpfulness between team members.

Every day, the Development Team should understand
how it intends to work together as a self-organizing 
team to accomplish the Sprint Goal and create the 
anticipated Increment by the end of the Sprint. The 
Development Team or team members often meet 
immediately after the Daily Scrum for detailed 
discussions, or to adapt, or replan, the rest of the 
Sprint’s work.

http://www.agileadvice.com/tag/pair-programming/
http://www.agileadvice.com/tag/pair-programming/


As a Team Member I commit myself to doing 
whatever it takes to reach each and 
every Sprint goal

A Team Member is defined by their commitment to the goal(s) of the Scrum Team.  If

a person is not personally committed, they are not part of the team.  Commitment
cannot be imposed.  A person's manager can't force them to be part of the Scrum

Team by telling them to be committed.  If all the members of the team are committed
to the Sprint goal, then they will all work in whatever way is necessary to accomplish

that goal.  This commitment willingness to do what it takes is a key factor in creating
a high-performance team.  If any individual is not committed to the Sprint goal, they

aren't really part of the Scrum Team.  Having someone who is not committed but is
constantly interacting with Scrum Team members, who is doing work that is properly

owned by the team, and who participates in team meetings as if they were a member
of  the  team is  incredibly  disruptive.   This  "false"  participation  can  cause  morale

problems if not eventually fixed either by the person becoming committed or by the
person leaving the team.  Having people who are on the team in name only will

prevent a team from reaching a high-performance state.

Since forcing someone to be committed is impossible, it is worth examining a few

ways to increase the likelihood of people choosing to be committed:

• Define and discuss the concept of commitment within the team, particularly

during Sprint Planning and the Sprint Retrospective.

• Create a safe environment for team members where they are not blamed or

personally criticized for errors or failures.

• Provide appropriate motivations for team members.  In particular, creating a

strong statement of purpose and identity for the team that is "transcendent" -
not self-serving - can make a huge difference.

• And,  of  course,  absolutely  make  sure  that  people  are  compensated  well
enough and reliably.  Instability or insufficient compensation undermines the

bedrock of commitment.

Creating this positive environment is mostly in the hands of the Product Owner and

Scrum Master.  However, if the people in these roles are lacking commitment, then a
few more approaches need to be considered:



• Make the lack of commitment visible with specific examples and ask the
people in those roles to address the problems.  The people in these roles have

a unique individual accountability in Scrum.

• Escalate the matter to whomever the Product Owner or Scrum Master reports

to.

• Take initiative to take over the role from the un-committed individual.  This

is the most challenging since it is extremely obvious if this happens related
to the Scrum Master or Product Owner, and the person in the affected role

may become upset.

There is no magic in creating commitment among team members.  However, one final

principle  can  help:  transparency.   Whatever  the  consequences  of  the  lack  of
commitment within a Scrum team, if those consequences are made transparent, then

at least there is a possibility of something changing.

People personally commit to achieving the goals of 
the Scrum Team....

The Sprint Goal is an objective set for the Sprint that
can be met through the implementation of Product 
Backlog. It provides guidance to the Development 
Team on why it is building the Increment. It is 
created during the Sprint Planning meeting. The 
Sprint Goal gives the Development Team some 
flexibility regarding the functionality implemented 
within the Sprint. The selected Product Backlog 
items deliver one coherent function, which can be 
the Sprint Goal. The Sprint Goal can be any other 
coherence that causes the Development Team to 
work together rather than on separate initiatives.



As a Team Member I volunteer for a new task
from the Sprint backlog as soon as I 
complete a task

Every  Scrum Team Member  should  be  working  on  tasks  in  the  Sprint  Backlog.

Generally speaking, this should be one task at a time with little or no work done on
work that is not on the Sprint Backlog.  The visibility of the Sprint Backlog is an

important part of Transparency within the Scrum Team.  As well, doing one task at a
time helps with Focus, another of Scrum's values.  If team members follow this rule,

then the work of the Sprint is done in a reliable way.  When team members take on
multiple  tasks  simultaneously  or  when  they  take  long  breaks  to  do  non-Sprint

Backlog  work,  then  the  team's  focus  is  substantially  diminished  and  overall
productivity suffers.

The Scrum Master holds the primary responsibility for ensuring that team members
are volunteering for new tasks in a timely manner.  This means that the Scrum Master

should be highly aware of the work that each team member is doing.  When a team
member  is  idle  for  any  significant  amount  of  time,  the  Scrum  Master  can  call

attention to this and encourage the individual to take on a new task.  (Of course, the
Scrum Master  absolutely  must  not  assign  or  suggest  a  specific  task  for  the team

member.)  This level of involvement can feel like micro management to some people
so two other techniques can also help.  The team can set up a task board in the room

to help make team members'  task selections more visible.   Each team member is
given a small, marked-out space on the wall that is just large enough for a single task

card from the Sprint Backlog.  When a team member starts working on a task, it is
placed in this space.  When the task is complete, it is moved out of the space.  An

empty space will be visible to everyone.  The team member with this blank space will
often feel motivated to do work in order to avoid appearing lazy.  Another approach is

to  use  the  Daily  Scrum to  help  individuals  choose  their  next  tasks.   Although
problem-solving discussions must be avoided in this meeting, team members who are

having a hard time choosing a task can take the time right in that meeting to discuss
their possible choices with other team members.  This hopefully results in that team

member  choosing  a  task  in  the  Daily  Scrum meeting.   However,  sometimes  this
discussion reveals an obstacle that is preventing the team member from taking on a

new task.  Of course, in this case, the Scrum Master must get involved and help the
team member.





As a Team Member I share my obstacles 
(technical/tools/process/teamwork/perso
nal) every Daily Scrum

The principles of openness and transparency include being able to be truthful about

ways that you are struggling.  A Team Member must share their struggles with their
Scrum Team and with the Scrum Master so that the team, at least, knows your status.

Without  that  visibility,  the  Scrum Team may make  decisions  that  are  difficult  or
impossible to implement due to hidden obstacles.  At every Daily Scrum, each Team

Member should think carefully about the challenges they are currently facing, and
share  those  challenges.   The  Scrum  Master  cannot  do  a  good  job  without  that

transparency since a core part of their work is to deal  with obstacles.   If  a Team
Member fails  to be open about obstacles,  or fails  to recognize something in their

environment as an obstacle, this can slow the team in its progress towards becoming a
high-performance  team.   Obstacles  that  persist  for  a  long  period  of  time  simply

because they are not openly discussed can have a demoralizing effect on the team.
On the other hand, a team that creates full visibility into their obstacles can enlist the

help of stakeholders, work together to overcome those obstacles, and systematically
become better and better at doing their work.

In order to effectively share obstacles, a Team Member must understand the concept
of an obstacle (sometimes called an impediment or blocker), must be able to use that

understanding to identify obstacles, and finally must be able to articulate the obstacle
briefly  in  the  Daily  Scrum meeting.   An  obstacle  is  anything  in  the  physical,

emotional or mental  space of a person which prevents them from focusing on the
work of  the Scrum Team.  The Scrum Team has detailed tasks,  Product Backlog

Items, a Sprint Goal and possibly a project or team goal.  Some examples of obstacles
are useful.  A Team Member might find that a task is being blocked because of the

lack  of  a  technical  tool.   An  uncomfortable  chair  might  be  disturbing  a  Team
Member's  focus.   A personality  conflict  between  two  Team  Members  might  be

blocking the discovery of a good solution to a technical problem.  The recent death of
a beloved pet might be distracting a Team Member.  A functional manager requiring

some time from a Team Member to attend a non-relevant but regular meeting might
cause task-switching disruptions.   In the  Daily Scrum meeting, the Team Member

should be specific but brief in sharing an obstacle.  The Scrum Master of the Team
must record the obstacle (and ideally in a place that is highly visible), and must not in

any  way  reject  or  invalidate  the  obstacle.   Other  Team  Members  may  help  in



overcoming an obstacle, but there should be no problem-solving discussion during the
Daily  Scrum.   Ultimately,  the  Scrum  Master  is  responsible  for  creating  an

environment  where  Team  Members  feel  welcome  to  share  obstacles  by
conscientiously working help overcome the obstacles.   The Scrum Master  has  no

authority to say that an obstacle is not relevant or is not solvable.  If your Scrum
Master is having trouble overcoming obstacles, we highly recommend that he or she

attends Certified Scrum Master training.



As a Team Member I am willing to learn any 
skill needed to help my team

Scrum Team Members,  excluding the Scrum Master and Product Owner,  must be
completely open-minded to learning new skills.   Skills  can be technical,  business,

personal, tools-based, etc.  A Team Member is sensitive to the needs of the Scrum
Team and will learn skills by multiple means as the needs of the team evolve.  A

Scrum  Team  where  people  are  not  willing  to  learn  new  skills  will  suffer  from
bottlenecks,  time  pressure,  quality  problems,  and  often  will  become  generally

demoralized as the willingness of some people on the team turns into apathy and
cynicism when others refuse to learn.  In a team where everyone is willing to learn

new skills, there will be a consistent raising of capacity and the team will be able to
do more and more work more effectively.  This attitude is a key requirement for the

formation of high performance teams.

Learning new skills is an aspect of the people in a team working towards the Sprint

Goal.   Doing  this  effectively  means  having  the  resources  available  for  learning
including:

• Time from subject matter experts to answer questions

• Time within the team for cross-training

• Access to online information and tools

• Support from the organization for training

• Personal  space/safety  to  take  on  work  that  a  person  may  not  execute
perfectly or in a timely manner.

As well as the resources, the team members also will need encouragement from the
Product Owner, the Scrum Master, and stakeholders of the team.  A general culture of

learning and continuous improvement in an organization helps with this.  Of course, if
your  organization  does  not  have  this  culture,  then  creating  it  can  be  extremely

challenging!

And, like anything else that involves humans, there is the simple fact that no one can

force anyone else to be willing to learn.  Therefore, if you are personally unwilling to
learn certain skills, then taking some time for self-reflection may be appropriate, even

if only to decide that you don't wish to work in an environment where this is asked of



you.  However, self-reflection may also help you to discover unexpected barriers to
learning that others on your team may be able to help with.



As a Team Member I work with all the team 
members to expand the Definition of 
"Done"

The Definition of “Done” for a Scrum Team makes transparent how close the team's

work  is  coming  to  being  shippable  at  the  end  of  every  Sprint.   Expanding  the
Definition of “Done” until  the team is able to ship their  product increment every

Sprint is a process that every Team Member helps advance.  Team Members expand
the  Definition  of  “Done”  by  learning  new  skills,  developing  trust  and  gaining

authority to do work, automating repetitive activities,  and finding and eliminating
wasteful  activities.   When  every  Team  Member  is  systematically  expanding  the

Definition of “Done”, the team builds its capacity to satisfy business needs without
relying on outside people, groups or resources.  If Team Members are not actively

working on this, then many of the obstacles to becoming a high-performance team
will not be discovered.

Early on, the team will make tasks that include every activity that is done to make
software out of the features listed in the Product Backlog.  This will include all sorts

of things including “Build login web service”, “Write unit tests”, “Review code”, etc.
Most of these tasks will be thought of in terms of who will be doing them so that

throughout the Sprint every person on the team is busy with tasks and there is very
little passing of a single task from one person to another.  In other words, one task =

one person.

It will quickly become clear that there are a number of similar or identical tasks that

show up for most items in the Product Backlog.  If you have to develop a user-visible
feature or function in the software, you always need to check code into your version

control system, you always need to do some sort of testing on the code, etc.  So you
might  have  tasks  in  the  Sprint  Backlog  called  “Internationalize  login  panel”,

“Internationalize registration panel”, “Internationalize login error panel”, and so on.
Every Product Backlog Item has an “Internationalize ….” task.  These tasks can be

abstracted and the “Internationalize” idea becomes part of the Definition of Done.  It
applies for every Product Backlog Item.

You might also have common pairs of tasks where one of the pair is unique to what is
being built,  and another  is  attached to it,  but  common across  many pieces  of  the

system.   For  example,  you  might  have  a  task  “AnonymousUser  class”  and  an
associated  “Unit  test  AnonymousUser  class”.   Then you might  have  another  task



“LoginErrorHandler  class”  and  an  associated  task  “Unit  test  LoginErrorHandler
class”.  Again, the idea of unit testing then can be identified as part of the Definition

of Done.  These apply to every Sprint Backlog Task.

Once these required activities or constraints are added to the Definition of Done, you

can then stop identifying them as separate tasks.   Instead, they get  represented in
some other way in your work environment: a checklist on a whiteboard, columns in a

spreadsheet, or checkboxes pre-printed on the cards you use to write Tasks or Product
Backlog Items.  By separating these out of your Product Backlog Items and Sprint

Backlog Tasks, the team has actually expanded their Definition of Done.

There are four general methods for expanding the Definition of Done:

• Expand the Agile Team’s Skill Set

In some ways, this is the simplest and most common approach to expanding

the Definition of  Done. By training, coaching, mentoring, re-assigning or
hiring, a team’s capacity to do work is expanded and used to expand the

definition of done. As a simple example, a software developer might learn to
use an automated unit testing framework and therefore expand the definition

of done to include some amount of unit test coverage of delivered code. In
general, training, coaching and mentoring existing team members should be

preferred  over  adding  people  to  the  team since  the  addition  disrupts  the
team’s development and can increase communication overhead among team

members.

• Expand the Team’s Authority

Sometimes, a team is not able to do part of the workbecause they are not
authorized to do so.  This may be a policy, an unspoken assumption or a

bureaucratic procedure. By giving the team (or some person on the team) the
authority  to  do  this  work,  the  team can  find  ways  to  do  it  every  Sprint

instead of having to work through another  non-team individual.  Again,  a
simple  example  here  is  a  situation  where  a  technical  person  is  given

permission to talk directly to an end user in order to reduce the need for up-
front requirements gathering and analysis and reduce the need for end-of-

project user acceptance testing.

• Automate an Existing Manual Process

Automation  is  often  given  far  less  than  its  due  consideration.  This  is



primarily because automating a process is an investment of work in and of
itself. Fortunately, it is often easy to measure the ROI or savings involved

with automation. In many Scrum environments, heavy automation is critical
and  a  huge enabler  for  very  short  Sprints.  Automated  testing,  automated

translation,  automated  build  processes,  are  all  common  areas  of
improvement. Scrum teams should always be looking for opportunities to

automate  their  own  work.  In  this  way,  the  automation  work  itself  is
transformed from a separate project to a responsibility of the team.

• Remove Wasteful Processes

There  are  some  parts  of  the  work  that  are  pure  waste!  There  is  no

independent value to these activities, nor is there indirect value to them. An
excellent example of this sort of thing is an approval process that _always_

grants  approval  (“rubber  stamping”).  For  example,  at  one  insurance
organization  their  “second  stage”  approvals  always  allowed  proposed

projects  to  proceed.  Since  they  often  incurred  a  4-6  week delay  for  this
approval process, it became obvious that they should “get rid of it”.

As Scrum Teams mature, it is expected that their 
definitions of “Done” will expand to include more 
stringent criteria for higher quality.





As a Team Member I take direction for 
product vision and scope from my 
team's Product Owner

It is the responsibility of the Product Owner to give the Development Team the vision

of the product, decide based on that vision what is on or off of the Product Backlog,
and decide how much is to be done to satisfy any particular PBI's contribution to the

vision.  It is the job of the Development Team to figure out how to solve a problem or
request that is stated by a Product Backlog Item (PBI).  One simple way to think

about this concept is that the Product Owner is responsible for the "what" and "why"
and  the  Development  Team  is  responsible  for  the  "how"  and  "who".   If  the

Development Team members decide on the product vision by themselves, they run
the risk of misinterpreting features, moving down a path that is not valuable or even

creating work disconnected from the needs of those who will be using the product.  If
the Development Team members choose their own scope they may do much less than

is needed or much more than is required.  There is a balance in the Product Owner
providing  vision  and  scope,  and  the  Scrum  Team  providing  knowledge  and

experience in its execution.

One of the most common reasons that a Team Member would not be taking direction

from the Product Owner is a lack of communication and engagement between the
Product Owner and the rest  of the Scrum Team.  In order to fix this, usually the

Scrum  Master  must  get  involved.   The  Scrum  Master  can  find  out  if  there  are
obstacles preventing the Product Owner from working more closely with the team.

The Scrum Master can also ensure that the Product Owner has been trained well in
order to articulate and communicate a Product Vision and use the Product Backlog to

appropriately provide scope for the work of the team.

The Product Vision  should be a short statement, ideally written, that describes the

product in simple terms while conveying a strong emotional reason for the product,
and a sense of urgency to deliver the product.  Such a Product Vision then needs to be

communicated to the Scrum Team on a regular basis.  Ideally, the Product Vision is
shared and briefly discussed at every Sprint Planning meeting, every Sprint Review

meeting, and several times throughout a Sprint.  If the team has a space where they
work  together  or  meet  regularly,  the  Product  Vision  should  be  displayed  in  a

prominent location.

The Product Backlog represents the current list of known work that needs to be done



to build the product.  Generally speaking, the Product Owner should be making sure
that the Product Backlog Items all contribute somehow to the Product Vision, that

they  all  provide  business  value,  and  that  they  are  representative  of  incremental
improvements to the product.  This means that the Product Backlog usually does not

include "technical" activities.  In order to help Team Members understand and take
direction from the Product Owner about scope for the product, the Product Backlog

should be visible to the whole Scrum Team.  This visibility requires that the Product
Backlog not contain too many items, and that each item can be described in just a

sentence or two.  A common way of accomplishing this visibility is to use 3x5 note
cards for each PBI and putting them on a wall where the whole team can see them.  At

the very least, the Product Owner should be making the PBIs visible to the Scrum
Team every Sprint Planning meeting and every Sprint Review meeting.

Another aspect of this rule of Scrum is the responsibility of the Team Members to
actively seek guidance from the Product Owner.  Every time Team Members start to

work on a PBI, they should be asking the Product Owner to have a conversation about
how the PBI contributes to the Product Vision, and what needs to be done so that the

Product Owner can accept the work for the PBI.  This conversation should then be
"documented" using specification by example, automated acceptance tests and test-

driven development whenever possible.

You can find out more information about Product Vision and Scope here:

• Articles about Product Vision   on AgileAdvice.com.

• The books "Made to Stick" by Chip and Dan Heath and "Positioning" by Al

Ries and Jack Trout provide excellent guidance applicable to creating a great
Product Vision.

For the Product Owner to succeed, the entire 
organization must respect his or her decisions. The 
Product Owner’s decisions are visible in the content 
and ordering of the Product Backlog. No one is 
allowed to tell the Development Team to work from a 
different set of requirements, and the Development 
Team isn’t allowed to act on what anyone else says. - 
The Scrum Guide

http://www.agileadvice.com/tag/product-vision/


As a Team Member I live the values and 
principles of the Agile Manifesto in my 
team

The Agile Manifesto is the founding document of the Agile movement.  It  can be

found  here:  http://bit.ly/1cQXNcI  and  if  you  haven't  read  it,  it  is  strongly
recommended!   Living values  and  principles  is  an  act  of  striving  for  excellence.

There are no mechanisms in Scrum to force people to live the values and principles of
the Agile Manifesto. Scrum relies on individual team members to strive to develop an

understanding and practice of Agile values and principles in and of their own volition.
If Team Members do not live the values and principles of the Agile Manifesto in their

team many other things will take priority such as creating complex documentation,
multitasking, and excessive up-front planning.  If an organization thinks of Scrum

merely  as  a  tactical  tool  they  risk  becoming disconnected  from the  intent  of  the
authors of Scrum -- rather than working to change the culture of their organization

toward  real  agility  a  team  might  reduce  Scrum  to  a  lesser  version  of  itself
(Scrumerfall,  Scrumbut...etc,  wherein  Scrum  is  reduced  to  nightmarish

micromanagement and not at all the intention of Scrum's authors)..

In practice, each of the values and principles of the Agile Manifesto is can be applied

quite  simply  if  the  circumstances  allow  it.   However,  it  always  comes  down  to
understanding and choice on the part of each team member.  Here are some ideas for

helping  a  team to  understand  the  Agile  Manifesto  (all  of  them are  retrospective
exercises):

• Print out copies of the Agile Manifesto for each team member and bring
them to the Sprint  Retrospective.  Ask team members to rate how well the

team is doing on each of the items in the manifesto - use a simple scale such
as five stars.  Collect the evaluation results anonymously and display them

on a whiteboard or flip chart page.  Then, with the team discuss any of the
scores that stand out.

• Ask the team members to choose the value or principle they would most like
the team to work on improving.  Collect these as suggestions, discuss them,

and as a team choose one to work on systematically for a few Sprints.

• Discuss the connection between the Agile Manifesto values and the Scrum

Values (commitment, courage, focus, openness and respect).  Encourage the



team to provide specific work examples of that connection.

Of course,  there are many other ways to build understanding of these values and

principles.  It is up to the Scrum Master to encourage this understanding.



