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What Is Scrum? 

Scrum is an agile, flexible, and adaptable project management framework that is the most popular 

response to traditional waterfall methods.  The term scrum originated from a study by Professors 

Takeuchi and Nonaka (Harvard Business Review, 1986) reveling more new product development 

(NPD) success through a holistic, or 

“rugby”, approach than through a 

conventional, or “relay race”, methodology.  

A scrimmage (or scrum) is an initial play in 

rugby in which opposing teams form on 

opposite sides of the ball.  Unlike a relay 

race in which the baton is passed to the 

next person, a rugby scrum involves all the 

team members working together and 

utilizing the strengths of each player to 

move the ball downfield.  (American 

football fans can liken the scrum to the scrimmage for our purposes.) 

There are many advantages to using a scrum project management approach vs. a traditional 

waterfall methodology, especially for projects with higher degrees of uncertainly and/or with 

significant market and technology development required.  For stable markets and low risk projects, 

many firms can still deploy the traditional project management framework and its associated best 

practices.  However, many companies find they must develop more, better, and faster to remain 

competitive in a rapidly changing world.  In these situations, a scrum approach offers many 

advantages. 

Traditional Waterfall Project Management 

Traditional project management processes are often called “waterfall” processes because 

information and data must be collected before it can flow to the next level or step in the process.  
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Often a traditional project management process involves initiating a project by establishing the 

business case and overall objectives upfront.  An extensive planning stage follows project initiation 

in which the detailed scope of work, schedules, and budgets are determined.  Next, the project 

work is implemented according to the pre-determined plan.  The project is executed and 

monitored against the plan.  Changes tend to be expensive and time-consuming as they deviate 

from the established plan of action. 

Moreover, traditional waterfall project management 

emphasizes conformance to the plan and processes over 

people.  Documentation is significant and comprehensive 

with centralized management.  Project requirements tend to 

be identified early in the planning process and are “frozen” 

so designs can be built around these highly specified 

attributes.  Objectives are normally prioritized according to 

the triple constraint – scope, schedule, and budget.  Thus, feedback to the customer or client is 

infrequent and formal, typically regarding changes to the triple constraint variables. 

Traditional project management approaches are valuable when there are few unknowns or 

uncertainties in the project deliverables and when the customer has little project involvement.  For 

example, many turnkey engineering systems are well-suited for traditional project management 

because the risks are understood and the customer is relying upon the expertise of the vendor for 

installation of the equipment. 

However, in many other circumstances, project environments are not stable.  Customers may not 

be able to articulate specific requirements upfront or have certainty regarding the business value 

of the proposed project.  In these situations, an Agile approach is more appropriate to allow for 

a flexible and adaptable project management style.  Scrum is the most common Agile project 

management framework utilized today and results in several benefits over traditional waterfall 

processes. 

http://www.globalnpsolutions.com/
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Scrum Defined 

Scrum is a collaborative effort to create a new product or service in a project constrained by time, 

cost, quality, resources, and/or organizational capabilities.  These limitations would otherwise make 

a project difficult to plan, execute, manage, and succeed due to the uncertainties and constraints.  

Scrum provides a framework to adapt to rapidly changing project requirements that is fast, flexible, 

and effective.  Key advantages of Agile methodologies involves the transparency of 

communications and continuous feedback for uninterrupted delivery of value to the customer.   

 

Scrum starts with a project’s business case which is translated to the project vision statement.  

The project vision statement explains the business need for the project and how the project intends 

to meet that need.  The vision statement is created by the Product Owner, one of three critical 

roles in Scrum. 

Scrum Roles 

Scrum projects are supported by three key roles to ensure the project advances with transparency, 

value-focused customer delivery, and collaboration.  The first role is the Product Owner.  The 

Product Owner is a person who represents the voice of the customer. 

Because the Product Owner reflects the customer needs (and may indeed be the customer), the 

Product Owner is responsible for maximizing business value for the project.  S/he articulates project 

http://www.globalnpsolutions.com/
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requirements and the business justification for the project.  In addition, the Product Owner will 

approve any project deliverables and will determine completeness of the work. 

A second role on any Scrum project 

is the facilitator who ensures that the 

project team is working in an 

environment that allows the project 

team to be productive and efficient 

in creating project deliverables.  The 

project facilitator is known as the 

Scrum Master.  Not that the Scrum 

Master is not the same as traditional 

project manager. 

Traditional project managers are 

individually responsible for the success of a project according to pre-determined scope, schedule, 

and cost goals.  A traditional project manager acquires and develops the human resources 

necessary to conduct the work of the project.  Project managers assign and monitor completion 

of work tasks, and frequently conduct performance reviews of team members in a supervisory 

capacity. 

A Scrum Master, on the other hand, serves as a facilitator to assure the team of an environment 

in which they can do their own development work.  Scrum Masters are champions of the process 

by guiding and teaching Scrum practices.  Perhaps the most important role for a Scrum Master is 

to clear impediments or roadblocks that prevent the team from doing its work efficiently. 

Occasionally, a Scrum Master may find himself or herself at odds with an untrained Product Owner.  