As a Team Member I attend Sprint Planning 
meetings in-person

This rule of Scrum aligns with the Agile Manifesto principle "The most efficient and
effective method of conveying information to and within a development team is face-

to-face conversation."  In-person attendance of all Scrum Team members allows for
the plan to unfold with minimal communication overhead and for the team to keep the

meeting within the short  time-box.   In-person attendance  also allows the team to
effectively  collaborate  in  the  work  of  creating  the  plan.  The  efficiency  and

effectiveness of the Product Owner's presentation of the Product Backlog is optimized
as well as the Development Team's ability to collaboratively assess and select what it

can and will accomplish in the Sprint. It also allows for everyone to be clear about the
Sprint  Goal  and why the Development Team is  building the increment.  In-person

attendance also allows the Development team to efficiently and effectively come to a
decision as to how it will build the increment of functionality. In-person participation

of all team members also increases the likelihood that the team will create the right
design for the increment.  If even one team member attempts to attend this meeting by

any  other  means,  either  by  phone  or  even  video  conferencing,  efficiency  and
effectiveness  of  the  planning  becomes  compromised.  Compromised  collaborative

planning yields  compromised collective ownership.  The successful  delivery of the
Sprint  Goal requires full  commitment on the part  of the whole team. Lack of  in-

person participation increases the likelihood that the team will fail to deliver on its
Goal because the planning will lack effectiveness. People are prone to estrangement

from hazy goals reached through ineffective planning. In-person planning, therefore,
is paramount to succeeding with Scrum.

Getting to Sprint Planning in-person requires that the team members be located close
to each other geographically.  If they are not, or if even one team member is not, then

funds will need to be allocated to bringing team members into a closer geographic
region.  Although this may sound expensive, the cost is small compared to the overall

benefits of having team members working closely together.

If team members are already geographically close, but still not attending meetings in-

person, it may simply be a matter of not having an appropriate meeting space.  The
ideal situation is for the team to have its own dedicated team room.  However, even a

good conference room can serve the purpose.  Depending on the organization, this
may be harder or easier to obtain.  If no space is available, then again budget becomes



a factor... and again the cost is small compared to the benefit.

Even if the team members are close geographically and there is an available space,

the team members may not be attending in-person because they are not placing a high
enough value on the meeting.  Clearly explaining that attendance is mandatory is a

start,  but  explaining  the  negative  consequences  of  not  attending  can  make  a  big
difference.   Some  individual  team  members  may  have  personal  reasons  for  not

attending in-person.  These can be a bit harder to overcome, but again, the Scrum
Master  should  work  with  the  individuals  to  find  ways  to  help  them  with  their

attendance.

Finally, some in-person attendance is far better than none.  It may be hard to solve the

underlying  problems  preventing  in-person  attendance  in  a  short  time  so  finding
temporary and occasional solutions is still worth while.  For example, renting a hotel

meeting room if the organization does not have its own space available can work from
time-to-time.



As a Team Member I attend the Daily Scrum 
meetings in-person

The Daily Scrum meeting supports the Scrum value of Openness and the principle of
self-organizing  teams.   This  rule  of  Scrum also  aligns  with  the  Agile  Manifesto

principle "The most efficient and effective method of conveying information to and
within a development team is face-to-face conversation."  In-person attendance of all

Scrum Team members allows for the fullest level of openness among Team Members.
If even one team member attempts to attend this meeting by any other means, either

by phone or even video conferencing, efficiency and effectiveness of the openness
and self-organization becomes compromised. Compromised self-organization yields

compromised  collective  ownership.  The  successful  delivery  of  the  Sprint  Goal
requires  full  commitment  on  the  part  of  the  whole  team.  Lack  of  in-person

participation increases the likelihood that the team will  fail to deliver on its Goal
because the openness and self-organization will lack effectiveness.

Getting to the Daily Scrum in-person requires that the team members be located close
to each other geographically.  If they are not, or if even one team member is not, then

funds will need to be allocated to bringing team members into a closer geographic
region.  Although this may sound expensive, the cost is small compared to the overall

benefits of having team members working closely together.

If team members are already geographically close, but still not attending meetings in-

person, it may simply be a matter of not having an appropriate meeting space.  The
ideal situation is for the team to have its own dedicated team room.  However, even a

good conference room can serve the purpose.  Depending on the organization, this
may be harder or easier to obtain.  If no space is available, then again budget becomes

a factor... and again the cost is small compared to the benefit.

Even if the team members are close geographically and there is an available space,

the team members may not be attending in-person because they are not placing a high
enough value on the meeting.  Clearly explaining that attendance is mandatory is a

start,  but  explaining  the  negative  consequences  of  not  attending  can  make  a  big
difference.   Some  individual  team  members  may  have  personal  reasons  for  not

attending in-person.  These can be a bit harder to overcome, but again, the Scrum
Master  should  work  with  the  individuals  to  find  ways  to  help  them  with  their

attendance.



With  the  Daily  Scrum being  a  very  short  meeting,  some team members  may be
missing  the  meeting  simply  by  being  late.   This  can  often  be  solved  by  simply

changing the time of day for the meeting so that it is easier to get to.  Additionally, it
may be worthwhile to block off 45 minutes for the meeting with the intention that 15

minutes on either side are simply for ensuring on-time participation.

Finally, some in-person attendance is far better than none.  It may be hard to solve the

underlying  problems  preventing  in-person  attendance  in  a  short  time  so  finding
temporary  and  occasional  solutions  is  still  worth  while.   For  example,  rotating

childcare support among team members can work from time-to-time.



As a Team Member I attend Sprint Review 
meetings in-person

The Sprint Review meeting supports the Scrum value of Openness and the principle
of  inspect  and  adapt.   This  rule  of  Scrum also  aligns  with  the  Agile  Manifesto

principles "The most efficient and effective method of conveying information to and
within a development team is face-to-face conversation" and "Our highest priority is

to satisfy the customer through early and continuous delivery of valuable software."
In-person  attendance  of  all  Scrum Team members  allows  for  the  fullest  level  of

openness  among  Team  Members  and  effective  communication  of  feedback  from
stakeholders reviewing the product increment.  If even one team member attempts to

attend this meeting by any other means, either by phone or even video conferencing,
efficiency  and  effectiveness  of  the  openness  and  inspect  and  adapt  becomes

compromised.  Compromise  on  these  principles  yields  compromised  collective
ownership. The successful delivery of the valuable software requires full commitment

on the part of the whole team. Lack of in-person participation increases the likelihood
that the team will fail to deliver on its Goal because the openness and inspect and

adapt will lack effectiveness.

When some team members are not attending the Sprint Review, or when some are

attending remotely, the Scrum Master starts with the simple principle of making the
consequences of this situation visible to the whole team and its stakeholders.  This

may require the Scrum Master to observe carefully for the consequences as they are
often  delayed  from  the  time  of  the  Sprint  Review.   For  example,  a  common

occurrence in  a  Sprint  Review is  for  customer feedback to be integrated into the
Product Backlog immediately – which requires the whole team to quickly estimate

the effort in implementing the feedback.  This estimation effort is subverted by a team
member not present and will often lead to re-hashing the estimates in the following

Sprint Planning meeting.  If team members are remote, then estimation often takes
longer  and  some  mis-understandings  will  remain.   This  inefficiency  might  be

considered normal if the Scrum Master does not draw attention to it.

As well, the Scrum Master needs to educate the team members and the Scrum Team's

stakeholders on the importance of in-person attendance.  That education process often
must be repeated numerous times in order to overcome corporate culture or habits that

allow  the  team  members  to  neglect  in-person  attendance.   In  many  cases,  this
education starts with putting the Sprint Planning meeting in the calendar and inviting



all the team members as \"required\" attendees and with a clear invitation message.

During the Sprint Review, the Scrum Team and 
stakeholders collaborate about what was done in the 
Sprint. Based on that and any changes to the 
Product Backlog during the Sprint, attendees 
collaborate on the next things that could be done to 
optimize value. - The Scrum Guide



As a Team Member I attend Sprint 
Retrospective meetings in-person

The Sprint  Retrospective meeting supports  the Scrum value of  Openness  and the
principle  of  inspect  and  adapt.   This  rule  of  Scrum  also  aligns  with  the  Agile

Manifesto principles "at regular intervals, the team reflects on how to become more
effective, then tunes and adjusts its behavior accordingly."  In-person attendance of all

Scrum Team members allows for the fullest level of openness among Team Members
which in turn is necessary to use the Retrospective to find improvements in how the

team functions.  If even one team member attempts to attend this meeting by any
other means, either by phone or even video conferencing, efficiency and effectiveness

of the openness and inspect and adapt becomes compromised. Compromise on these
principles yields compromised collective ownership of improvement efforts. Lack of

in-person participation increases the likelihood that the team will fail to implement
improvements because the openness and inspect  and adapt will lack effectiveness.

This, in turn, hinders the team from reaching a high-performance state.

The Retrospective is one of the most difficult meetings in Scrum.  The Scrum Master

should  be  spending  a  substantial  amount  of  time every  Sprint  preparing  for  this
meeting.  This preparation, and the visible signs of preparation to the team will be one

of the most effective signs to the team members that it is an important meeting to be
respected.   In  other  words,  if  the  Scrum  Master  puts  lots  of  time  into  the

Retrospective,  the  team members  will  respect  it  more.   This  preparation  includes
those things that  will  help attract  team members  to  attend the meeting in-person.

Here are some examples:

• Make sure that everyone on the team is clearly invited!

• Prepare an attractive physical space for the meeting.

• Give the team some advance notice about the focus of the Retrospective.

• Choose a mix of  Retrospective   techniques   so that some are fun, some are
serious, some are slow, some are fast, some involve physical activity, some

are thoughtful, some are about specific topics, some are open-ended.

A Scrum Master should also be escalating any absence problems quite rapidly.  The

lack of team cohesion caused by failure to participate can be extremely detrimental to
a team.  The Scrum Master should, of course, start by approaching individuals for a

https://plans-for-retrospectives.com/en/
https://plans-for-retrospectives.com/en/


one-on-one discussion.  This discussion should be supportive and problem-solving
oriented.  If however, that does not improve things, then a disussion with a manager

or other authority may be necessary.  If the reason for attending remotely or non-
attendance is supported by the organization, then the Scrum Master must work over a

longer period to help the organization see the value of this critical meeting.  It should
be noted that a fully-distributed team that is working to improve how they operate

should consider  the  Retrospective the highest-priority  candidate for  any in-person
opportunities, even if it is not done this way every Sprint.  That is, if a distributed

team is considering spending some time in-person, then that time should include a
well-planned Retrospective.

The Sprint Retrospective is an opportunity for the 
Scrum Team to inspect itself and create a plan for 
improvements to be enacted during the next Sprint. - 
The Scrum Guide



As a Team Member I don’t tell any other 
individual team member which task to 
work on next

All tasks done by individuals on a Scrum Team must be chosen voluntarily.  If one

Team Member, in any way, tells another Team Member what task to work on, this
breaks  the  principle  of  self-organization  that  is  essential  to  creating  a  high-

performance Scrum team.  Team leads, project managers, functional managers and
other  people  in  roles  of  authority  to  assign  tasks  must  give  up  that  authority

completely  when it  comes  to  the  people  on  a  Scrum team.   This  self-organizing
behavior  allows individual  team members  to  consider  their  own talents,  capacity,

interest, motivation etc., when choosing a task.  All of those inner conditions are not
as well known by other people and so assigning tasks tends to be sub-optimal.  When

a Team Member considers those inner conditions about him or her self, and also takes
into consideration the needs of the team, an optimal task choice can be made.  If

someone in a position of authority does assign tasks, it creates a habit of deferring to
authority  which  quickly  destroys  any  possibility  of  a  high-performance  team

developing.

Volunteering for tasks and avoiding task assignment starts on a Scrum Team with the

behavior and leadership of the Scrum Master.  The Scrum Master must constantly
remind people  who  are  outside  the  Scrum Team context  and  are  in  positions  of

authority not to use that authority to assign tasks to Scrum Team Members.  As well,
the Scrum Master must fully adopt this behavior.  If the Scrum Master has concerns

about certain tasks getting done during the Sprint, then certainly, like any other team
member, it is acceptable to draw the attention of the team to those tasks, but not to tell

any particular Team Member to do them.  In practice, then, implementing this rule
starts in Sprint Planning.  During the Sprint Planning meeting, the Team discusses

what they will build, and how it will be built with the result being the Sprint Backlog
and the tasks therein.  However, Sprint Planning does not include any discussion of

who will  be  doing  which  tasks.   Immediately following the conclusion  of  Sprint
Planning, each person on the team volunteers for exactly one task from the Sprint

Backlog.  It is acceptable for two or more Team Members to volunteer for the same
task.  For example, if a very junior person volunteers for a technically complex and

challenging task,  it  is  perfectly  acceptable  for  a  more experienced  person  to  also
volunteer for the same task in order to help the junior person.  As people complete

tasks, they may realize that they are facing a dependency in order to move on to other



tasks.  There is a temptation when faced with these types of dependencies to "assign"
the task to the person who would normally do it (based on role outside the Scrum

Team).  In these situations a Team Member facing a dependency has two options: one,
to ask the team in a general way if anyone can help with resolving the dependency

and two, to volunteer to work on the task upon which the future work depends even if
it is not within the Team Member's core skill set (e.g. someone who primarily does

user interface development to take on a task related to the database schema).  A third
option, although often less effective, is to raise the dependency as an obstacle to the

Scrum Master.  More senior Team Members often have concerns about letting junior
Team Members  take on tasks  they are  not  suited for,  but  this  is  best  seen  as  an

opportunity  to  cross-train.   One  important  corollary  of  this  rule  is  that  no  Team
Member can tell any other Team Member which tasks NOT to work on!

Self-organizing teams choose how best to accomplish
their work, rather than being directed by others 
outside the team.... No one (not even the Scrum 
Master) tells the Development Team how to turn 
Product Backlog into Increments of potentially 
releasable functionality.



As a Team Member no member of my team 
reports to me

Inside  the  Scrum Team,  including  the  Product  Owner  and  the  Scrum Master,  no
individual should report to any other individual.  The team reporting structure should

be flat.  This does not necessarily mean that all Team Members are peers in the org
chart.  For example, one team member could be quite senior, and another quite junior.

However, for the Scrum principle of self-organization to work effectively, individual
Team Members should have no concern about what their "boss" wants them to do.

Instead, within the Scrum Team, there should be a completely safe environment for
individuals to volunteer for  tasks,  raise obstacles,  provide candid feedback to any

other Team Member, and have a mutual sense of commitment to the work of the team.
If  the Scrum Team is absent  of  reporting relationships  then it  has  a  much higher

chance of becoming a high-performance team.  If  there are reporting relationships
within the Scrum Team there are often significant obstacles to full openness and self-

organization and this, in turn, will significantly hamper the performance of the team.

Achieving this flat reporting structure on a team when there is a reporting relationship

between two or more team members can be very challenging.  Here are some possible
approaches to consider:

• A "boss" team member could resign their positional authority.  This might
require changes to the person's employment contract and the re-assignment

of that person's staff to some other manager outside the Scrum Team.

• Similarly,  a  "boss"  team member  could officially  leave  the  Scrum Team.

This would mean that they become an outside stakeholder of the team and
could still observe Daily Scrums and participate in Sprint Review meetings.

But  they would not  be able to  attend other  Scrum team ceremonies.   In
particular, they would be blocked from attending the Sprint Retrospective.

• Of course, similar actions could be taken with regards to the staff member
who reports to a "boss": resign from the team or be promoted to no longer be

in a reporting relationship.

• Finally, and most unusually, the nature of reporting relationships could be

changed so that  they become solely mentoring relationships.   For this to
work,  the  organization  needs  to  eliminate  individual  performance

evaluations of any sort, and needs to implement dramatic changes to hiring



and firing practices so that no one individual approves the hiring or firing of
another individual.



As a Team Member I do not track my hours 
or my "actual" time on tasks

Scrum  considers  tracking  the  time  individuals  spend  on  individual  tasks  to  be
wasteful effort.  Scrum is only concerned about time when it comes to the time-boxes

of the Sprint  and Sprint  meetings.   Scrum also supports sustainable development,
which  implies  working  sustainable  hours.   When  it  comes  to  the  completion  of

Product Backlog Items and tasks, the team is committed to delivering value.  The
PBIs and tasks in the Sprint Backlog represent the work that the team has identified

for  delivering on its  committed increment  of  potentially  releaseable value  for  the
current  Sprint.   The  tasks  themselves  have  no value  and  therefore  should  not  be

tracked.  Scrum is only concerned about burning down to value delivered.  Time spent
on individual tasks is irrelevant.  What if I track my hours or my "actual" time on

tasks?  This promotes a culture of "bums in seats" - that it  is more important for
people to be busy at any cost instead of getting valuable, high-quality results.  This

also promotes bad habits such as forcing work into billable hours even though it is not
valuable for the client.  Overall, time tracking in a Scrum environment does much

harm and can undermine the entire framework.

Organizations track hours for a few different reasons.  However, we acknowledge that

for any situation, this is a difficult practice to change. In Scrum, we try to change
from  individual  task-based  tracking  to  team  sprint-based  tracking.   This  change

depends  upon  a  number  of  other  rules  of  Scrum including  that  all  Scrum Team
Members  are  full  time  on  a  single  Scrum  Team  working  on  a  single  product.

Therefore,  it  is necessary to deal  with those rules first before trying to make this
improvement.   Depending on which reason or reasons your organization demands

hours be tracked, different practical techniques will help to adopt this rule of Scrum.

1. Billing or Accounting

Financial tracking of costs is important.  There are two sub-categories here:
billable vs. non-billable hours and capital vs. operational expenses.  In both

cases, the solution is the same or similar: put a billable/capital value on each
Sprint.  Charge the client per Sprint, or account for the capital value of each

Sprint, using a consistent dollar figure.  For example, a team with 10 people
working on a 1-week Sprint for a client might be billed out at $40000/Sprint.

If you break that down to an hourly billing rate it equals $100/hr.  As another
example, if your accounting department is using a fully-loaded rate per team

http://www.investopedia.com/ask/answers/020915/what-difference-between-capex-and-opex.asp


member of $50/hr for cost tracking, and the team is averaging 70% capital
work vs. 30% operational work, then with the same team as the previous

example,  the  capital  expense  per  Sprint  is  $14000.   Working  out  these
numbers  is  only the first  step.   Clients  and stakeholders  will  need to  be

“sold” on this simplified tracking system.  Depending on the type of business
you are in, and the other reasons for tracking time, this can be quite difficult

and take a long time to make the changes.  This is an important job for your
ScrumMaster.

2. Regulatory Compliance

Regulations are often written to be focused on ensuring desirable outcomes.

Regulations are rarely written to prescribe specific activities.  As such, the
first  step  in  understanding  how  to  stop  tracking  hours  in  a  regulatory

environment is to actually read the applicable regulation.  In most cases, you
will never see a regulation that says “employees must track hours”, or if you

do,  it  will  be  in  the  context  of  being  an  example,  rather  than  being  a
prescription.   Most  organizations,  however,  find  that  tracking  hours  is  a

familiar and “easy” way of accomplishing the goals of the regulation.  The
second  step,  is  to  talk  to  the  people  who  are  responsible  for  ensuring

compliance with regulation and collaborating with them to find alternative
means  of  achieving  the  regulatory  outcomes  without  tracking  hours.

Because of the diversity of regulation, it is difficult to be more specific.  We
recommend finding an experienced consultant in your industry to help with

this.

3. Estimation and Planning

Some  organizations  use  past  data  about  estimated  cost/time  and  actual
cost/time in order  to  try  to  improve future estimates  and planning.  This

information is useful only in limited circumstances.  For most environments
where  Scrum  is  applicable,  and  where  a  team  is  working  on  complex

problems,  there  is  little  repeated  or  repeatable  work  done  by  the  team.
Everything is new and unique.  This property of the work means that it is

extremely unlikely that past data will be directly applicable to the current
work.  Additionally, most organizations doing this have incentives associated

with making good estimates.  These incentives have to be removed as they
are destructive to quality and long-term productivity (this is a deep topic and

can be explored more here).  Again, someone working to help a team stop



time tracking will need to find the people in the organization who care about
time  tracking  for  estimation  and  planning  purposes  (often  a  Project

Management Office) and work with them to find ways of addressing their
concerns and needs.

4. Management Distrust

Tracking time is sometimes a way for managers to see in more detail what

people  are  working  on  and  how  they  are  working.   This  desire  for
transparency and detailed information is often related to past  experiences

with  individuals  working  ineffectively  or  even  in  ways  that  are  counter-
productive.   Sometimes,  it  is  even  because  the  managers  don’t  trust

themselves, and just apply that distrust to everyone around them!  This sort
of challenge can only be addressed indirectly – you will never convince a

manager to give up time tracking if they have this attitude about their team.
Instead, such a manager should be provided with opportunities for leadership

development  through  training,  coaching  or  mentoring.   An  effective
approach to this is the Leading to Real Agility program that provides one-on-

one mentoring  or  the  Certified  Agile  Leadership training that  provides  a
transformative classroom environment.

http://www.worldmindware.com/Certified_Agile_Leadership
http://www.worldmindware.com/LeadingToRealAgility




The Scrum Master Role
Everyone on a Scrum Team participates in the greater productivity and the fantastic

work environment.  The Scrum Master has a special duty to the team to maximize that
second outcome of Scrum: the fantastic work environment.  The Scrum Master, as a

servant leader, is focused on empowering the team in such a way that joy and pride
returns to the work environment.  The focus is still on delivering business value, but

doing it in such a way that people care.

Every Scrum Master is different.  One excellent Scrum Master I worked with near the

beggining of  my career  was super-flexible with his  team: he didn’t  enforce time-
boxes or many of the other  rules  of Scrum.  Instead,  at  appropriate moments,  he

would simply and gently inform the team of what Scrum required of them.  Over
time, these gentle reminders percolated and the team got better and better at Scrum...

and, more importantly, the team became happier and more productive.

Another  Scrum Master  I  knew early  in  my career  was  a  real  disciplinarian  with

regards to the Scrum framework.  He was a clock-watcher for the time-boxes.  He
would bluntly call out failures to follow Scrum.  He would even sometimes raise his

voice to get a team member to comply.  He also used strong carrots, not just sticks...
but he got compliance.  And like the gentle Scrum Master, he was able to help his

team become excellent at Scrum.  His team was also happy and productive.

The variety of ways that a Scrum Master can perform their duties – the style, the

emphasis – is diverse.  But there are some foundations.  There is a “true Scrum”.  And
this,  too,  is  the responsibility of the Scrum Master.   The Scrum Master  must  not

change Scrum.  Instead, the Scrum Master uses Scrum to change the organization and
change  the  team.   Doing  Scrum  properly  is  hard.   The  Scrum  Master  makes  it

possible.

NOTE: If you are interested in learning more about the role of the Scrum Master,
consider  taking a Certified ScrumMaster(R) course from the Scrum Alliance or  a

Professional Scrum Master course from Scrum.org.  These courses are offered around
the world by trainers who have real-world hands-on experience with Scrum and this

role.





Your Scrum Master is truthful about the 
condition of the team and the Scrum 
process

Scrum relies on the Scrum Master to be truthful and transparent about the reality of

the team and how it is progressing in the use of Scrum. The condition of the team
includes the ability of the team to discuss ideas, become united in their focus and

build true bonds of friendship.  It is valuable for the Scrum Team to regularly reflect
on  its  own  condition  informally  through  conversations  and  formally  through  the

Scrum process.  The ability of the Scrum Master to help the team to reflect on its own
team development helps them advance and overcome conflicts and challenges.  It is

also valuable to inspect and adapt on its use of Scrum so that it is aware and taking
ownership of its own progress.  A Scrum Master that isn't truthful about the condition

of  the  team  will  be  unable  to  help  the  team  to  advance  and  become  a  high-
performance team.  Reviewing the use of Scrum will help move the team to take on a

posture of learning which will lead to the development of continuous improvement
which is a tenant of Agility.  Those teams that don't do this may fall into the trap of

becoming "insane" - doing the same things each and every Sprint and expecting a
different result.  Regular and deep review of the team's current state is essential for

the team to become more productive, effective, and creative.

The Scrum Master  can become more truthful  only by understanding an important

concept  of  Scrum, namely, transparency as the foundation of  empirical  processes.
This  understanding  will  come only  through careful  study  of  the  fundamentals  of

Scrum as represented in the Scrum Guide.  Understanding transparency deeply as it
applies to Scrum will lead to a willingness to create greater and greater transparency.

The use of the Scrum artifacts and ceremonies (primarily the Product Increment and
the Sprint  Retrospective) can only be made more effective to create transparency if

the Scrum Master is willing to do the work.  For example, the Scrum Master should
be spending about 1/5 of the time of the Sprint preparing for the Retrospective.  There

are  some  excellent  resources  for  retrospectives  online  including  the  Plans  for
Retrospective  s   web site.

https://plans-for-retrospectives.com/en/
https://plans-for-retrospectives.com/en/
https://plans-for-retrospectives.com/en/
http://www.scrumguides.org/




Your Scrum Master believes that Scrum will 
help the team improve

The primary job of the Scrum Master is to remove impediments for the productivity
of the team.  If the Scrum Master truly believes that Scrum is not helping the team,

for  whatever reason,  it  is  antithetical  to Scrum for  the Scrum Master  to  continue
serving in this capacity.  If the Scrum Master is in doubt of the applicability of Scrum

as a whole at any given time, this concern needs to be shared with the team and an
assessment of whether or not to continue with Scrum may need to be considered.  It

may be that the Scrum Master is struggling with understanding how to implement a
specific aspect of Scrum in a particular situation and with the help of the team is able

to overcome this obstacle.  Another possible outcome may be that the Scrum Master
is unable to overcome personal issues with Scrum at which point the team may decide

to continue the Scrum implementation without that person's involvement.  Whatever
the process for getting there, it is imperative that the Scrum Master holds this firm

belief.   Scrum is extremely difficult to do well.  Being a Scrum Master is a very
difficult job.  If the Scrum Master does not believe that Scrum will help the team, then

the Scrum Master will not be able to sustain the work of removing obstacles for the
team.  Instead, shortcuts will be taken, the benefits will not be realized and much

effort will be wasted.

Often the simplest things can help in this situation:

• Make sure your Scrum Master has read the Scrum Guide completely.

• Ensure  your  Scrum  Master  has  attended  highly-regarded  Scrum  Master

training such as the Certified Scrum Master or Professional Scrum Master
courses available from the Scrum Alliance and Scrum.org respectively.

• Have the leaders  and managers  of  your organization clearly explain why
they desire the team to use Scrum - both Scrum's generic benefits as well as

the specifics for the Scrum team in question.

• Share the "Scrum elevator pitch" anecdote (see below).

• Ask the Scrum Master to give Scrum a sincere try; particularly if the Scrum
Master is a project manager just appointed to the position!

Scrum elevator pitch: Ken Schwaber, the founder of Scrum, tells of the time he was
speaking with the Chief Information Officer (CIO) of a large Information Technology



organization.  The CIO said to Ken "I run project that take twelve to eighteen months
and I don't get what I need.  It's really frustrating!".  Ken thought about that for a few

moments and then said, "Well, with Scrum, I can give you what you don't need in a
month!"



Your Scrum Master uses the Retrospective 
to help your team improve its processes 
and teamwork

The Sprint Retrospective is a key meeting where the team discusses how to improve.

Like the other meetings in Scrum, the Scrum Master is responsible for ensuring it
occurs and that it  is well-facilitated.  There are three main purposes of the Sprint

Retrospective:  honestly  review  how  the  last  Sprint  was  conducted  in  all  aspects
including skills, relationships, processes, environment, culture and tools; discover the

key aspects of the previous Sprint that need to be carried forward or improved; and,
plan how the Scrum Team will improve the way it does work. This meeting aids the

team  in  inspecting  and  adapting  the  entire  use  of  Scrum  and  how  the  team  is
progressing as a team. The Sprint Retrospective is a check point that helps the team to

know its current state, compare to its desired state, identify gaps, and take the needed
steps to improve.  This meeting is also where the Scrum Master challenges the team

to look deeply at itself and its process without fear.  When a Scrum Team fails to hold
and participate in this essential meeting, the team is likely to become a Scrum Team

in name only without the spirit of Scrum - and therefore lose many of the far reaching
benefits that many other Scrum Teams have experienced.

There are many retrospective techniques, most of which are fairly simple to use.  Two
good  references  are  "Agile  Retrospectives"  by  Esther  Derby  and  the  Retr-o-Mat

(Plans for    Retrospective  s)   website.   A Scrum Master should become familiar with
these helpful resources.

The basic agenda of a retrospective includes these five stages:

• Opening / Set the Stage

• Reflection / Gathering Data

• Learning / Generate Insights

• Planning / Decide What To Do

• Close the Retrospective

Ensure that the whole Scrum Team is invited, plan the details of the agenda including
if there are crucial topics to discuss, how the agenda will be facilitated, and ensure

that team members are prepared.  As well, let non-team stakeholders know that the

https://plans-for-retrospectives.com/en/
https://plans-for-retrospectives.com/en/
https://plans-for-retrospectives.com/en/
https://plans-for-retrospectives.com/en/


retrospective is private to the team and that they definitely cannot attend, and that the
results of the retrospective will only be shared outside the team if there is unanimous

consent from the team (this is to ensure safety and confidentiality).

Sometimes a Scrum Master does not facilitate a retrospective, even knowing about its

purpose and having techniques easily available.  In this case, management needs to
support the team by ensuring that the Scrum Master knows his/her duty to hold the

meeting, and in the extreme case, by replacing the Scrum Master.

NOTE: the team cannot self-organize to stop doing the retrospective!  It is a required

part of the Scrum framework and cannot be skipped or discontinued for any reason...
unless the team decides to stop using Scrum entirely!

The Scrum Master ensures that the event takes place 
and that attendants understand its purpose. The 
Scrum Master teaches all to keep it within the time-
box.

The Scrum Master encourages the Scrum Team to 
improve, within the Scrum process framework, its 
development process and practices to make it more 
effective and enjoyable for the next Sprint.



Your Scrum Master works with only one 
Scrum Team

The Scrum Team needs a great  deal  of help from their Scrum Master.  This help
includes: removal of obstacles, advancement and reminders of the Scrum principles

and practices, ongoing facilitation of effective Scrum meetings, accompaniment of the
Team Members to develop new skills, building of relationships with those outside the

team, and ongoing advancement of the use of Scrum by the team. With all of this, the
Scrum Master responsibilities are quite difficult to master.  The Scrum Master must

prioritize the most important work to be done, possibly using a list much like the
Product backlog. If the Scrum Master is working with two teams, for example, at

some point  in  time he  will  have to  decide  which team to work  with for  a  given
problem. Which team is more important? If he choses another team, won't the other

team feel left out and un-protected? One of the most important duties of a Scrum
Master is to remove obstacles as the team identifies them in a timely manner. This

responsibility is extremely difficult in some ways since many obstacles have cultural
or organizational issues at their root. For a Scrum team to be effective, it  needs a

Scrum Master who is full-time.  One way to imagine this question is by comparison
to a sports team.  If  the team is a bunch of kids doing the sport  for  recreational

reasons, then its perfectly legitimate to have the coach also working with other kids
teams.  Not much is on the line.  On the other hand, if the team is a professional,

world-class team, you would never accept a coach who also wanted to work with
another world-class team.  The time, the conflict of interest would not allow such an

arrangement.  Do you want world-class, high performance Scrum Teams?  The Scrum
Master should only work with one Scrum Team.

Make sure the Scrum Team has five or more members in total so that the work of the
Scrum Master is leveraged appropriately.  If the Scrum Team is less than five people,

then  we  strongly  recommend  considering  an  alternative  Agile  method  such  as
OpenAgile  (http://bit.ly/1krSNFw)  or  Crystal  Clear  (http://bit.ly/1a2Rkic).   Since

focus is so important, it is actually better for a Scrum Master to be “part time” but
only part of a single Scrum team.  The Scrum Master who is helping multiple teams

then chooses one and may start to do some of the other tasks of the team in addition
to Scrum Master  related activities.   By having membership on a single team, the

Scrum Master is then much more focused and the potential conflicts of interest are
eliminated.  Of course,  the other teams which are “abandoned” by this change of

focus need to have their own Scrum Masters who, presumably, will also be part time.



For example, if Mary is the Scrum Master for Team A and Team B, she may choose to
focus on Team A.  Mary also gives up being a full-time Scrum Master and participates

in executing the tasks the team does during a Sprint.  Team B then also nominates a
person from within, Tom, who becomes the Scrum Master for that team while still

maintaining some of his other Team Member duties.  Two part time Scrum Masters
each  a  member  of  only  one  team is  far  superior  to  a  single  Scrum Master  split

between two teams.

An alternative approach to accomplishing this rule is to acknowledge that a person

working with more than one team, by definition, cannot be a Scrum Master, therefore,
the teams in question do not currently have a Scrum Master.  By thinking about the

problem in this  way,  it  may free up the organization to  consider  people who are
actually members of just a single team as the person to be the Scrum Master.

Another less common approach to having a Scrum Master who only works with one
team is to have the members of the Scrum team rotate the duties of the Scrum Master.

This  approach can be particularly effective if  the  organization is  not  certain who
should be the Scrum Master.  This rotation can be temporary or permanent, but the

end result is that the critical focus of membership on a single team is maintained.



Your Scrum Master has no duties outside of 
the Scrum Master duties

The Scrum Master duties make up a full-time job on a Scrum Team.  The Scrum
Master should not be a manager, a developer or have any other partial duties outside

the role of Scrum Master.   This focus allows a Scrum Master to complete their duties
with complete focus and commitment to the success of the Scrum Team.  In many

ways, the Scrum Master is like a firefighter.  Firefighters should have no distractions
from being ready to fight fires.  If the Scrum Master has other duties outside of Scrum

Master duties, then one or more of the Scrum Master duties are compromised, the
Scrum Master job is not being done and the team suffers.  An individual who feels

unable to serve as a full-time Scrum Master should not accept this position or should
work with their management to enable it to become a full-time position.

The way to make this position full  time depends on where your Scrum Master is
starting.  If the Scrum Master is shared among multiple teams, then the first step is to

get other Team Members in all but one of the teams to become "apprentice" part time
Scrum Masters.  It is better to be a Scrum Master who is part time on a single team

than to be a Scrum Master full time but for multiple teams (due to focus).  If your
Scrum Master has part time responsibilities and is a member of a single team, then the

next step is for the Scrum Master to recognize this condition as their own obstacle and
to treat it like any other obstacle for a team.  In many organizations, the root cause of

this problem is a lack of belief that the team deserves the investment in a full time
Scrum Master.  In a typical team, this is an investment of less than 20% (1 out of 5

team members) in the future of the team.  Since there are many organizations that
understand the necessity of investment in continuous improvement and innovation,

this may be a way to obtain the buy-in of your organization (e.g. Google's 20% time).
The  investment  pays  for  itself  quickly  in  productivity  improvements,  morale

improvements and quality improvements as the Scrum Master uses the time gained to
remove other obstacles.





Your Scrum Master knows Scrum well and 
can explain it both quickly and in detail 
to others

It is crucial for the Scrum Master to be fluent in all things Scrum.  The Scrum Master

is a servant-leader of the team and needs to be able to provide that  leadership in
words as well as in deeds.  The Scrum Master also needs to be able to help those

outside the team understand which of their interactions with the team are helpful and
which aren't.  Being able to communicate Scrum with brevity and clarity is essential

for this work.  Furthermore, it is important for the management and leadership of the
organization to perceive the Scrum Master  as  possessing a level  of  expertise and

authority with Scrum and again being able to explain Scrum well in addition to be
understanding it and believing in it  is required for the Scrum Master to build and

maintain confidence in Scrum as a framework throughout the organization.  In short,
The Scrum Master is the representative or ambassador of Scrum in the organization

and an ability to communicate all aspects of the framework is an essential aspect of
representation.

There are a few good sources of information about Scrum and some very bad sources
to avoid.  The good ones include some of the basic Scrum reading materials such as

the book "Agile Project Management with Scrum" by Ken Schwaber, and the "Scrum
Guide"  document  provided  by  the  founders  of  Scrum,  Ken  Schwaber and  Jeff

Sutherland.  We also strongly recommend that your Scrum Master be encouraged to
take Certified Scrum Master or Professional Scrum Master training provided by the

Scrum Alliance or Scrum.org respectively.  Other good resources for learning Scrum
may exist, but unfortunately many are extremely poor including some of the most

popular YouTube videos and online training courses.  Your Scrum Master should also
get involved with a local Scrum or Agile user group and consider attending Scrum

conferences such as the Scrum Gatherings organized by the Scrum Alliance.

As a start to being able to explain Scrum quickly, the Scrum Master should memorize

and practice  sharing  this  "Scrum elevator  pitch":   Ken Schwaber,  the founder  of
Scrum, tells of the time he was speaking with the Chief Information Officer (CIO) of

a large Information Technology organization.  The CIO said to Ken "I run project that
take twelve to eighteen months and I don't get what I need.  It's really frustrating!".

Ken thought about that for a few moments and then said, "Well, with Scrum, I can
give you what you don't need in a month!"

http://www.scrumguides.org/
http://www.scrumguides.org/


The Scrum Master is responsible for ensuring Scrum
is understood and enacted. Scrum Masters do this by 
ensuring that the Scrum Team adheres to Scrum 
theory, practices, and rules.

The Scrum Master is a servant-leader for the Scrum 
Team. The Scrum Master helps those outside the 
Scrum Team understand which of their interactions 
with the Scrum Team are helpful and which aren’t.



Your Scrum Master has final authority within 
the team on the correct way to use the 
Scrum Process

The Scrum Master is responsible for ensuring the correct use of the Scrum process.

Because the Scrum Master is usually the most well read on Scrum, always trying to
improve the  team's  understanding  of  Scrum, facilitating  the  Scrum meetings,  and

developing new ways to develop relationships  and structures  that  allow Scrum to
thrive, he is the most able to guide the team in its use of Scrum.  This authority holds

within the Scrum Team where the Scrum Master  is  a  member and overrides  any
external  authority as  applied to that  team.  However,  this does not mean that  the

Scrum Master becomes a guru that withholds learning and understanding and guards
it as if it is a treasured jewel.  Instead, it is also the responsibility of the Scrum Master

to  enable  understanding,  learning,  and  action so that  the  team advances together.
Having this authority allows the Scrum Master to stop any argument about the Scrum

process, and ensure that the team is focused on action.  If the Scrum Master does not
have final authority on the correct way to use the Scrum process, it is very likely that

the  Scrum Team will  flounder,  argue,  and  limit  the  progress  of  the  team by not
continually improving how they use and interact with the elements of Scrum.

Granting the Scrum Master this authority is a multi-step process.  First, the Scrum
Master must demonstrate detailed knowledge of Scrum.  Although the Scrum process

is simple at a high level, there is a great deal of incorrect information about details
that can be found online and in other references.  There are two primary sources of

correct,  up-to-date information about  Scrum: the  Agile  Atlas  (http://bit.ly/19fzvyi)
and the Scrum Guide (http://bit.ly/JJDOq7).  The authority of the Scrum Master rests

on this knowledge.  The Scrum Master then needs direct and explicit approval from
their manager to help their team use Scrum "by-the-book".  The manager makes that

approval known to the Scrum Team; it should not be communicated by the Scrum
Master.   As  a  third  step,  the  same  manager  also  needs  to  create  a  performance

objective  for  the  Scrum  Master  to  create  accountability  for  the  Scrum  process.
Finally, the other members of the Scrum Team, including the Product Owner, must

have  their  respective  managers  create  official  accountability  for  following  the
directive of the Scrum Master with respect to the Scrum process.  The only limit to

this authority is in the executive-level decision to use Scrum or not to use Scrum, but
use something else (which may be Scrum-like).  Since the Scrum Master does not

control  that  decision, it  is  also important  that  the person in this role is  willing to



declare a team to be "not-Scrum".

There are three stages of development in the use of Scrum: first, adopting Scrum,

second, using Scrum, and third,  transcending Scrum.  The authority of the Scrum
Master over the Scrum process is really most important in stage one and two where

doing Scrum by-the-book is necessary.  In stage one, the Scrum Master is educating
the  team and stakeholders  about  how to  do  Scrum properly  and  overcoming any

obstacles  to doing so.  In stage two, the Scrum Master is  ensuring that  Scrum is
running smoothly and the team is developing to a high-performance state.  In stage

three, the Scrum Master's authority over the Scrum process still exists, but is relaxed
in order to allow the Scrum Team to experiment with modifications to the process.

All such experiments should be controlled with carefully measured results.  If  the
results do not measure up, then the Scrum Master's authority re-asserts itself and the

experiment is ended.  This may be a long process and going through the first two
stages can take years for some teams and organizations.  If your team has never done

Scrum by-the-book, then it is still in stage one (assuming that the executive strategy is
to use Scrum).

The Scrum Master is responsible for ensuring Scrum
is understood and enacted. Scrum Masters do this by 
ensuring that the Scrum Team adheres to Scrum 
theory, practices, and rules.



Your Scrum Master can enforce time-boxes 
within the team (e.g. meetings)

The responsibility of time-boxing (or limiting the amount of time spent) in a Scrum
meeting is given to the Scrum Master. He maintains a time-box so that the Scrum

Team will  become more  and  more  effective  in  how they  use  the  time to its  full
purpose. We, as human beings, thrive in situations where we have simple constraints

and focused goals -  time-boxing of Scrum meetings fits this perfectly. If  a Scrum
Planning meeting, for example, is not time-boxed it can become disconnected from

the goal of the Scrum Team. Time-boxing also helps Team Members to be engaged,
since they have a limited amount of time to achieve the goal of the meeting - such as

a Sprint Goal that is generated from the Sprint Planning meeting.

Time boxing requires a very high level of awareness of the passage of time as well as

the courage (a Scrum value) to be firm with other people about the limits of a time
boxed meeting.  There are a few key pointers that will help a Scrum Master do a good

job with time boxing meetings.  First, at the start of the meeting it is necessary to tell
all the participants the fact that the meeting is time boxed, that as Scrum Master it is

your job to enforce the time box, and that it does not matter if the team is "finished"
the meeting.  Of course, the Scrum Master may have to say more to the team about

the reasons for time boxing.  As the meeting progresses, it is often a good practice to
remind the team of the passage of time.  Depending on the length of the meeting, this

could be every 15 minutes or every half hour.  This creates awareness in the team and
a  sense  of  focus  and  urgency.   Finally,  the  use  of  a  bell  (preferably  one  that  is

pleasant-sounding) at the end of the time box can be a great way to interrupt the team
and announce the end of the meeting.  The Scrum Master should, as a final statement

if the team was mid-discussion, assure the team that this abrupt ending is acceptable
in Scrum and that in future meetings, the team will get better at completing their work

within the given time box.

All events are time-boxed events, such that every 
event has a maximum duration....

The Scrum Master teaches the Scrum Team to keep 
[Sprint Planning] within the time-box....



The Scrum Master teaches the Development Team to 
keep the Daily Scrum within the 15-minute time-
box....

The Scrum Master teaches all to keep [Sprint 
Review] within the time-box....

The Scrum Master teaches all to keep [the Sprint 
Retrospective] within the time-box.



Your Scrum Master is allowed to 
communicate directly with any 
stakeholder of the team

Part of the Scrum Master job is to remove obstacles that affect the Scrum Team from

all levels of the organization. To do this properly the Scrum Master must be able to
connect directly with all stakeholders of the team.  Stakeholders include managers,

leaders, sponsors, observers, clients, vendors, users, customers, and anyone else who
interacts with the team, the team members individually, or the product that the team is

creating.  Direct  communication with any stakeholder  aids  in addressing identified
obstacles with the appropriate individual or group. Without the Scrum Master being

allowed this direct communication, he or she will  have to deal  with a third party
which  may  distort  the  information  or  reduce  the  ability  of  the  Scrum Master  to

convey the importance of removing an obstacle or addressing a need. The Scrum
Master is like a catalyst that should be able to transform those individuals that are

directly interacting or connecting with the team.

In traditional organizations with lots of hierarchy and many functional silos, it can be

challenging for the Scrum Master to have access and permission to speak with any
stakeholder  of  the team.  This  may be the first  step in implementing this  rule of

Scrum.  The Scrum Master may need management support to accomplish this, but
often it is easy to just take ownership and do it.  This sometimes requires creative

thinking, but one of the best places to start is to establish a good working relationship
with an executive assistant or office manager who is already well-connected in the

organization.

Another  challenge  to  implementing  this  rule  of  Scrum can  be  simple  comfort  or

willingness on the part of the Scrum Master.  In this case, it is often suitable for the
Product Owner or other members of the Scrum Team to encourage the Scrum Master.

For  example,  many people  are  intimidated  by  the  prospect  of  speaking  to  senior
executives  in  an  organization,  yet  a  Scrum Master  must  be  able  to  do  this  with

comfort,  confidence  and  clarity.   A lack  of  comfort  can  come from a  fear  about
speaking or presentation ability.  Scrum Masters may need communication training or

assertiveness  training.   Ultimately,  practice will  be the best  remedy for  a  lack  of
comfort or willingness, and practice can best be achieved by working with a coach

who will  accompany the  Scrum Master  as  he or  she  starts  to  take these  steps  in
service of the organization.



The Scrum Master serves the organization in several 
ways, including:

Leading and coaching the organization in its Scrum 
adoption;

Planning Scrum implementations within the 
organization;

Helping employees and stakeholders understand and
enact Scrum and empirical product development;

Causing change that increases the productivity of the
Scrum Team; and,

Working with other Scrum Masters to increase the 
effectiveness of the application of Scrum in the 
organization. - The Scrum Guide



People outside the team know that it is the 
Scrum Master's job to shield the team 
from interruptions

A Scrum Master is an individual who both guides and protects the Scrum Team. One

of the ways that the Scrum Master protects the Scrum Team is by shielding it from
interruptions. The interruptions that the Scrum Master cares about stopping are those

that are from outside the team when they are in a Sprint. Most interruptions are not
related to the team's current work and need to be blocked by the Scrum Master so that

the team will be able to focus on its current goal: the Sprint and its Product Backlog
Items.  All of the stakeholders of the team need to be aware that the Scrum Master is

responsible for blocking these interruptions.  This awareness creates a freedom for the
Scrum Master to do this very difficult part of the job in a way that is transparent and

effective.  If the stakeholders are not aware of this part of the job, then they may
become upset when interruptions are blocked or find ways around the Scrum Master

to get interruptions to specific team members.  If the team is not aware that this is the
Scrum Master's job, they may feel trapped, may lose hope in the Scrum process, may

take  on  the  work  themselves  (which  will  be  too  much  for  them  since  they  are
responsible for  the execution of  the Sprint  goal),  feel  unsafe which could lead to

hiding  obstacles  (which  causes  waste  and  delays),  and  it  may  even  cause  Team
Members to accept interruptions as normal which will create an environment where

interruptions and unrelated requests become widespread. All of these negatives effects
and many more can be solved by the organization knowing that the Scrum Master's

job is to shield the team from interruptions.

The most important part of ensuring this rule is possible is to also ensure that there is

a clear, easy mechanism for stakeholders to make requests to the team but in a way
that does not break this rule.  Normally, this is done by making communication with

the Product Owner easy and regular, and making the status of the Product Backlog
constantly visible.  In some cases, there are other techniques that can work to handle

interruptions that can allow a team to make progress to fully adopting this rule.  The
two most common techniques that are partial implementations of this rule are to allow

a very limited  amount  of  time for  handling interruptions every Sprint  and to  use
prominent, brightly colored note cards and to make interruptions highly visible then

have a public whole-team discussion about trade-offs for the interruption versus the
planned work of the Sprint.  More details on these two techniques (as well as some

other  techniques  for  handling  interruptions)  can  be  found  in  the  article  “Seven



Options  for  Handling  Interruptions  in  Scrum  and  Other  Agile  Methods”
(http://bit.ly/zTlTiR).   If  the  Scrum  Master  feels  confident  in  the  need  to  block

interruptions,  the  best  technique  is  often  to  have  very  direct  face-to-face
conversations with the people trying to interrupt the team about the consequences of

interruptions.

For the Product Owner to succeed, the entire 
organization must respect his or her decisions. The 
Product Owner’s decisions are visible in the content 
and ordering of the Product Backlog. No one is 
allowed to tell the Development Team to work from a 
different set of requirements, and the Development 
Team isn’t allowed to act on what anyone else says....

The Product Backlog is an ordered list of everything 
that might be needed in the product and is the single 
source of requirements for any changes to be made 
to the product.



Your Scrum Master is empowered to 
immediately remove in-team obstacles

One of  the primary ways  that  the  Scrum Master  serves  the  team is  by removing
impediments to the progress of the team.  If the team does not have what it needs to

progress in its work, whether it be technology, tools, the right space, etc., the Scrum
Master must have the authority to immediately fill  those gaps for  the team.  The

Scrum Master should not need permission from management in order to get the team
what it needs.  Many of these impediments are internal to the team.  For example, if

there are  interpersonal  issues  between team members,  the Scrum Master  must  be
empowered to intervene and help individuals overcome their differences without the

involvement or permission from their direct line managers.  Any process or procedure
that  the  Scrum  Master  is  forced  to  follow  as  they  remove  internal  impediments

prolongs  the  impediment  for  the  team  as  well  as  the  consequential  waste  and
unrealized delivery of value.  Some obstacles come from problems outside the team.

These may take longer to deal with and involve other stakeholders.  In-team obstacles
need to be resolved immediately.

The best way to empower a Scrum Master is through a formal statement from a high
level executive giving the Scrum Master the authority to remove in-team obstacles.

This might be a written letter with the executive's signature, and it should state that
the Scrum Master does not need to ask permission to make appropriate changes, and

that  any  dispute  with  the  actions  of  a  Scrum  Master  should  be  brought  to  the
executive (or some Agile steering committee).   The lower in the organization this

support comes from, the less effective it is.  The immediate functional manager of a
Scrum Master will have very little sway on other stakeholders who might be affected

by the actions of the Scrum Master.  Even so, this support is better than none.  As
well, the person chosen to be a Scrum Master should have strong problem-solving

skills and the ability to be both assertive and persuasive.  This is a form of inherent
empowerment for your Scrum Master.  In many ways, this responsibility of a Scrum

Master is similar to the responsibility of a project manager to resolve project issues
for the project team.

The Scrum Master serves the Development Team in 
several ways, including:.... Removing impediments to
the Development Team’s progress





Your Scrum Master works on a long-term 
roadmap to remove organizational 
obstacles

One of the most valuable and important responsibilities of the Scrum Master is to

remove obstacles that impede the Scrum Team's work. This is necessary so that the
team can become more productive.  This, in turn, means the team provides greater

value to the company. If the Scrum Master does not work diligently on removing
these  organizational  obstacles,  the  team  will  get  bogged  down  and  become

demotivated.   This  is  the  core  of  empowerment  and  engagement.   A team with
lingering organizational obstacles will cease to make progress, and their morale will

drop.  Team members will become apathetic to the work and to Scrum itself. The
benefit of removing these large obstacles is that it speeds up the cycle time of the

work by the team. This is essential so the Team Members can focus their energies on
delivering working software.

If you are managing Scrum Masters, it is important to provide them with three things
to ensure they will  work a long-term roadmap of obstacle removal.   First,  Scrum

Masters need education on their role and it's central importance.  Consider the books
"Agile Project Management with Scrum" (Schwaber) and "More Fearless Change"

(Rising  and  Manns).   Also  consider  Certified  Scrum Master  training  through the
Scrum  Alliance  (www.scrumalliance.org).   Second,  both  the  leaders  of  an

organization and the direct managers of the Scrum Master must give clear, explicit
and ongoing permission to the Scrum Master to work on resolving these long-term

organizational impediments.  Finally, leaders and managers must provide a clear and
effective escalation path for Scrum Masters that actually results in action more often

than not.  Organizational change is hard work, and the Scrum Master cannot "do it
all".   Nevertheless,  the Scrum Master is  the focal  point of tracking organizational

change efforts to support their own Scrum Team.

The Scrum Master serves the organization in several 
ways, including:

- Leading and coaching the organization in its 
Scrum adoption;



- Planning Scrum implementations within the 
organization;

- Helping employees and stakeholders understand 
and enact Scrum and empirical product 
development;

- Causing change that increases the productivity of 
the Scrum Team; and,

- Working with other Scrum Masters to increase the 
effectiveness of the application of Scrum in the 
organization.



Your Scrum Master has the bandwidth and 
capacity to respond within minutes to 
the team's questions

The Scrum Master is a full Team Member of the Scrum Team and is required to be

focused on helping the team achieve its goals. However, he does not typically do the
work of the Sprint Backlog. Instead he focuses his energies on removing obstacles

and helping use Scrum as best as possible. One way to achieve these goals is to be
able to respond to questions by the team within minutes. If the Scrum Master is able

to do, the team will move faster, solve problems easier, and cut through obstacles
much sooner. If the Scrum Master is not able to do this, the team will become stalled,

frustrated and likely lose trust in the Scrum Master and the Scrum process.

Being responsive to the team rests on a concept that is extremely challenging for most

organizations:  slack.   Slack  is  free  time where  a person is  deliberately  not  doing
anything.  It's not just a rest - it's time allocated to be ready for other work, mentally,

emotionally and physically.  The easiest way to understand this concept is with the
example of a fire-fighter.  We do not want a fire-fighter to be constantly busy.  In fact,

we pay fire-fighters to be available for when there is an emergency!  The analogy is
not perfect, but it is a good starting place for understanding slack and the role of the

Scrum Master.  The Scrum Master must be ready to help their team, particularly with
obstacles and impediments, but also to block interruptions.

A closely-related concept is "work-in-process" (WIP).  If a person has too much WIP,
everything takes an extremely long time to complete.   A Scrum Master should be

focused on a few key activities and initiatives.  In order to limit WIP and have the
possibility of slack, a Scrum Master should consider the following priorities:

• Direct  Scrum  process  responsibilities  take  top  priority  such  as  ensuring
Scrum events are held.

• Dealing with one or two impediments that are limited in size the the team
and the current Sprint (tactical impediments).

• Dealing with one or  two organizational  impediments  or  changes  that  are
larger than a single Sprint's work.

• Daily time allocated just for observation and readiness for the team.





Your Scrum Master avoids doing hands-on 
technical work with the team

The Scrum Master is focused on two main goals: to remove obstacles of all sizes and
to help the team become better at using Scrum. Both of these jobs require much work

and plenty of skill. To do this well the Scrum Master will need to refrain from doing
hands-on  technical  work.  If  the  Scrum  Master  does  this  then  the  team  will  be

protected from interruptions, move faster, and feel supported. If the Scrum Master
doesn't do this then the team will be interrupted often, become slow, and feel unsafe

and in harms way. A Scrum Master doing hands-on technical work is wasteful and
distracting.  Although the Scrum Master may appear to be idle at times, this is an

investment in readiness: readiness to help, readiness to shield, readiness to learn.  We
don't want our firefighters to be constantly busy fighting fires - and we don't want our

Scrum Masters to be constantly busy solving critical problems.  Time to think allows
for strategic problem-solving that is difficult if a Scrum Master is also expected to

contribute to the technial work of the Scrum Team.

As this is not a core rule of Scrum, it is important to understand the context in which

it is best applied: mid-size to larger Scrum Team (6 people up to 12 people).  If the
team  is  small,  then  the  overhead  of  having  a  Scrum  Master  not contributing

technically can be infeasible.  In this situation, some organizations choose an even
worse  option  to  have  a  Scrum Master  work  with  multiple  small  teams  –  this  is

strongly discouraged.  Rather, a Scrum Master for a small team should still be a full-
time member of just that one team, and contribute to the hands-on work in a way that

is non-disruptive to their work as a Scrum Master.  The Scrum Master work should
always take precedence, even (or particularly) in situations of technical urgency.

The Scrum Master who  is doing technical  work may be motivated to do so for a
number  of  reasons  including  a  desire  to  help  the  team,  management  request,  or

personal interest.  Although there might be some differences depending on the reason
for doing the work, in general, the way to improve the application this rule of Scrum

is  to  provide  motivation  to  the  Scrum Master  to  change their  behaviour.   In  the
simplest terms, if the team can identify non-technical areas where they need help, this

can  often  provide  enough motivation to  the  Scrum Master.   Some common non-
technical areas where teams need help include: 

• effective retrospectives



• physical collaboration environment

• breaking dependencies to work done outside the team

• distractions from the focus of the Sprint

• overcoming bureaucratic waste

• constantly shifting priorities

• people "on the team" who are also working on non-team activities during

Sprints

• limited access to technical and financial resources

• slow decision-making

• fear of making mistakes (usually a leadership issue)

• HR policies and practices that are incompatible with Agility and Scrum

• ... and many more!

Just seeing this long list of problems that a Scrum Master needs to deal with is often
enough to motivate a Scrum Master to reduce or eliminate their motivation to do

technical work – after all, the Development Team is responsible and capable for that
work!



Your Scrum Master never tells the team how 
to solve a technical problem

Solving technical problems is the job of the product developers on the Scrum Team,
not the Scrum Master.  The Scrum Master is responsible for the Scrum process and

has authority over the team only in this limited realm.  By overstepping the bounds of
authority in this way, the Scrum Master becomes an obstacle for the team by reducing

its ability to self-organize.  A Scrum Master who is part of a team that has reached a
high-performance state may be able to safely make technical suggestions, but should

always be careful not to push the team to accept those suggestions.

This is mostly a problem for Scrum Masters who have strong technical backgrounds

related to  the product  that  the  Scrum Team is  developing.   For  these people,  the
challenge is mostly around ego.  The technical background a person has often leads

them to believe they can solve technical problems better than any number of other
talented  technical  contributors.   Overcoming  ego  is  an  age-old  philosophical

challenge - but there are a few environmental conditions that can help a Scrum Master
who is willing to give up technical contributions:

• The organization officially relieves the Scrum Master of responsibility for
results!   This  will  help  ensure  that  the  Scrum  Master  is  not  controlling

technical decisions out of fear for their own performance evaluation.

• Likewise, relieving the Scrum Master of technical authority can help.  In this

case, it is critical that that authority be explicitly replaced with Scrum Master
authority in order to ensure that the change is not seen as a demotion.

• Provide a leadership coach for the Scrum Master.  The Scrum Master is a
servant  leader,  not  a  micro-manager.   Many  people  are  given  leadership

positions without the support do do well in those positions.  A coach can
make a huge difference with both skill development and encouragement to

let go of old behaviours.

The Development Team consists of professionals who
do the work of delivering a potentially releasable 
Increment of “Done” product at the end of each 
Sprint. Only members of the Development Team 



create the Increment....

No one (not even the Scrum Master) tells the 
Development Team how to turn Product Backlog into
Increments of potentially releasable functionality



Your Scrum Master helps the team expand 
the definition of "done"

Delivery each Sprint of potentially "shippable" product increments is at the heart of a
true Scrum implementation.  In order to help the team properly implement Scrum and

derive  the  intended  benefits  of  empirical  process  control  and  collaboration  with
stakeholders, the Scrum Master needs to help the team expand its definition of "done"

at  least  until  it  is  able to  deliver  a  potentially complete "shippable"  increment  of
product every Sprint.  The Scrum Master should help the team to revise its definition

of "done" every Sprint with the necessary adjustments being made as the result of the
Sprint Retrospective.  As Scrum teams mature, it is expected that their definitions of

"done" will expand to include more stringent criteria for higher quality.  The Scrum
Master should always be looking ahead to new ways that the team can expand its

definition of "done" in order to deliver higher quality product to the stakeholders and
exceed their expectations.  The ultimate goal of expanding the definition of "done" is

so that the Product Owner can make a business decision every Sprint about shipping
(or not) without any need to consider delays due to outstanding technical issues or

bureaucratic red tape.

When  starting  out,  a  minimal  definition  of  "done"  should  include  the  following

activities  and  standards:  coding  and  unit  testing,  manual  acceptance  testing,
confirmation by the Product Owner, and anything else that your organization would

normally  do  in  order  to  prepare  to  promote  the  code  from  the  development
environment  into  the  test  environment  (e.g.  developer  documentation,  developer

release notes).  The Scrum Master uses four basic approaches to help a team expend
its definition of "done" further.  First, to build the skill set of the team.  For example,

if  the current  members  of  the team do not  have the skill  to  do database schema
modifications, then training or adding staff to the team with these skills will help the

team expand its definition of "done".  Second, to increase the authority of the team.
For example, if the current team is not allowed to promote work into the production

environment  and  has  to  pass  the  work  off  to  IT  or  DevOps,  then  build  the
relationships,  change  the  policies,  etc.  to  enable  the  team do  do  that  promotion.

Third, to automate more work.  For example, manual testing should be replaced by
automated testing to enable the team to have more time for other aspects of quality.

And fourth, to remove wasteful activities from the organization so that the team is not
spending time on them.  For example, to focus on user experience and reduce the time

wasted on building comprehensive user documentation.  Other aspects of done-ness



should include quality, organizational policies and standards as well as compliance
and legal requirements.

The Scrum Master serves the Development Team in 
several ways, including:

- Coaching the Development Team in self-
organization and cross-functionality;

- Helping the Development Team to create high-
value products;

- Removing impediments to the Development Team’s 
progress;



Your Scrum Master creates and maintains 
the team's Sprint burndown chart

The Sprint burndown chart tracks the amount of work remaining in the Sprint day-by-
day. The burndown chart is updated daily and is visible to the team and stakeholders.

This activity is part of the Scrum Master's duty to facilitate the Scrum Process. This
activity is part of the Scrum Master's job to satisfy stakeholders as the chart allows

the team to easily see how it is trending on committed deliverables. This information
allows the team and the Product Owner to discuss any necessary adjustments to the

team's commitments for the current Sprint in a timely fashion.  What happens if the
Scrum Master fails to create and/or maintain the team's Sprint burndown chart? Most

likely we will be unable to see if the team is on track, late or early in its current
Sprint. To find out this information we would have to wait until the Sprint is done

which is much too late. Also, without daily updates on the trend of the team it is more
likely that Scrum Team Members may slip back into an individualistic approach to

work instead a team based approach.

Creating and maintaining a Sprint burndown chart is ideally done on a whiteboard in

the team's room.  The Scrum Master tracks the number of tasks remaining in the
Sprint Backlog over time.  The chart therefore has an x-axis that is "time", usually

measured in Days, and a y-axis that is "number of tasks remaining".  Every Day,
usually immediately following the Daily Scrum, the Scrum Master updates this chart

to show the count of all the Tasks in the Sprint Backlog.  This measure of number of
Tasks remaining assumes that generally speaking tasks have been broken down so

that they usually take one person one day or less to complete.  Of course, if the Scrum
Team is adding tasks to the Sprint Backlog faster than the team is completing them,

then the burndown chart may become a "burnup" chart!  This is quite common for the
first day or two of most Sprints.  The Team should be paying attention to the Sprint

burndown chart and working hard (and using their creativity) to make sure that the
chart goes down to zero tasks remaining by the end of the Sprint.  It is common in the

first few Sprints for the team to have tasks left over at the end of the Sprint.  By
looking  at  the  historical  records  of  the  Sprint  burndown  charts  during  the

Retrospective, most teams come up with ways to use that data to get better at Sprint
Planning.  The whiteboard approach is recommended due to the visibility for both the

team and other stakeholders.  This principle of transparency is critical to the effective
use  of  this  chart.   The  Sprint  burndown  chart  is  often  just  referred  to  as  the

"burndown".  If the space is not available on a whiteboard or if the team is not co-



located in a room, then use an electronic tool such as a chart in a spreadsheet.

At any point in time in a Sprint, the total work 
remaining in the Sprint Backlog can be summed. 
The Development Team tracks this total work 
remaining at least for every Daily Scrum to project 
the likelihood of achieving the Sprint Goal. By 
tracking the remaining work throughout the Sprint, 
the Development Team can manage its progress.







The Product Owner Role
Product development requires problem-solving, innovation and creativity.  But more

than that, it requires problems, opportunities and a vision of the future.  The Product
Owner recognizes, gathers, organizes and presents these to the Scrum Team.  The

Product Owner exercises deep business intuition and insight.

A Product Owner that fails at their job doesn’t just create a poor product, they also put

people out of work.  The revenue that the product generates is the only sustainable
source of funding for the work of the Scrum Team.  Of course, a Scrum Team can get

started with some initial seed funding or an investment of time.  But ultimately Team
Members gotta eat and a business selling a product has to make money.

The pressure on the Product Owner is immense.  The Product Owner role in Scrum is
the hardest to do well.  It requires excellence at both a tactical and a strategic level.

The role requires an incredible field of knowledge and experience.  The role requires
dealing with a huge array of people who want their problems solved now, not next

Sprint.  And the skills for doing all this are hard to transfer over to other people to
relieve the pressure.

Fortunately, the Scrum Guide allows the Product Owner to rely heavily on the rest of
the Scrum Team – even allowing other people to perform many of the aspects of the

Product Owner role.  But accountability for business results rests heavily and solely
on the shoulders of person in the Product Owner role.

NOTE: If you are interested in learning more about the role of the Product Owner,

consider taking a Certified Scrum Product Owner(R) course from the Scrum Alliance
or a Professional Scrum Product Owner course from Scrum.org.  These courses are

offered around the world by trainers who have real-world hands-on experience with
Scrum and this role.





Your Product Owner is truthful about the 
condition of the product (its value scope 
and costs)

The Product Owner has the most recent and important information about the value

and cost of the product being delivered. This information can greatly serve the team
by allowing them to understand the product's current state and how this affect where

they will be going in terms of the vision of the product. If the Product Owner is able
to carry this out then the team will have relevant information that will aid them in

their decisions and execution of the product. If this is not carried out then the team
will be in the dark - they will make poor decisions and struggle with the feedback

given by the  stakeholders  since they  have no transparency into the  reality  of  the
product.

A Product Owner that is not being truthful about the condition of the product could be
doing so out of fear, or out of ignorance.  Finding out which, and then solving this

problem is difficult,  but there are some techniques.   First of all,  the Scrum Team
should  be  doing  a  good  job  of  making  their  current  definition  of  'done'

(http://www.agileadvice.com/tag/definition-of-done/)  transparent.   Secondly,  the
Sprint  Review  (http://www.agileadvice.com/tag/sprint-review/)  should  be  a

replacement for  hands-on user  acceptance testing with the whole team present.  If
these practices do not allow the Product Owner to be truthful, then the team will need

to  dig  deeper.   A  third  important  technique  is  the  Sprint  Retrospective
(http://www.agileadvice.com/tag/retrospective/).   In  this  case,  various  retrospective

techniques should be attempted that will allow the Product Owner as a participant to
overcome  their  fear  or  ignorance.   Usually,  this  requires  creating  safety  in  the

retrospective environment.   Safety  can  be  created  by  the  Scrum Master  carefully
establishing  the  environment  including:  ensuring  that  the  participants  in  the

retrospective have  no  reporting  relationships  among  each  other,  using  the
Retrospective Prime  Directive  (

http://www.retrospectives.com/pages/retroPrimeDirective.html)  at  the  start  of  the
meeting,  practicing  the  Facilitator's  Stance,  closing  the  retrospective meeting  to

outsiders  to  ensure  it  is  private,  and  giving  the  team  permission  to  keep  their
retrospective discussion and notes completely confidential.  This safe environment

will usually allow people to open up about their fears or the things they are ignorant
about.  It may take a few tries before a Product Owner feels comfortable admitting

either.  Very rarely, a Product Owner is not being truthful for political reasons.  In this



case, it is very difficult to solve in any other way than by having the Scrum Master be
transparent about the consequences of the situation to more senior stakeholders.

Scrum relies on transparency. Decisions to optimize 
value and control risk are made based on the 
perceived state of the artifacts. To the extent that 
transparency is complete, these decisions have a 
sound basis. To the extent that the artifacts are 
incompletely transparent, these decisions can be 
flawed, value may diminish and risk may increase.

The Scrum Master must work with the Product 
Owner, Development Team, and other involved 
parties to understand if the artifacts are completely 
transparent. There are practices for coping with 
incomplete transparency; the Scrum Master must 
help everyone apply the most appropriate practices in
the absence of complete transparency. A Scrum 
Master can detect incomplete transparency by 
inspecting the artifacts, sensing patterns, listening 
closely to what is being said, and detecting 
differences between expected and real results.

The Scrum Master’s job is to work with the Scrum 
Team and the organization to increase the 
transparency of the artifacts. This work usually 
involves learning, convincing, and change. 
Transparency doesn’t occur overnight, but is a path.



Your Product Owner uses the Sprint Review 
to help the team continuously improve 
the product

The Sprint Review is a key meeting for the team to improve the product. There are

three main purposes  of  the Sprint  Review: inspect  how the last  Sprint  went  with
regards  to  the  product;  identify and  order  the  major  items that  are  complete  and

potential  changes;  and,  integrate  those  changes  into  the  Product  Backlog.  This
meeting aids the team in inspecting and adapting the entire product increment and

how the team is progressing towards any deadlines. The Sprint Review is a check
point that helps the team to know the product's current state, compare to its desired

state,  identify  gaps,  and  take  the  needed steps  to  improve.  When a  Scrum Team
refrains from having and participating in this essential meeting, the is team is likely to

become a Scrum Team in name only without any of the far reaching benefits that
many other Scrum Teams have experienced. This meeting is also where the Product

Owner challenges the team to look at the product clearly.  A demonstration of the
Product Backlog Items completed in the Sprint is often a part of this meeting.

There  are  several  important  factors  to  remember  when  holding  a  Sprint  Review
meeting including: the audience, the demonstration, and managing feedback.  The

audience should be as broad as possible while focusing on customers and users first,
business stakeholders secondarily, and other stakeholders as space permits.  In order

to do an effective Sprint Review, the whole Scrum Team also must be in attendance in
order  to  have first-hand knowledge of the feedback their  work is receiving.  The

demonstration itself  should be as  hands-on as  possible.   The Product Owner may
prepare scripts for participants to follow and may also allow participants to try the

product increment.  Workstations for this hands-on demonstration must be set up prior
to the Sprint Review meeting.  To gather feedback, the Scrum Team members should

be  distributed  so  that  each  one  observes  a  different  workstation  and  records  any
feedback.  Then, all the Scrum Team members gather for the final few minutes of the

Sprint  Review to collate  the feedback and allow the Product Owner to process it
enough to do a quick update to the Product Backlog.  If the Product Backlog never

changes as a result of the Sprint Review or if the product itself never needs adjusting
as a result of the Sprint Review, then it is likely that the Product Owner is not gaining

the benefits of continuous improvement on the product.



Attendees [at the Sprint Review] include the Scrum 
Team and key stakeholders invited by the Product 
Owner;

The Product Owner explains what Product Backlog 
items have been “Done” and what has not been 
“Done”;

The Development Team discusses what went well 
during the Sprint, what problems it ran into, and 
how those problems were solved;

The Development Team demonstrates the work that it
has “Done” and answers questions about the 
Increment;

The Product Owner discusses the Product Backlog 
as it stands. He or she projects likely completion 
dates based on progress to date (if needed);

The entire group collaborates on what to do next, so 
that the Sprint Review provides valuable input to 
subsequent Sprint Planning;

Review of how the marketplace or potential use of 
the product might have changed what is the most 
valuable thing to do next; and,

Review of the timeline, budget, potential capabilities, 
and marketplace for the next anticipated release of 
the product.



Your Product Owner has no duties outside 
the Product Owner duties

The Product Owner duties make up a full-time job on a Scrum Team.  The Product
Owner should not be a manager, a developer or have any other partial duties outside

the role of Product Owner.   This focus allows a Product Owner to complete their
duties with complete focus and commitment to the success of the Product.  Of course,

in the creation of a Product and its vision, there are many things that need to be done
with customers, users and other stakeholders, not just working with the Scrum Team

directly.  If the Product Owner has other duties outside of Product Owner duties, then
one or more of the Product Owner duties are compromised, the Product Owner job is

not being done and the team suffers.  An individual who feels unable to serve as a
full-time Product Owner should not accept this position or should work with their

management to enable it to become a full-time position.

The way to make this position full time depends on where your Product Owner is

starting.  If the Product Owner is shared among multiple teams, then the first step is to
get other Team Members in all but one of the teams to become "apprentice" part time

Product Owners.  It is better to be a Product Owner who is part time on a single team
than to be a Product Owner full time but for multiple teams (due to focus).  If your

Product Owner has part time responsibilities and is a member of a single team, then
the  next  step  is  for  the  Product  Owner  to  recognize  this  condition  as  their  own

obstacle and to treat it like any other obstacle for a team.

In many organizations, the root cause of this problem is a lack of belief that the team

deserves the investment in a full time Product Owner.  In a typical team, this is an
investment of less than 20% (1 out of 5 team members) in the future of the product.

Since there are many organizations that  understand the necessity of investment in
product development and innovation, this may be a way to obtain the buy-in of your

organization.   The  investment  pays  for  itself  quickly  in  business  results,  morale
improvements and quality improvements as the Product Owner uses the time gained

to remove other solve business problems, innovate and try creative experiments with
the product.

Another common cause for a lack of a full-time Product Owner is the difficulty in
giving the necessary authority to someone so “low” in the organizational structure.

The Product Owner has the final authority on the contents of the Product Backlog and
therefore on the work of the Scrum Team.  This authority often resides at the Vice



President level or higher in an organization.  Officially delegating this authority down
the a delivery team member requires changes in understanding about authority and

accountability and power in the organization.  It also requires that senior leaders “give
up” authority that they wield comfortably and unconsciously.  Leadership coaching

may be necessary at the senior level just to create the cultural space for true Product
Ownership.

The Product Owner is one person, not a committee. 
The Product Owner may represent the desires of a 
committee in the Product Backlog, but those wanting
to change a Product Backlog item’s priority must 
address the Product Owner.

For the Product Owner to succeed, the entire 
organization must respect his or her decisions.



Your Product Owner is knowledgable about 
the product and the business

The Product Owner's job is to be the customer or the customer proxy. He needs to
know the most current information about the product and the business that the team is

working  in.  If  this  is  the  case,  then  the  Product  Owner  is  able  to  make relevant
choices about the product and will be able to answer the questions of the team. A

knowledgable Product Owner will  be able to create and refine a Product Backlog
effectively.   If  the Product Owner is  not  knowledgable about the product and the

business, then he will have to find someone else for the answers (which will cause
waste),  make  up  the  answers  (which  will  likely  guide  the  team  in  the  wrong

direction), or fail to give the team what they need.

Gaining knowledge about the product and the business is the sole responsibility of the

Product Owner.  This knowledge comes from many sources, depending on the nature
of the work of the Scrum Team.  Every Product Owner should consider the following

list of sources for information and decide if each source is important for the work:

• Customers.  The Product Owner needs to establish a direct relationship with

at least one potential customer of the product being built by the Scrum Team.
To be  clear:  a  \"customer\"  is  a  person  who decides  to  spend money to

purchase the product, who has choice about competing products, and who is
outside of the financial control of the company building the product.  The

customer is not the same as someone who funds the product development
work.

• Users.  The Product Owner also needs to establish a direct relationship with
at  least  one potential  user  of  the product.   The users  of  a  product  aren't

necessarily purchasers.  Users give feedback about fitness for purpose.

• Sponsors/Investors.   The  Product  Owner  may  actually  be  the

sponsor/investor,  but  if  not,  is  often  a  direct  representative  of  the
sponsors/investors chosen by them specifically for the product development

effort.  The Product Owner must work to represent the business return-on-
investment  expectations of  the  sponsors/investors.   Business  strategy  and

product vision will be informed by these people.

• Marketing and Sales.  In many cases, the Product Owner must be actively

collaborating with the marketing and sales people in the organization to get



the latest information about the positioning and success of the product.  The
market research and sales process results provide essential information to the

Product Owner.

• Other Stakeholders.   Managers,  customer service,  team members,  finance

and many others may have innovative ideas or critical feedback about the
product.  The Product Owner needs to consider all  these other groups as

well.

In general, the Product Owner should be making an active effort to solicit ideas and

feedback from all of these audiences.  At a minimum, that would mean including
appropriate people from each group in the team's Sprint Review meetings.

The Product Owner discusses the objective that the 
Sprint should achieve and the Product Backlog items
that, if completed in the Sprint, would achieve the 
Sprint Goal. The entire Scrum Team collaborates on 
understanding the work of the Sprint....

The Product Owner can help to clarify the selected 
Product Backlog items and make trade-offs. If the 
Development Team determines it has too much or too
little work, it may renegotiate the selected Product 
Backlog items with the Product Owner. - The Scrum 
Guide



Your Product Owner has final authority on 
ordering Product Backlog Items

The Product Owner is the customer or its proxy. Since this is the case the Product
Owner should have final authority on the order of the Product Backlog Items. At any

time the Product Owner can move any Product Backlog Item above or below any
other Product Backlog Item. If the Product Owner has this authority, he is able to

respond to the changing needs of the customer and the marketplace.  If  not,  he is
blocked from being effective and may need approval on all Product Backlog Item

decisions which causes waste in time, by the Product Owner, and waste in effort, by
the Scrum Team.

Granting the Product Owner this authority is a multi-step process.

First, the Product Owner must have strong knowledge of the product and the market.

There  is  one  primary  source  of  correct,  up-to-date  information  about  the  Product
Owner  role:  the    Scrum Guide  .   The authority  of  the Product  Owner rests  on the

Scrum framework and their knowledge of the product/business.

The Product Owner then needs direct and explicit approval from their manager, who

must  be  a  business  person,  not  a  technology  or  process  person,  to  assert  their
authority over the Product Backlog.  The manager makes that approval known to the

Scrum Team and all the product stakeholders; it should not be communicated by the
Product Owner or the Scrum Master (although it should be supported by the Scrum

Master).

As a third step, the same manager also needs to create a performance objective for the

Product Owner to create accountability for the success of the product.  This should be
a business metric related to financial performance.

Finally, the other members of the Scrum Team, including the Scrum Master, and the
immediate  product  stakeholders,  must  have  their  respective  managers  or  leaders

create official accountability for following the directive of the Product Owner with
respect to the ordering of the Product Backlog Items.

The  only  limit  to  this  authority  is  in  the  executive-level  decision  to  pursue  the
development of the product or not.  Of course, the consequence of not continuing to

develop the product is to declare a whole team to be off the job – possibly laid off.

In many organizations, the people who are designated as Product Owners on Scrum

http://www.scrumguides.org/
http://www.scrumguides.org/


Teams often come from a business analysis (BA) background.  This usually satisfies
the first step in the process of obtaining the necessary authority, but the subsequent

steps are difficult for people from this background because they are reporting into the
technical side of an organization rather than the business (e.g. marketing, sales, or

product management).   It  is  better to start  in the Product Owner role from a less
knowledgeable position, but reporting into the business rather than technology (e.g.

finance, or customer service are better starting places than technology). The path to
full authority is much easier.

The Product Owner is the sole person responsible for
managing the Product Backlog.



Your Product Owner can veto the inclusion 
of an idea on the Product Backlog

The Product Owner is responsible for ensuring that the Product Backlog Items reflect
and contribute to the vision of the product being built by the Scrum Team.  Therefore,

the  Product  Owner  needs  the  authority  to  reject  any  suggestions  for  features,
functionality or fit and finish that do not move the product towards that vision.  This

authority must be based on both the depth of knowledge of the Product Owner as well
as formal responsibility granted by the organization.  A Product Owner that does not

have this authority to veto may nevertheless be able to accomplish the same thing by
putting  any  unwelcome  ideas  at  the  very  end  of  the  Product  Backlog  based  on

authority to order the Product Backlog.  The lack of this authority to veto can lead to a
product with no integrity of vision, an erosion of the Product Owner's authority to

order  the Product  Backlog,  and ultimately an erosion of  the critical  separation of
powers between the Product Owner and the rest  of the Scrum Team (the Product

Owner with authority over "what to build" and the rest of the team with authority over
"how to build it").

The  easiest  way to  do  this  is  to  provide  a  distinction  between  proposed  Product
Backlog Items and accepted Product  Backlog Items.   Anyone who wishes to  add

something the the Product Backlog proposes items to the Product Owner.  However,
until the Product Owner accepts an item, it isn’t actually part of the Product Backlog.

This system should also be transparent to stakeholders: the proposed items are stored
so anyone can see what is  in that  state.   Likewise,  the accepted Product Backlog

should be transparent.

A slightly more politic approach is to have a policy that all Product Backlog items

start at the absolute bottom of the Product Backlog.  Anyone can add an item to the
bottom at any time.  It does not need to be accepted to be added.  Only the Product

Owner can order the backlog items so it is simple to then just ignore items as an
effective veto.  The only down-side to this approach is that it can lead to a large, hard-

to-manage number of items.  Since most estimation techniques that are used as part of
an ordering or planning activity ask for all the backlog items to be handled, it can

become either awkward to leave some out or wasteful of time to include all of them.
If the list grows to large, it may force the use of an electronic tool for tracking items.

Alternatively,  the  Product  Owner  can  set  the  expectation  that  all  backlog  items
proposed need to be justified relative to the product vision and have at least a basic



ROI estimation made.  In this way, stakeholders suggesting items must put in a bit of
work to help the Product Owner.  A downside for this policy is that stakeholders may

dramatically over- or under-estimate the ROI since they are not usually experts in the
overall  product and its  marketplace.   This poor analysis then may lead to missed

opportunities with backlog items being rejected before the Product Owner ever sees
them.

For the Product Owner to succeed, the entire 
organization must respect his or her decisions. The 
Product Owner’s decisions are visible in the content 
and ordering of the Product Backlog. No one is 
allowed to tell the Development Team to work from a 
different set of requirements, and the Development 
Team isn’t allowed to act on what anyone else says.



Your Product Owner refines the Product 
Backlog so it is ready for each Sprint 
Planning Meeting

The Product Owner is responsible for maintaining the Product Backlog. This includes

its  ordering  in  terms  of  value  and  effort,  its  clarity,  and  identification  of  what
acceptance criteria apply to each Product Backlog Item. It is also very important for

the Product Backlog to be ready for each Sprint Planning Meeting so that the team
can select the Items for the current Sprint and break those down into tasks. If this is

done, the team is able to create an effective Sprint Backlog where it can volunteer for
tasks and achieve quick wins each day. If not, the team will likely take on the work of

refining the Product Backlog during the Sprint Planning Meeting which is wasteful
and not focused. Having a ready Product Backlog helps the team focus during its

meetings and ask relevant questions to the Product Owner.

The refinement activity is unlike other activities in Scrum in that it is not time-boxed

as  a  meeting.   Instead  the  Scrum  Guide gives  us  fairly  specific  guidance  that
refinement “is an ongoing process” and that the “Scrum Team decides how and when

refinement is done.”  The actual work of refinement involves the Development Team
working with the Product Owner to:

1. Add detail to Product Backlog items.

Detail comes out mostly through splitting items that are too big to fit easily

into a single Sprint. Splitting adds detail because the “new”, smaller items
that  make up the larger  item each  have  unique  information.   Here  is  an

example that illustrates how splitting adds detail:

1. Original Large Item: “As a Job Seeker I can upload my resume.”

Split into:

2. “As a Job Seeker I can upload my MS Word resume.”

3. “As a Job Seeker I can upload my PDF resume.”

4. “As a Job Seeker I can upload my OpenDocument resume.”

In this simple example, the original backlog item did not include information
about the types of files that the job seeker can upload, but upon splitting, the

Product Owner was required to provide additional detail (three file types) to



make each smaller item unique from the others.

Another  source  of  detail  is  constraints,  conditions  of  satisfaction  or

acceptance criteria that are discovered through market or technical research.
Continuing  the  previous example,  the  Development  team suggests  to  the

Product Owner that there be a limit on the file size of the uploads of 50MB
and that the Job Seeker gets an error if the automated text analysis discovers

any abusive language (e.g. swear words).

Although adding detail is part of Backlog refinement, it is still important that

Product Backlog items not become precise specifications and that that level
of detail only comes out when the team starts work on the items to create

tests and functionality during the Sprint.

2. Add estimates to Product Backlog items.

There are two types of estimates that go on Product Backlog items: estimates
of  effort  and  estimates  of  business  value.   The  Development  Team  is

responsible  for  estimating  effort.   The  Product  Owner  is  responsible  for
estimating business value, and can include other stakeholders in that process.

The estimation techniques used should have the following characteristics:

1. Collaborative  and  consensus-based  whenever  possible  so  that  it  is

difficult or impossible to blame an individual for a bad estimate.  Scrum
rests on empiricism which means that we care about reality and accept

that the only way we know the future is by getting there and seeing what
it’s like.

2. Extremely fast so that we don’t waste time on trying to achieve perfect
estimates.   The Pareto principle (the 80/20) rule applies:  80% of the

effectiveness comes from 20% of the effort of estimation... so just leave
off the other 80% of the effort.

3. Use  a  relative  or  comparative  scale  rather  than  “real”  units  so  that
everyone  knows that  they  are  just  estimates,  and  aren’t  reality.   We

semi-arbitrarily put a numerical value on a particular Product Backlog
item and then compare every other one relative to that initial choice.

The estimates  help the Product  Owner and the Development Team make
good business decisions about the work they are doing.

3. Add order to Product Backlog items.



The Product Owner makes final decisions about the order and is accountable
for  that  order  leading  to  good business  results.   Both  the  detail  and  the

estimates that come out of refinement are important factors to consider in
ordering items.  The Product Owner uses this information plus any market

data, stakeholder feedback from the Sprint Review, and even new innovative
or creative ideas all together to make decisions about the order of item.  The

Product Owner can change the order at any time.

Refinement  is  easiest  when  the  Product  Owner  can  also  keep  the  whole  Product

Backlog in mind at the same time.  This allows the Product Owner to see the big
picture while dealing with tactical changes.  There are two important techniques that

help the Product Owner to do this:

1. Keep the overall number of Product Backlog items small.  Although this is

not always possible, a good rule of thumb is that thirty to forty is ideal, and
after about eighty items it gets extremely difficult to keep it all in mind at the

same time.

2. Write each Product Backlog item on a single 3x5 note card.  This seems to

be a reasonable limit to the amount of detail to write down before an item
gets pulled into a Sprint Backlog.  Again, this is not always possible, but if

the  Product  Owner  and  the  Development  Team are  working  together  for
large amounts of time every day, then verbal communication can easily take

the place of writing excessive detail for each item.  The physical note cards
allow the Product Owner to literally lay out the whole backlog and see it all

visually.

The Product Owner should consider attending in-depth training.  Two good options

are the Certified Scrum Product Owner or the Professional Scrum Product Owner
offered  by  the  Scrum  Alliance  or  Scrum.org  respectively.   Two  good  books  to

consider are “Agile Estimation and Planning” and “User Stories Applied” both by
Mike Cohn.

Product Backlog refinement is the act of adding 
detail, estimates, and order to items in the Product 
Backlog. This is an ongoing process in which the 
Product Owner and the Development Team 
collaborate on the details of Product Backlog items. 
During Product Backlog refinement, items are 



reviewed and revised. The Scrum Team decides how 
and when refinement is done. Refinement usually 
consumes no more than 10% of the capacity of the 
Development Team. However, Product Backlog items
can be updated at any time by the Product Owner or 
at the Product Owner’s discretion.



Your Product Owner communicates directly 
with the stakeholders of the product and 
team

The Product Owner needs to be in contact with all those that are invested in the work

of  the  team  (aka  stakeholders).  These  stakeholders  have  information  on  the
marketplace, the users' needs, and the business needs. The Product Owner must be

able to communicate with each of these individuals whenever the need arises. If this
is possible, the entire Scrum Team will have the most up to date information that will

aid them in their  execution of the product.  If  not,  the team will  have to wait  for
information and/or guess which will cause confusion, blame, distrust, and unhappy

customers.

It is important that the Product Owner invite and encourage all stakeholders to attend

the Sprint Reviews, be familiar with the team's Product Backlog, and to speak openly
with the team.  In some settings this is as easy as extending the invitation.  In other

settings where the team is separated from stakeholders by layers of bureaucracy or
other  dependencies,  then  the  Product  Owner  must  establish  direct  and  frequent

communication with all relevant people.  Some examples of where the Product Owner
might find such people include:

• Internal business departments such as marketing, sales, professional service,
finance and customer support.

• Customers, former customers and potential customers.

• Users, former users and potential users.

• Sponsors, investors and potential investors.

• Legal advisors, auditors, and regulatory representatives.

• Technical advisors, consultants and members of technical standards bodies.

• Subject matter experts and researchers.

The Product Owner can ask the ScrumMaster to help dissolve organizational barriers
preventing open communication between stakeholders and the Product Owner.





Your Product Owner decides if the product 
increment is released to users and 
customers

The Product Owner has the sole authority on putting the work of the Scrum Team at

the end of a Sprint into the hands of users.  This means that at the end of a Sprint,
after the Sprint Review has occurred, the Product Owner considers the state of the

Product (features, quality, performance, etc.) and the state of the business/market, and
decides if the product should be sent out.  In an IT or web environment, this means

deployment.  For other types of software this might be live updates or sending out
DVDs to customers.  There should be no other individuals who have the authority to

do extra releases without the Product Owners approval, nor should there be anyone
who can stop a release from going out if the Product Owner makes that decision.  If

the  Product  Owner  has  this  authority,  it  can  create  a  high  level  of  efficiency  in
addressing the needs of the business or the needs of the market.  If the Product Owner

does not have this authority, then it undermines their authority over the ordering of
the Product Backlog (since that ordering becomes meaningless) and it undermines the

broader organization's ability to hold the Product Owner accountable for results.

Enabling this authority is often difficult except in the smallest organizations.  In small

organizations  such  as  start-ups,  the  Product  Owner  is  often  the  founder  and/or  a
partner and can make the decision easily without bureaucratic obstacles or significant

technical obstacles.  In larger organizations, there are often many bureaucratic and
technical obstacles that need to be overcome before the Product Owner has this level

of authority.  This relates to the Scrum Team's "Definition of Done".  Ideally, the
Scrum Team produces fully ready software every Sprint, where "ready" includes all

the  technical  tasks,  artifacts,  processes,  qualities  and  all  the  bureaucratic  tasks,
artifacts, processes and standards.  Every Sprint!  For example, if the system needs

user documentation in order to be shipped to customers, then every Sprint, the Scrum
Team must make sure the user documentation is up-to-date.  The Scrum Team will

encounter many obstacles to getting software to this "ready" state and those obstacles
need  to  be  vigorously  removed  by  the  Scrum  Master.   Therefore,  this  state  of

readiness is an enabler for the authority of the Product Owner.  Once that state of
readiness exists,  then the Product  Owner exercises their  authority every Sprint  by

making a conscious decision about shipping or not shipping.  If the Product Owner
decides to ship, then it should be as simple as pushing a button with no further "work"

required on the part of any Scrum Team member, and should be as fully automated as



possible so that there is minimal delay (ideally no delay) in getting the software into
the hands of users.  Getting to this state of readiness and granting the Product Owner

this authority can often take several years of building skills, expanding the Scrum
Team's authority, automating processes, and getting rid of wasteful activities, all of

which many have many large and small obstacles to deal with along the way.



Your Product Owner knows if the estimated 
financial return of the work of a Sprint is 
higher than its estimated cost

The Product Owner is responsible for the Return on Investment (ROI) of the Product.

In  order  to  manage that  responsibility,  the Product  Owner  needs to  estimate how
much financial benefit the Product Backlog Items for a specific Sprint will generate,

and compare that to the effort of one Sprint's worth of the Scrum Team's labor.  This
calculation then allows the Product Owner to decide if a given Sprint is worth doing

or  if  the  Scrum Team should  turn  its  attention  to  other  work...  possibly  even  a
different product.  If the Product Owner has these estimates, then it is possible for the

Product Owner to maximize the ROI of the Scrum Team.  When these estimates are
missing, it is difficult to ensure that the Scrum Team is working on the best possible

PBIs.  In the worst case, the Product Owner will spend the Team's time working on
very low ROI items and cause substantial problems for the business.

The Product Owner must first be able to estimate the business value of the work of
each Sprint.  The Product Owner gathers information about how the product is going

to benefit the business: generating new revenue, saving money or time, increasing
customer  retention,  etc.   At  first,  the  Product  Owner  may only have  a high-level

estimate of the effects of the product, but through research and analysis that looks at
historical data, market trends, and other factors, the Product Owner can get a fairly

accurate  picture  of  the  product's  potential  value.   This  overall  value  can  then  be
allocated down to the detail  of specific Product Backlog Items in numerous ways

including  points  systems  and  spreadsheet  modelling.   As  the  Product  Backlog
changes, these allocations, and possibly the overall benefit, will need to be updated to

reflect the changes.

The Product Owner must then also know the details of the costs associated with each

Product Backlog Item.  This is normally focused on labour costs as estimated by the
Scrum Team.  To convert the team's estimates to monetary units, the Product Owner

must find out the actual cost of the team including salaries, hourly rates, space and
equipment costs, tool licensing costs, and administrative overhead.  As well, if the

team does not have a mature Definition of "Done", then costs outside the team must
also be considered.  This "fully loaded" cost for the Scrum Team should then be used

to calculate the cost of running one Sprint.

Likewise, the Product Owner sums up the value of all the Product Backlog Items for a



particular Sprint.  If the value is higher than the cost, then the Product Owner can be
fairly certain that the work is worth continuing.  If the value is lower than the cost,

then the Product Owner, being accountable for ROI, should be seriously considering
the option of not doing the planned work and finding something more valuable to

work on or helping the team to become more effective at doing its work.

The Product Owner is responsible for maximizing 
the value of the product and the work of the 
Development Team.



Your Product Owner has the bandwidth and 
capacity to respond within minutes to 
the team's questions

The Product Owner needs to be highly available to the Scrum Team.  If the Scrum

Team has a question about a Product Backlog Item, then the Product Owner should be
able to respond within minutes to that question.  Responding this quickly ensures that

the Team is building the Product in a way that best satisfies the Product Owner.  In
particular, it helps to avoid surprises about basic aspects of the Product during the

Sprint Review Meeting that then lead to wasteful changes or re-work.  If the Product
Owner  does  not  have  this  level  of  availability,  it  may  not  cause  any  immediate

problems, particularly if there are other team members who know the business and
the product well.  However, since Scrum holds the Product Owner accountable for

what is built, it is often better for the Team to check its assumptions with the Product
Owner.

Becoming effective at this rule of Scrum requires both techniques and a particular
attitude on the part of the Product Owner.  The simplest approach to this is that the

Product Owner has his or her physical workstation co-located with the rest of the
team.  Of course, some Product Owners must spend significant amounts of time away

from  the  team  as  they  work  with  customers,  users,  and  other  stakeholders  to
understand the needs of the business.  Even during this time away, the Product Owner

should be easily reachable.  The team should have the Product Owner's cell phone
number or some other way of reaching the Product Owner in "emergencies".  The

Product Owner must also then agree to be interrupted by the team and to recognize
the  importance  of  responding  quickly  to  clarifying  questions.   Although  some

questions will be "obvious" or "trivial" in the view of the Product Owner, he or she
must be of the attitude that it is better for the team to ask than for them to make an

incorrect assumption.





Your Product Owner avoids doing hands-on 
technical work with the team

The Product Owner's main responsibility is to maintain the Product Backlog through
direct communication with the users and stakeholders. To do this well it will take

most of the Product Owner's time and effort to be effective. Hands-on technical is
done by the Team Members  not the Product Owner since this is  not  the Product

Owner's strength or area of expertise. If the Product Owner refrains from doing the
hands-on technical work, then the Product Owner is able to provide the vision and

share the "what" that the team needs to accomplish. If not, the Product Owner will be
bogged down by the tasks and lose the time and ability to provide product guidance

and connect with the stakeholders.  As well, Scrum maintains a strict separation of
duties between the Product Owner (business problems, the "what?") and the Scrum

Team (technical solutions, the "how?").

The Product Owner learns to stop doing hands-on technical work by practicing the

Scrum value of "Respect".  Respect the other Scrum Team members to make good
technical decisions and take appropriate action leveraging their expertise, skills and

experience.  The Product Owner is welcome to participate in technical discussions
and  offer  technical  suggestions.   If  the  respect  (and  trust)  is  not  there  in  the

relationship  between the  Product  Owner  and  the  Scrum Team members,  then  the
Scrum  Master  must  work  to  remove  the  obstacles  to  building  that  trust.   Some

common obstacles to respect and trust include quality problems (usually solved with
Agile  Engineering  practices  such  as  refactoring,  test-driven  development  and

continuous  integration),  unhealthy  technical  pushback  (see  http://bit.ly/1t6CvSz  ),
failure of the Scrum Team to meet its Sprint commitments, and a weak "Definition of

Done".   The Product  Owner with a technical  background will  have a particularly
difficult time letting go of the technical work.  In this situation, the Product Owner

needs to cross-train one or two other members of the Scrum Team to pass along that
technical experience.





Your Product Owner avoids telling the team 
how to solve a technical problem

Solving technical problems is the job of the product developers on the Scrum Team,
not the Product Owner.  The Product Owner is responsible for the product from a

business and user perspective and has authority over the team only in this limited
realm.   By overstepping  the  bounds  of  authority  in  this  way,  the  Product  Owner

becomes an obstacle for the team by reducing its ability to self-organize.  A Product
Owner who is part of a team that has reached a high-performance state may be able to

safely make technical suggestions, but should always be careful not to push the team
to accept those suggestions.

This is mostly a problem for Product Owner who have strong technical backgrounds
related to  the product  that  the  Scrum Team is  developing.   For  these people,  the

challenge is mostly around ego.  The technical background a person has often leads
them to believe they can solve technical problems better than any number of other

talented  technical  contributors.   Overcoming  ego  is  an  age-old  philosophical
challenge -  but  there are a  few environmental  conditions that  can help a Product

Owner who is willing to give up making technical decisions:

• Ask the Scrum Master for help ensuring that the Development Team is self-

organizing by “blocking” this behaviour.

• The  organization  officially  gives  the  Product  Owner  responsibility  for

business results!  This will help ensure that the Product Owner is focused on
non-technical concerns.

• Likewise, relieving the Product Owner of any technical authority can help.
This is often necessary in the case where the product owner used to be a

Business Analyst or a Business Systems Analyst.  In this case, it is critical
that  that  authority be explicitly replaced with Product Owner authority in

order to ensure that the change is not seen as a demotion.

• Provide a leadership coach for the Product Owner.  The Product Owner is a

leader, not a micro-manager.  Many people are given leadership positions
without the support do do well in those positions.  A coach can make a huge

difference with both skill development and encouragement to let go of old
behaviours.



Development Teams have the following 
characteristics:...

They are self-organizing. No one ... tells the 
Development Team how to turn Product Backlog into
Increments of potentially releasable functionality



Your Product Owner lets the team freely 
decide how many Product Backlog Items
to do in a Sprint

The Product Owner controls the order of the items in the Product Backlog, but not

how many are done each Sprint.  Instead, the team decides how many to do.  This
decision is made in Sprint Planning and, of course, should be made in collaboration

with the Product Owner, but ultimately the Product Owner must let the team freely
decide  how many items  are  planned.   This  freedom allows  the  team to  be  truly

motivated and committed to the work as well as being collectively accountable for
getting that work done.  If the Product Owner forces a team to take on more work

than  it  feels  is  within  its  capacity,  then  that  dis-empowers  the  team,  moves
accountability for getting work done to the Product Owner, and completely dis-ables

the team from getting to a high-performance state.

If your Product Owner is not letting the team freely decide how many items to take in

a Sprint, then the Scrum Master needs to intervene and do so strongly.  This is one of
the main reasons that the Scrum Master and Product Owner should never be the same

person: to protect the team from this sort of destructive pressure.  The Scrum Master
can start by sharing the Scrum Guide rule (see below) about this topic.  However, it

often help for the Scrum Master to bring this topic up in a retrospective.  This way the
Product Owner can hear from the team members themselves why this is a bad think to

do.

The Product Owner does have two alternatives to forcing the team to take on certain

items:

1. Re-order the Product Backlog in such a way that the team is selecting items

that lead to desirable business results.  This may not work if the team is
choosing a small  number of items because of large amount of “technical

debt” that needs to be resolved.  In which case...

2. Stop Sprinting.  This is an extreme choice, but it may be appropriate if the

Product Owner determines that the team has ceased to be able to deliver
more value in a Sprint than the cost of the Sprint.  This is a hard choice to

make and may need approval beyond the Product Owner.



The number of items selected from the Product 
Backlog for the Sprint is solely up to the 
Development Team. Only the Development Team can
assess what it can accomplish over the upcoming 
Sprint.



Your Product Owner never interrupts the 
team mid-Sprint with new "high-priority" 
Product Backlog Items

The Product Owner is involved with the other Team Members throughout the Sprint,

but after the Sprint Planning meeting is completed, the Product Owner cannot add to
the scope of the work being done during the Sprint.  New Product Backlog Items, no

matter how high their priority, must be put onto the Product Backlog for the team to
look at in the next Sprint.  This restriction is meant to allow the team to truly be

focused  and  committed  to  the  work  of  the  Sprint  and  to  allow  them  to  make
commitments and learn to keep them, thereby building trust.  The Product Owner can,

of course, collaborate on the details of the PBIs the team has chosen for the Sprint.  If
the Product Owner does indeed force a team to take on extra work during the Sprint,

it breaks the focus of the team and can lead to the team's failure to complete the work
they planned during Sprint  Planning which, if  repeated often enough, can destroy

trust in the team.

Interruptions are one of the most pernicious forms of dysfunction and need to be dealt

with quickly and permanently.  The Scrum Master is responsible for this and can use
three techniques to assist the Product Owner and the team.

1. Shorten  the  length  of  the  Sprint  -  sometimes  dramatically  -  to  give  the
Product  Owner  assurance  that  high-priority  Product  Backlog  Items  will,

indeed, be handled by the team quickly.  In one organization, the team had to
go from 2-week long Sprints down to 2-day long Sprints in order to keep up

with  the  frequency  of  high-priority  requests  and  still  keep  to  their
commitment during a Sprint by deferring the requests to the next Sprint.

2. During  the  Sprint  Retrospective,  ask  the  team,  with  the  Product  Owner
present, about the impact of the interruptions.  Like with all  retrospective

environments,  the  Scrum  Master  must  facilitate  the  creation  of  an
environment that is safe for participants to discuss challenging topics.  The

purpose of this facilitation is to make sure that the Product Owner knows
from the mouths of  the team members  themselves what kind of  negative

impact the interruptions are having.  Common complaints raised here include
feelings of guilt for not finishing planned work, unsustainable overtime to do

everything, or demoralization due to criticism from stakeholders not getting
the work that was planned for the Sprint.



3. For  each  interruption,  do  a  root-cause  analysis  to  discover  why  this
requested  work  was  not  known  about  earlier,  or  how  similar  kinds  of

requests could be avoided in the future.   This works particularly well for
interruptions  due  to  quality  probems,  but  may also  expose  dysfunctional

organizational  processes,  technology instability,  or  skill  gaps on the team
itself.  There are numerous root cause analysis techniques to consider.

During the Sprint: No changes are made that would 
endanger the Sprint Goal; - The Scrum Guide

http://www.brighthubpm.com/project-planning/57124-overview-of-root-cause-analysis-techniques/


Your Product Owner puts known defects at 
the top of the Product Backlog

The Product Owner has complete authority over the ordering of the Product Backlog.
However, it is strongly recommended that the Product Owner put all known defects at

the top of the Product Backlog so that the Team fixes them in the very next Sprint.
By defects is meant features of functions of the system that have been built by the

Team in previous Sprints where those features or functions do not behave according
to the expectations of the Product Owner and where such mis-behavior is exposed to

users of the system.  There may be other quality problems with a system which are
not  categorized  as  defects  (e.g.  duplicated  code).   This  prioritization  of  defects

generally  results  in  extremely high levels  of  quality  in  a  system and a  long-term
reduction in costs for the system (total cost of the system) by making future features

easier to add, and reducing effort spent on maintenance and support.  Failing to put
defects on the top of the Product Backlog generally leads to decreasing overall quality

and in particular can severely damage the morale of a Scrum Team thus preventing
them from getting into a high-performance state.

In simple terms, the Product Owner should be considering three sources for defects
that may then be put at the top of the Product Backlog.  The first source is defects

discovered during Sprint Review, the second source is those discovered by users of
the software as they are doing their  real  work, and the third source is  any defect

database which has historical records of the system prior to the current Sprint.  It is
generally easy to put defects from the first and second sources onto the top of the

Backlog.  However, the third source, a database, may be harder to handle this way.
There are two ways to address this: delete the database or deal with it by taking a

small number of defects from this source and fixing them every Sprint.  Deleting the
database is often a good idea if there are a very large number of defects and they

include defects that may have been logged years ago.  One very simple practice which
many teams use to help keep defect rates low is to have a defect board in the team

room which the team agrees to clear (resolve all defects) before the end of the Sprint.
Any time any Team Member notices a defect, it gets put on the board and as defects

are fixed by the team they are taken off the board.  Defects on the board should not be
tracked in a formal defect tracking system since the team is still "in development"

during the Sprint.  Of course, detecting defects during the Sprint means that the team
should include Quality Assurance skills!  The practice of putting defects on the top of

the  Product  Backlog  is  not  usually  sustainable  unless  the  Scrum  Team  adopts



Acceptance Test-Driven Development (ATDD) and Continuous Integration (CI) (both
Agile  engineering  practices)  both  of  which  help  to  improve  external,  user-visible

quality during the Sprint.  ATDD helps to prevent defects and CI helps a team to
detect defects extremely quickly so that they can be fixed within the Sprint.  These

two practices then result in a dramatically reduced number of defects being detected
during Sprint Review or after the Sprint has completed, which in turn makes it much

more reasonable to follow this practice.



Your Product Owner creates and maintains 
the team's Product or Release burndown
chart

The Product burndown chart tracks the amount of work remaining in the Product

Backlog Sprint-by-Sprint. This burndown chart is updated every Sprint and is visible
to the Scrum Team and its stakeholders. This activity is part of the Product Owners

duty to facilitate transparency around value delivered over time.  The Product Owner
is responsible for making the overall progress of the work visible to the Scrum Team

and other stakeholders.  This activity is part  of the Product Owners job to satisfy
stakeholders  as  it  allows  them to easily  see how the  Scrum Team is  trending  on

planned deliverables.  This information allows the team and the Product Owner to
discuss any necessary adjustments to the team's plans for the upcoming Sprints in a

timely fashion.  What happens if the Product Owner fails to create and/or maintain the
team's Product burndown chart? Most likely we will be unable to see if the team is on

track, late or early in its  delivery of value.  In a traditional waterfall approach we
would find out this information near the end of the project which is much too late.

Also,  without  regular  updates  on the trend of  the  team it  is  highly probable that
stakeholders and/or team members may slip back into an individualistic approach to

work instead a team based approach.

Creating and maintaining a Product burndown chart is ideally done on a whiteboard

in the team's room.  The Product Owner tracks the remaining work on the Product
Backlog over time.  The chart therefore has an x-axis that is "time", usually measured

in Sprints, and a y-axis that is "estimated work remaining", usually measured in Story
Points (see: The Planning Game at http://bit.ly/Nb72hs for more information).  Every

Sprint, the Product Owner updates this chart to show the sum of all the Story Points
on the Product Backlog (either the grand total, or the total remaining until the scope is

sufficient for a release).  Generally speaking, the chart starts before the first Sprint
with all the PBIs in the initial Product Backlog, but if the team is not doing this, just

start  with the current  Sprint.   Of course,  if  the Product  Owner is  adding Product
Backlog Items to the Product Backlog faster than the team is completing them, then

the  burndown chart  may become a  "burnup"  chart!   The  whiteboard  approach  is
recommended due to the visibility for both the team and other stakeholders.  If the

space is not available on a whiteboard or if the team is not co-located in a room, then
use an electronic tool such as a chart in a spreadsheet.



Various projective practices upon trending have been
used to forecast progress, like burn-downs, burn-ups,
or cumulative flows. These have proven useful.







Pitfalls and Common Mistakes with 
Scrum

(Adapted  from  AgileAdvice.com:
http://www.agileadvice.com/2011/12/05/referenceinformation/24-common-scrum-

pitfalls-summarized/)

Scrum is the most popular agile method.  However, most teams trying Scrum are not

doing it “perfectly”.  Of course, this is often better than doing nothing, but there are
some pitfalls and mistakes that are really quite detrimental.  That said, doing Scrum

really well is difficult.  Here is a list of common pitfalls or bad behaviours of Scrum
teams along with detailed descriptions of how to avoid the pitfalls.

http://www.agileadvice.com/2011/12/05/referenceinformation/24-common-scrum-pitfalls-summarized/
http://www.agileadvice.com/2011/12/05/referenceinformation/24-common-scrum-pitfalls-summarized/




Excessive Preparation/Planning
Regular big up-front planning is not necessary with Scrum. Instead, a team can just

get started and use constant feedback in the Sprint Review to adjust it’s plans.  Even
the Product Backlog can be created after the first Sprint has started.  All that is really

necessary to get started is a Scrum Team, a product vision, and a decision on Sprint
length.  In this extreme case, the Scrum Team itself would decide what to build in its

first Sprint and use the time of the Sprint to also prepare some initial Product Backlog
Items.  Then, the first Sprint Review would allow stakeholders to provide feedback

and further develop the Product Backlog.  The empirical nature of Scrum could even
allow the Product Owner to emerge from the business stakeholders, rather than being

assigned to the team right from the start.

Starting a Sprint without a Product Backlog is not easy, but it can be done. The team

has to know at least a little about the business, and there should be some (possibly
informal) project or product charter that they are aware of. The team uses this super

basic information and decides on their own what to build in their first Sprint. Again,
the  focus  should  be  on  getting  something  that  can  be  demoed  (and  potentially

shippable).  The team is likely to build some good stuff  and some things that  are
completely wrong… but the point is to get the Inspect and Adapt cycle started as

quickly  as  possible.  Which  means  of  course  that  they  need  to  have  stakeholders
(customers,  users)  actually attend the demo at  the end of  the Sprint.  The Product

Owner may or may not even be involved in this first Sprint.

One important reason this is sometimes a good approach is the culture of “analysis

paralysis” that exists in some organizations. In this situation, an organization is unable
to do anything because they are so concerned about getting things right. Scrum is a

framework for inspect and adapt and that can (and does) include the Product Backlog.
Is it better for a team to sit idle while someone tries to do sufficient preparation? Or is

it better to get started and inspect and adapt? This is actually a philosophical question
(as well as a practical question). The mindset and philosophy of the Agile Manifesto

and  Scrum  is  that  trying  to  produce  valuable  software  is  more  important  that
documentation… that individuals and how they work together is more important than

rigidly following a process or tool. I will agree that in many cases it is acceptable to
do some up-front work, but it should be minimized, particularly when it is preventing

people from starting to deliver value. The case of a team getting started without a
product backlog is rare… but it can be a great way for a team to help an organization

overcome analysis paralysis.



The  Agile  Manifesto  is  very  clear:  “The  BEST  architectures,  requirements  and
designs emerge out of self-organizing teams.” [Emphasis added.]

Hugely memorable for me is the story that Ken Schwaber told in the CSM course that
I took from him in 2003.  This is a paraphrase of that story:

I [Ken Schwaber] was talking to the CIO of a large 
IT organization.  The CIO told me that his projects 
last twelve to eighteen months and at the end, he 
doesn't get what he needs.  I told him, "Scrum can 
give you what you don't need in a month."

I experienced this myself in a profound way just a couple years into my career as an

Agile coach and trainer.   I  was working with a department of  a  large technology
organization.  They had over one hundred people who had been working on Agile

pilot projects.  The department was responsible for a major product and executive
management had approved a complete re-write.  The product managers and Product

Owners had done a lot of work to prepare a product backlog (about 400 items!) that
represented all the existing functionality of the product that needed to be re-written.

But, the big question, "what new technology platform do we use for the re-write?"
had not yet been resolved.  The small team of architects were tasked with making this

decision.  But they got stuck.  They got stuck for three months.  Finally, the director
of the department, who had learned to trust my advice in other circumstances, asked

me,  "does  Scrum  have  any  techniques  for  making  these  kind  of  architectural
decisions?"

I said, "yes, but you probably won't like what Scrum recommends!"

She said, "actually, we're pretty desperate.  I've got over a hundred people effectively

sitting idle for the last three months.  What does Scrum recommend?"

"Just  start.   Let  the  teams  figure  out  the  platform  as  they  try  to  implement

functionality."

She thought for a few seconds.  Finally she said, "okay.  Come by this Monday and

help me launch our first Sprint."

The  amazing  thing  was  that  the  teams  didn't  lynch  me  when  on  Monday  she

announced that "our Agile consultant says we don't need to know our platform in



order to get started."

The first Sprint (two weeks long) was pretty chaotic.  But, with some coaching and

active support of management, they actually delivered a working increment of their
product.  And decided on the platform to use for the rest of the two-year project.

You must trust your team.

If your organization is spending more than a few days preparing for the start of a

project, it is probably suffering from this pitfall.  This is the source of great waste and
lost  opportunity.   Use Scrum to rapidly converge on the correct  solutions to your

business problems instead of wasting person-years of time on analysis and planning.





Focus On Tools
Many organizations try to find an electronic tool to help them manage the Scrum

Process… before  they  even  know how to do Scrum well!   Use  team rooms and
manual and paper-based tracking for early Scrum use since it is easiest to get started.

Finding a tool is usually just an obstacle to getting started.

The culture  of  most  technology companies  is  to  solve  problems with technology.

Sometimes this is good.  However, it can go way overboard.  Two large organizations
have  attempted  to  “go  Agile”  but  at  the  same  time  have  also  attempted  to  “go

remote”: to have everyone using electronic tools from home to work “together”.  The
problem with electronic tools is three-fold.  They

1. prevent the sharing of information and knowledge,

2. reduce the fidelity of information and knowledge shared, and

3. delay the transfer of information and knowledge.

Prevent Sharing

Imagine you are sitting at your desk in a cubicle in an office.  You have a question.
It's a simple question and you know who probably has the answer, but you also know

that you can probably get away without knowing the answer.  It's non-critical.  So,
you think about searching the company directory for the person's phone number and

calling them up.  Then you imagine having to leave a voice mail.  And then you
decide not to bother.

The tools have created a barrier to communicating.  Information and knowledge are
not shared.

Now imagine that the person who has the answer is sitting literally right next to you.
You don't have to bother with looking up their number nor actually using a phone to

call.  Instead, you simply speak up in a pretty normal tone of voice and ask your
question.  You might not even turn to look at them.  And they answer.

Scrum tools are no different from these other examples of tools.  It takes much more
energy and hassle to update an electronic tool with relevant, concise information...

particularly if you aren't  good with writing text.   Even the very best  Scrum tools
should only be used for certain limited contexts.

As the Agile Manifesto says: “The most effective means of conveying information to



and within a team is face-to-face communication.”

Reduce Fidelity

How many times have you experienced this?  You send an email and the recipient
completely misunderstands you or takes it the wrong way.  You are on a conference

call  and everyone leaves the call  with a completely different concept of what  the
conversation  was  about.   You  read  some  documentation  and  discover  that  the

documentation  is  out  of  date  or  downright  incorrect.   You  are  using  video
conferencing and its impossible to have an important side conversation with someone

so you resort to trying to send text messages which don't arrive on time to be relevant.
You put a transcript of a phone call in your backlog tracking tool but you make a typo

that changes the meaning.

The  tools  have  reduced  the  fidelity  of  the  communication.   Information  and

knowledge are incorrect or limited.

Again, think about the difference between using all these tools and what the same

scenarios would be like if you were sitting right beside the right people.  If you use
Scrum tools such as Jira, Rally or any of the others, you will have experienced this

problem.  The information that gets forced into the tools is a sad shadow of the full
information that could or should be shared.

As the Agile Manifesto says: “we have come to value: individuals and interactions
over processes and tools.”

Delay Transfer

Even if a person uses a tool  and even if it  is at the right level  of fidelity for the

information or knowledge to be communicated, it is still common that electronic tools
delay the transfer of that information.  This is obvious in the case of asynchronous

tools  such  as  email,  text  messages,  voice  mail,  document  repositories,  content
management  systems,  and  version  control.   The  delay  in  transfer  is  sometimes

acceptable,  but  often  it  causes  problems.   Suppose  you  take  the  transcript  of  a
conversation with a user and add it into your backlog tracking tool as a note.  The

Scrum Team works on the backlog item but fails to see the note until after they have
gone in the wrong direction.  You assumed they would see it (you put it in there), but

they  assumed  that  you  would  tell  them  more  directly  about  anything  important.
Whoops.  Now the team has to go back and change a bunch of stuff.

The tools have delayed the communication.  Information and knowledge are being



passed along, but not in a timely manner.

For the third time, think about how these delays would be avoided if everyone was in

a room together having those direct, timely conversations.

As the Agile Manifesto says: “Business people and developers must work together

daily throughout the project.”

Alternatives to Electronic Tools

Working in a team room with all the members of the Scrum Team present is the most
effective means of improving communication.  There are many photos available of

good team rooms.  To maximize communication, have everyone facing each other
boardroom-style.  Provide spacious walls and large whiteboards.  Close the room off

from other people in the organization.  Provide natural light to keep people happy.
And make sure that everyone in the room is working on the same thing!  Using a tool

to replace a team room is a common Scrum pitfall.

The most common approach to helping a team track and report its work is to use a

physical “Kanban” board.  This is usually done on a wall in which space is divided
into columns representing (at least) the steps of “to do”, “in progress” and “done”.

On the board, all the work is represented as note cards each with a separate piece of
work.  The note cards are moved by the people who do the work.  The board therefore

represents the current state of all the work in an easy-to-interpret visual way.  Using a
tool to replace a task board is another variant of this common Scrum pitfall.





Problem-Solving in the Daily Scrum
The  Daily  Scrum should  not  be  used  to  find  solutions  to  problems  (obstacles,

impediments) raised.  Instead, keep the meeting very short and have those problem-
solving conversations afterwards  with only those who are  interested.   The Scrum

Master facilitates this meeting to keep it on track.  The Daily Scrum is time-boxed to
a maximum of 15 minutes, but often should be even less.  With a good physical task

board, a  Daily Scrum can often be done in less than a minute simply by each team
member pointing at the pieces of work they are working on.

From the Scrum Guide:

The Development Team or team members often meet 
immediately after the Daily Scrum for detailed 
discussions, or to adapt, or replan, the rest of the 
Sprint’s work.

In other  words,  don't  have those discussions during the  Daily Scrum!  The  Daily
Scrum is essential  to  creating transparency and implementing the Scrum value of

Openness.  The three questions of the Daily Scrum are effectively:

1. What did I do since the last time we checked in as a team?

2. What am I planning to do before the next check in time?

3. What impediments, if any, are preventing us from getting our work done?

Each member of the team takes a turn and answers those three questions.  This doesn't
have to be completely stilted, but it should be Focused (another value of Scrum) and

efficient so that the need for other meetings is minimized.  Accomplishing this takes
some practice.  The Scrum Master helps the team to keep the time-box, but at first, a

team might have challenges with this.

There  are  a  some  common  reasons  that  a  team  might  struggle  with  wanting  to

problem solve in the Daily Scrum:

• One team member doesn't know what to do next and it devolves into re-

planning right there and then.  A quick suggestion or two is probably fine,
but it is a very steep slippery slope.  A team can easily get into the habit of



always  doing  this!   The  Scrum  Master  needs  to  be  vigilant  about
recommending  that  the  discussion  be  taken  up  after  the  Daily  Scrum is

concluded in order to avoid this pitfall.   This suggestion will be common
when a team is first starting out.

• One  person  mentions  an  impediment  that  someone  else  knows  how  to
solve... and a third person has a different idea of solving it.  In this situation

it is much better for interested team members to just simply indicate “I have
an idea for that,” and let the  Daily Scrum continue.  Then after the  Daily

Scrum those people have a quick discussion.  This avoids wasting the time of
everyone on the team with something that is only interesting to a few.

• An  individual  doesn't  seem  to  have  anything  to  report  and  other  team
members try to elicit more information.  This should really be something that

the Scrum Master or the team's coach should take up with the individual.  It
may be that there is an impediment that the person is uncomfortable sharing

openly with the whole team.  There is a subtle pitfall that may be revealed
here: that the team does not have the safety to self-organize.

• Disagreement about what to do next.  This type of problem is the hardest to
deal  with  because  many  people  will  feel  that  disagreements  need  to  be

resolved before any action can be taken.  A good Scrum Master will actually
encourage competing ideas to be attempted.  Learn by doing instead of by

argument and analysis.  This is the fundamental shift in culture that Scrum is
attempting  to  put  in  place:  an  empirical  approach  to  work  rather  than  a

defined approach.

Just beware: yet another pitfall (although not common) is to decide that the  Daily

Scrum shouldn't be daily because it is taking so long.  Unfortunately, making this
change will often just make the meetings even longer until they devolve back into

weekly status meetings reporting to the team lead!!!  Remember that it's not Scrum
anymore if your team doesn't meet together daily.

Ultimately, if a team is struggling with the  Daily Scrum in any way, this is a valid
topic for discussion in the Sprint Retrospective.



Assigning Tasks
Even though the concept of self-organizing teams has been around for a long time,

still some people think that a project manager or team lead should be assigning tasks
to team members. Don't do this!!!  It is better to wait for someone to step up than to

“take over” and start assigning tasks.

Assigning tasks can be overt or subtle.  Therefore, avoid even suggestions that could

be taken as  assigning tasks.  For example,  no one should ever  tell  a  Scrum Team
member “hey! You're not doing any work – go take a task!” (overt) or “This task

really needs to get done – why don't you do it?” (semi-overt) or “Would you consider
working on this with me?” (subtle). Instead, any reference to tasks should be to the

team at large. For example it would be okay for a team member to say “I'm working
on this and I would like some help – would anyone help me?”

In the Scrum Guide, a partial definition of self-organizing is given:

Scrum Teams are self-organizing..... Self-organizing 
teams choose how best to accomplish their work, 
rather than being directed by others outside the team.

A more formal definition of the concept of “self-organizing” can be found here:

Self-organisation is a process where some form of 
global order or coordination arises out of the local 
interactions between the components of an initially 
disordered system. This process is spontaneous: it is 
not directed or controlled by any agent or subsystem 
inside or outside of the system; however, the laws 
followed by the process and its initial conditions may 
have been chosen or caused by an agent.  
(http://blogs.agilefaqs.com/2014/10/29/self-organised-
vs-self-managed-vs-self-directed-whats-the-
difference/)

The key here is that there is no single point of authority, even temporarily, in a self-



organizing team.  Every individual member of the team volunteers for tasks within the
framework of “the laws followed by the process” – namely Scrum.  Scrum does

define some constraints on individual behaviour, particularly for the Product Owner
and the Scrum Master.  People in those two roles have specific duties which usually

prevent  them from being  able  to  volunteer  for  any  task.   But  all  the  other  team
members  (the  Development  Team)  have  complete  freedom  to  individually  and

collectively figure out how they will do the work at hand.

What If One Person Isn't Working?

People who are managers are often worried about this: what if there is one person on
the team who just doesn't seem to be doing any work?  Scrum will usually make this

really obvious.  Let's say that Alice hasn't completed any tasks in the last four days
(but she does have a task that she volunteered for at the start of the Sprint).  Raj

notices  that  Alice  hasn't  finished  that  initial  task.   An acceptable  solution  to  this
problem is for Raj to volunteer to help Alice.  Alice can't refuse the help since Raj is

self-organizing too.  They might sit together to work on it.

Of course, that might not solve the problem.  So another technique to use that respects

self-organization is to bring it up in the Sprint  Retrospective.  The Scrum Master of
the team, Sylvie, chooses a retrospective technique that is designed to help the team

address the problem.  In a  retrospective, it is perfectly acceptable for people on the
team to be direct with each other.  Retrospectives need to be safe so that this kind of

discussion doesn't lead to animosity between team members.

Remember:  everyone goes  through ups and  downs  in  productivity.   Sometimes  a

person is overwhelmed by other aspects of life.  Sometimes a person is de-motivated
temporarily.  On the other hand, sometimes people become extremely engaged and

deliver exceptional results.  Make sure that in your team, you give people a little bit
of  space  for  these  ups and  downs.   Assigning tasks  doesn't  make a  person  more

productive.

What If There is One Task No One Wants to Do?

Dig deep and find out why no one wants to do it.  This problem is usually because the
task itself is worthless, frustrating, repetitive, or imposed from outside without a clear

reason.   If  no one wants  to  do a task,  the first  question should always  be:  what
happens if it doesn't get done?  And if the answer is “nothing bad”... then don't do it!!!

There are, unfortunately, tasks that are important that still are not exciting or pleasant
to do.  In this situation, it is perfectly acceptable to ask the team “how can we solve



this problem creatively?”  Often these kinds of tasks can be addressed in new ways
that make them more interesting.  Maybe your team can automate something.  Maybe

a team member can learn new skills to address the task.  Maybe there is a way to do
the task so it never has to be done again.  A self-organizing Scrum Team can use

innovation,  problem-solving and creativity  skills  to  try  to  over come this  type of
problem.

And, of course, there's always the Sprint Retrospective!

Why Self-Organize – Why Not Assign Tasks?

Autonomy is one of the greatest motivators there is for people doing creative and
problem-solving types of work.  The ability to choose your own direction instead of

being treated like a mushy, weak, unreliable robot.  Motivation, in turn, is one of the
keys to creating a high-performance state  in  individuals  and teams.  The greatest

outcome of  good self-organization is  a  high-performance team that  delivers  great
work results and where everyone loves the work environment.

Assigning tasks to people is an implicit claim that you (the assigner) know better than
them (the assignees).  Even if this is true, it is still easy for a person to take offence.

However, most of the time it is not true.  People know themselves best.  People are
best at assigning tasks to themselves.  And therefore, having one person assigning

tasks to other people almost always leads to sub-optimal work distribution among the
members of a team.

The Scrum Master and Assigning Tasks

The Scrum Master plays an important role in Scrum.  Part of this role is to encourage

self-organization on a team.  The Scrum Master should never be assigning tasks to
team members under any circumstances.  And, the Scrum Master should be protecting

the team from anyone else who is assigning tasks.  If someone within the team is
assigning tasks to another team member,  the Scrum Master should be intervening.

The Scrum Master needs to be constantly aware of the activity on his or her team.





Failed Sprint Restart
Although  cancelling  a  Sprint  is  rare,  it  can  be  tempting  to  try  and  wait  until

everything is “perfect” or “ready” before re-starting.  Teams should immediately re-
start after cancelling a Sprint.  One team I heard of was doing two week Sprints,

cancelled due to a major tool problem, and then waited three months for the vendor to
fix the problem before going back to Sprinting.  Instead, they should have used their

creative  problem-solving  skills  to  find  a  way  to  continue  delivering  value  and
restarted their Sprints immediately.

The Scrum Guide puts Sprint cancellation under the authority of the Product Owner:

A Sprint can be cancelled before the Sprint time-box 
is over. Only the Product Owner has the authority to 
cancel the Sprint, although he or she may do so 
under influence from the stakeholders, the 
Development Team, or the Scrum Master.

It is important to note that older descriptions of Scrum will sometimes mention that
the Scrum Master or the Development Team can also cancel  a Sprint.  This is no

longer part of the core definition of Scrum.

Cancelling a Sprint can sometimes be emotionally challenging for a Scrum Team.

There are three reasons for this difficulty:

1. Cancelling a Sprint, particularly later on in the time-box means there's a lot

of work already in progress (and possibly done).  The psychology of sunk
costs comes into play: we've invested some much in the Sprint so far, let's

just keep going to see if we can “fix” it.  Going against that impulse can be
very difficult.

2. Cancelling a Sprint is an acknowledgement that the fundamental direction of
the current Sprint is no longer the right thing to be doing.  This can seem to

be an insult to the team: why didn't “you” get it right earlier?  If there are
certain people on the team who advocated strongly for  the current set  of

work, they could take Sprint cancellation particularly hard.

3. Cancelling  a  Sprint  may  require  undoing  technical  work  and  may  be



complex.  If  team members have made changes that they are particularly
proud of, they may resist undoing that work more than would be called for

simply due to the time involved in undoing it.

Once people  experience these  emotional  effects,  they will  want  to  be cautious to

avoid them re-occuring.  That sense of caution will lead people to make arguments to
the effect of “let's make sure when we start our next Sprint that we have everything

right” or simply, “I don't want to go through that again... we better get it right this
time around.”  In order for the Scrum Master to avoid falling for these arguments, it is

important for the Scrum Master not to be a hands-on contributor to the work.  In other
words,  to  be  emotionally  detached  from  the  work.   Those  arguments  can  be

persuasive unless the Scrum Master can remind the team about empiricism.

Scrum is an empirical process that allows for “failure”.  Of course, it probably helps

to not call it that.  Instead, a Scrum Team and the organization around it need to think
of every Sprint as an experiment.  There's a good analogy here with the various stages

of drug trials.   When a company wants to research a new drug,  the drug will  go
through various stages of experiments.  The early stages of research are based on

chemical reactions in the proverbial test tubes – laboratory experiments.  Subsequent
stages of  research are often based on animal experiments.  After that come human

trials.  At any stage if the drug in question is showing adverse effects outweighing the
therapeutic effects, then the current stage is cancelled.  Of course, the research done

to that point is not a waste, but nor does it immediately result in a useful drug with net
therapeutic effects.  In Scrum, each Sprint is like a stage in the drug trials.  If the work

of the Sprint will not result in a net benefit, it only makes sense to cancel the work as
soon as that information becomes obvious.

The pitfall, then, is that a team will feel pressure to wait until conditions are perfect
before continuing on the next Sprint.  Scrum does allow for the team to do a bit of a

review  of  the  reasons  that  the  Sprint  was  cancelled,  perhaps  even  to  do  a
retrospective, and then start another Sprint planning meeting.  The Sprint Planning

meeting might be a bit longer than usual.  The Scrum Master does need to be sensitive
to the needs of the team.

One other factor may be a consideration: if the team is working with other teams on a
larger-scale effort, there may be pressure to have all the teams with synchronized

Sprints.   For  example,  the  Scaled  Agile  Framework  emphasizes  cadence  and
synchronization among multiple Scrum teams.  In this case, a cancelled Sprint may

mean that a team sits idle for a short time while they wait for the next synchronization



point, as illustrated:





Scrum Master As Contributor
The Scrum Master is like a fire-fighter: it’s okay for them to be idle – just watching

the team – waiting for an emergency obstacle.  Taking on tasks tends to distract the
Scrum Master from the job of helping the team follow the rules of Scrum, from the

job of vigorously removing obstacles, and from the job of protecting the team from
interruptions.  Let's look at each of these aspects of the Scrum Master role in turn:

Follow the Rules of Scrum

The  Scrum Master  is  a  process  facilitator.   The  Scrum process,  while  simple  to

describe, is not easy to do.  As the Scrum Guide says:

Scrum is:

Lightweight

Simple to understand

Difficult to master

The Scrum Master helps the Scrum Team and the organization to master the Scrum

framework.  Helping everyone understand Scrum and respect its rules is a first step.
Some of the rules are particularly challenging.  In some companies, being on time for

meetings and ending them on time is hard.  Scrum requires this.  The Scrum Master
helps the team do this.  In some companies, meeting deadlines, even short ones, is

difficult.  Scrum requires this every Sprint.  The Scrum Master helps the team do this.
In  some  companies,  giving  time  to  improving  things  is  hard.   Scrum Teams  do

retrospectives.  The Scrum Master ensures that the team takes the time for this.

Of course, following the rules is hard for people.  Even just the concept of “rules” is

hard for some people.  Everyone has the right to do whatever they want.  Well, if you
aren't following the rules of Scrum you aren't doing Scrum.  So for some teams, just

getting to the point of being willing to follow the rules of Scrum is a big step.  The
Scrum Master needs to help with motivation.

Vigorously Removing Obstacles



The Scrum Team is going to be working hard to meet a goal for the Sprint.  As they
work, they are going to work through many challenges and problems on their own.

However,  the  team will  start  to  encounter  obstacles  as  well.   These  obstacles  or
impediments come from a few sources:

1. Dependencies on other people or parts of the organization outside the Scrum
Team.

2. Skill gaps within the team.

3. Burdensome bureaucracy imposed by the organization.

4. Lack of resources such as tools, equipment, licenses, or even access to funds.

The Scrum Master needs to work through these.

On a panel talk on Saturday one person said "the 
scrum master is an administrator, moving cards, 
updating the burn down. It is an easy job, I think my 
son could do it." I then rebutted his remarks....

The Scrum Master will tackle enterprise operations 
for their slow error prone deployment process, tackle 
Sarbox [Sarbanes-Oxley] compliance policy that has 
been way over-engineered to the point of slowing dev
to a crawl, telling the PMO that 3 sets of reports is 
waste, exhorting the team to try to do unit tests in 
ABAP (SAP cobol), etc.

Robin Dymond, CST - (Scrum Training and Coaching 
Community Google Group, Sep. 23, 2009) 

Protecting the Team from Interruptions

Every organization seems to have more work than their staff have the capacity to
deliver.  Staff are often asked to task switch repeatedly over the course of a day or

even  in  a  single  hour.   Sometimes  people  are  “allocated”  to  multiple  projects
simultaneously.  This breaks the Scrum value of focus.  The Scrum Master needs to

protect the team from interruptions or anything else that would break their focus.



But what should the Scrum Team members be focused on?  Simply: the goal of a
single Sprint.  And a single Scrum Team is focused on a single product.  The Product

Owner should be the point of contact for any and all requests for the time and effort
of  a  Scrum Team.  The Scrum Master  needs to  re-direct  any interruptions to  the

Product Owner.  The Product Owner decides if:

• the interruption results in a new Product Backlog Item, OR

• the interruption is irrelevant to the product and simply discarded, OR

• the interruption is important enough to cancel the current Sprint.

There are no other options in Scrum for handling requests for work from the Scrum
Team (or any member of the Scrum Team).

Contribution as Distraction

Any time the Scrum Master starts to contribute to the product development effort

directly, the Scrum Master is distracted from the other three duties.  Although simple,
following the rules of Scrum is not easy.  Getting distracted from the duty of helping

the team follow the rules of Scrum means that the team is likely to develop bad habits
or regress to non-Scrum behaviour.  Vigorously removing obstacles is usually a huge

job all on its own.  Most Scrum Teams have huge organizational obstacle that must be
worked on.  Some of these obstacles will take years of persistent effort to deal with.

The  Scrum  Master  cannot  become  distracted  by  tactical  details  of  product
development.  Protecting the team from interruptions means the Scrum Master must

have broad awareness, at all times, of what is happening with the team.  If a team
member is interrupted by a phone call, an email, or someone walking into the Scrum

team room, the Scrum Master needs to notice it immediately.

Whenever a Scrum Master takes on a product development task, focus on the role is

lost  and  a  condition  of  a  simple  conflict-of-interest  is  created.   If  the  team has
“committed” to deliver certain Product Backlog Items at the end of a Sprint, then that

feeling of commitment may lead a Scrum Master to focusing on the wrong things.

The time of a Scrum Master is an investment in continuous improvement.  Letting a

Scrum Master contribute to the work of the team dilutes that investment.





Product Owner Doesn’t Show
The Product Owner is a full member of the Scrum Team and should be present at all

Scrum  meetings  (Sprint  Planning,  Daily  Scrums,  Sprint  Review  and  Sprint
Retrospective).  As well, the Product Owner should also be available during work

time.  Of course, the PO also needs to work with stakeholders and might be away
during that  time, but  these discussions should be scheduled outside of the team’s

meeting times.

In one case with a team I was coaching at Capital One, the Product Owner didn't

show up for  the  Sprint  Review and  then  didn't  show up for  the  Sprint  Planning
meeting.  The rest of the team decided to delay the start of the Sprint until the Product

Owner did show up.  The director-level  manager of the team, a deeply insightful
individual, insisted that all team members take paid days off until the Product Owner

was ready to attend the Sprint Review... kind of like a mini-strike.  It only took two
days  for  the  Product  Owner  to  clear  his  schedule  to  attend  the  Sprint  Planning

meeting.

The Scrum Guide defines the membership of the Scrum Team as follows:

The Scrum Team consists of a Product Owner, the 
Development Team, and a Scrum Master. Scrum 
Teams are self-organizing and cross-functional. Self-
organizing teams choose how best to accomplish 
their work, rather than being directed by others 
outside the team.... The team model in Scrum is 
designed to optimize flexibility, creativity, and 
productivity.

As a member of the Scrum Team, the product owner should have the same level of

commitment, courage, focus, openness, and respect (the five Scrum values) as any
other Scrum Team member.  The Product Owner needs to collaborate actively with

the Scrum Team.  One way to gauge the involvement of the Product Owner is in the
Sprint Review.  If the Product Owner is giving feedback to the rest of the Team in the

Sprint Review, it's too late!  The Product Owner should never be surprised by the
product increment shown in the Sprint Review.  Instead, the Product Owner should be

leading the discussion to get feedback from customers, users and other stakeholders



during the Sprint Review.

There are some interesting exceptions to the Product Owner being present.  Here are

some of the most common:

1. The Product Owner needs to be away from the team to work directly with

customers, users, sales teams, marketing, customer service people, etc. This
work is essential for making sure that the Product Backlog contains the most

up-to-date information every Sprint.   This time away should normally be
scheduled outside of the Scrum meeting times.

2. The Product Owner may need to travel to meet with customers and be away
from the Scrum Team for an extended period of time.

3. Of course, like any other team member, the Product Owner can and should
take vacation and may be ill  from time-to-time.  This may seem trivially

obvious.  What is not obvious is that it often helps the team to leave another
team member with temporary responsibility to fill in for the Product Owner.

This temporary fill-in should not be someone from outside the team.

The latest version of the Scrum Guide also puts the Daily Scrum meeting in a special

category.  The meeting is for the Development Team (the subset of the Scrum Team
that excludes the Scrum Master and the Product Owner).   Former versions of the

Scrum  Guide and  other  official  Scrum  documentation  have  changed  this  rule  in
various  ways.   As  a  personal  comment,  I  believe  this  is  a  serious  internal

contradiction in the definition of Scrum.  If the Scrum Team is self-organizing, then
the Daily Scrum should include the Scrum Master and Product Owner.  I have seen

this work successfully.  The Scrum Guide says nothing about other people observing
the Daily Scrum.  I strongly recommend that the Scrum Master and Product Owner

observe  the  meeting  even  if  you  wish  to  follow Scrum strictly  and  restrict  their
participation.

If  you decide to  allow the Product  Owner to  participate in the meeting,  then the
Product Owner should restrict their comments to changes in the Product Backlog that

require the team's help for refinement.  For example, the Product Owner could report
in the Daily Scrum as follows:

“Yesterday I met with Sanjay at Deal Maker Industries and he suggested that we add
a feature to  allow car  manufacturers  to  ping various stakeholders  about  risks  and

options.   I  think  that  will  mean  adding  several  new  user  stories  to  the  Product
Backlog.  I need help from the team to write and estimate the new PBIs.  Today I also



have  a  re-prioritization  meeting  with  three  key  internal  stakeholders.   My  only
obstacle  is  that  I  still  can't  get  a  meeting with Karen about  the  marketing of  the

features from our last few Sprints and I'm worried that will delay our next release.”

In  this  example,  the  team  and  the  Scrum  Master  are  kept  apprised  of  key

developments at the product level and know that there will be some extra work during
the day to work on Product Backlog Refinement.  The Scrum Guide says:

Product Backlog refinement is the act of adding 
detail, estimates, and order to items in the Product 
Backlog. This is an ongoing process in which the 
Product Owner and the Development Team 
collaborate on the details of Product Backlog items. 
During Product Backlog refinement, items are 
reviewed and revised. The Scrum Team decides how 
and when refinement is done. Refinement usually 
consumes no more than 10% of the capacity of the 
Development Team. However, Product Backlog items
can be updated at any time by the Product Owner or 
at the Product Owner’s discretion.

Ideally, the Product Owner would spend an equal amount of time with their Scrum

Team and with outside customers and users.  The Product Owner is the key conduit of
information from the market to the Development Team.  Not being present with the

Scrum Team can hinder this flow of information and cause quality problems and
unnecessary rework.   Again, the Product  Owner should never be surprised in  the

Sprint Review.





Stretch Goals
The team decides on how much work it will do in a Sprint.  No one should bring

pressure on the team to over-commit.  This simply builds resentment, distrust and
encourages  low-quality  work.   That  said,  of  course  teams  can  be  inspired  by

challenging overall project or product goals.  A stretch goal for a Sprint is just a way
to 100% guarantee failure.  Even the team should not set its own stretch goals.

There  are  a  few  interesting  principles  that  apply  here.   For  example,  the  Agile
Manifesto mentions sustainability:

Agile processes promote sustainable development.  
The sponsors, developers, and users should be able 
to maintain a constant pace indefinitely.

The Agile Manifesto also points out the importance of trust:

Build projects around motivated individuals.  Give 
them the environment and support they need, and 
trust them to get the job done.

Stretch goals are incompatible with both of these principles from the Agile Manifesto.

There are two types of stretch goals.  The first type are those assigned by outsiders to
the team.  The second type are those which a team sets for itself.  Both types are bad.

Stretch Goals Assigned by Outsiders

The worst extreme of this type of stretch goal is also the most common!  This is the

fixed-scope-fixed-date project deadline.  In this type of stretch goal, the project team,
doing Scrum or not, is forced to work backwards from the deadline to figure out how

to get the work done.  If the team can't figure this out, managers often say things like
“re-estimate” or “just get it  done.”  (Note:  another thing that managers do in this

situation is even worse: adding people to the project!  Check out “The Mythical Man-
Month” by F. Brooks for a great analysis of this problem.)

My  anecdotal  experience  with  this  sort  of  thing  is  simple:  quality  suffers  or



sustainability suffers.  I once worked with three other people on a mission critical
project to help two banks with their merger.   There was a regulatory deadline for

completing the integration of the two existing systems for things like trading, etc.
Fixed-scope-fixed-date.  Coffee and sleepless nights were our solution since we tried

not to sacrifice quality.  We actually ended up working in my home for the last few
24-hour stretches so that we would have access to a shower.  Suffice it to say, there's

no way we could have sustained that pace.  It's anti-Agile.

A quick search for ideas and opinions about stretch goals makes it  very clear that

there is no commonly agreed “correct” answer.  However, from an Agile perspective
stretch  goals  assigned  by  outsiders  are  clearly  against  the  principles  of  the Agile

Manifesto.

Stretch Goals Set by the Scrum Team

The Scrum Guide states:

The number of items selected from the Product 
Backlog for the Sprint is solely up to the 
Development Team. Only the Development Team can
assess what it can accomplish over the upcoming 
Sprint.

For emphasis: what it can accomplish – not what it (the Development Team) wants to
accomplish, or what it should accomplish, or what it could accomplish if everything

goes  perfectly.   A Development  Team should  be  accomplishing  their  Sprint  plan
successfully  (all  Product  Backlog  Items  done)  on  a  regular  basis.   Of  course,

exceptional circumstances may intervene from time to time, but the team should be
building trust with stakeholders.  Here's another story:

I had a good friend.  We would always go out for coffee together.  We just hung out –
chatted about life, projects, relationships.  Of course, from time-to-time one or the

other of us would cancel our plans.  That's just life too.  But there came a time when
my friend started cancelling more often than not.  There was always a good excuse:

I'm sick, unexpected visitors, work emergency, whatever.  After a little while of this I
started to think that cancelling would be the default.  I even got to the point where I

was making alternative plans even if my friend and I had plans.  I got to the point
where I no longer trusted my friend.  It didn't matter that the excuses were always



good.  Trust was broken.

It doesn't matter why a team fails to meet a goal.  It reduces trust.  It doesn't matter

why a team succeeds in meeting a goal.  It builds trust.  Even among team members.
A team setting stretch goals is setting itself up for regular failure.  Even if the team

doesn't share those stretch goals with outsiders.

Stretch goals destroy trust within the team.

Think about that.  When a team fails to meet its own stretch goal, team members will
start to look for someone to blame.  People look for explanations, for stories.  The

team will create its own narrative about why a stretch goal was missed.  If it happens
over and over, that narrative will start to become doubt about the team's own capacity

either by pin-pointing an individual or in a gestalt team sense.

Trust and Agility

The  importance  of  trust  cannot  be  over-stated.   In  order  for  individuals  to  work
effectively together, they must trust each other.  How much trust?  Well, the Agile

Manifesto directly addresses trust:

Build projects around motivated individuals.  Give 
them the environment and support they need and 
trust them to get the job done.
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