As we’ll see later, only agreed-upon activities should be worked during the Sprint.  A rogue Product 

Owner may request additional tasks for completion during the Sprint.  In this case, the Scrum 

Master aids the team by allowing them to focus only on the pre-determined work and s/he 

educated the Product Owner regarding Scrum practices. 

http://www.globalnpsolutions.com/
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Scrum Masters may also need to remove impediments to work by gathering additional resources 

for the team.  In the case of lack of or malfunctioning equipment needed by the development 

team, the Scrum Master will identify appropriate entities to solve the problem and work to ensure 

that the equipment is repaired.  The idea is that a development team, or Scrum Team, can best 

do their work when they are actually working on the project and not working to solve peripheral 

problems.  When the Scrum Master removes impediments, it allows the team to focus on their 

work with a higher degree of concentration, resulting in higher quality and quicker delivery. 

Finally, the third core role in a Scrum project is the Scrum Team.  The Scrum Team is the equivalent 

of the project team in a traditional project.  It is a group of five to ten people who are responsible 

for converting the user stories specified by the Product Owner (e.g. project requirements) into 

functional deliverables.  Scrum Teams are capable of doing all the work required in the Sprint and 

have the necessary skill sets to work in a collaborative environment. 

Scrum Team members are often called “generalist-specialists”.  This means that each team member 

has a special skill or preferred expertise that contributes uniquely to the work of the project.  

However, each team member is also a generalist and helps out the rest of the team to accomplish 

Sprint and project goals as needed.  Team members are not directed by a project manager to do 

specific work.  Instead, Scrum Teams are self-organizing and team members work on tasks for 

which they are best suited and they work on tasks as necessary for the team to meet its collective 

objectives. 

Scrum Practices 

As indicated above, a Scrum project starts with the Product Owner crafting a Vision Statement 

that reflects the business need for the project and how the project will meet that need.  The 

Product Owner will work with appropriate stakeholders (e.g. the Human Resources department) to 

identify the Scrum Master.   

A Scrum Master will work with the Product Owner to identify the Scrum Team.  A common 

misunderstanding of Scrum is that the framework is only applicable to small projects.  While a 

http://www.globalnpsolutions.com/
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typical Scrum Team should be limited to five to ten people in order to enhance communication 

and collaboration, several Scrum Teams can be formed to manage larger, more complex projects.  

So a project that requires 35 people to complete the work will be divided into logical elements of 

five to seven Scrum Teams.  Each Scrum Team will be facilitated by a single Scrum Master and a 

Chief Scrum Master will facilitate the several project Scrum Masters to ensure the overall program 

delivers continuous value to the customer. 

The Product Owner will guide the Scrum Team’s work by writing epics and user stories.  Epics are 

very high-level functionalities or project descriptions.  Epics are later broken down into user stories 

for estimation and development.  User stories are simple statements that describe functionality, 

features, and expected outcomes for an increment of project work.  User stories take the form of 

who, what, and why. 

For example, the format of a user story may be as follows.  “As a <user>, I want to <goal> so 

that <benefit>.”   This simple format describes the who, what, and why.  A specific user story for 

a new restaurant app may be as follows.  “As a busy lunchtime customer, I want to be able to 

order online so that I can bypass the ordering queue and save time.”   

The user story may be further decomposed into tasks for the Scrum Team to work on during a 

specific Sprint.  For instance, ordering online may have several tasks associated with the function, 

such as listing menu items, prices, and coupons or specials. 

Another aspect of creating user stories is the development of personas.  New product 

development and design thinking approaches have long deployed personas to help developers 

empathize with the end-user.  Product Owners are usually responsible for creating personas to 

help clarify users and requirements.  Personas are fictional representations of end-users but include 

specific attributes such as age, gender, education, interests, and goals.  In the previous example, 

the Product Owner may describe a persona named John. 

John is a 32-year old accountant working for a large corporation in the busy 

downtown Seattle office.  His is working on his executive MBA at night and every 

other weekend.  He likes to work out at the gym to stay fit and he tries to eat 

http://www.globalnpsolutions.com/
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healthy as well.  He also wants to utilize his lunch hour time for studying in 

order to spend time with his young wife and baby in the evening.  John wants 

to eat lunch quickly to concentrate on studying and networking.  He gets 

frustrated when he has to waste time standing in a long queue behind 

vacationing families who can’t decide what to order. 

Sprints 

A Sprint is a time-boxed event in Scrum in which the development team works on specific user 

stories to deliver workable solutions.  Time-boxing means that the event is strictly limited and 

constrained by time.  Sprints are typically two to four weeks in length but can range from one to 

six weeks depending on the project type, requirements, and risks.  The length of the Sprint does 

not vary throughout the project and the Scrum Master monitors the Sprint length religiously. 

Each iteration of the project, or Sprint, starts with a Sprint Planning Meeting.  Here, the Product 

Owner suggests the features and functionalities (user stories) based on his/her Prioritized Product 

Backlog.  The Prioritized Product Backlog is a list of features and deliverables maintained by the 

Product Owner that will deliver the highest value earliest in the project.  In this way, the project 

continually delivers value and meets the needs of the customer (represented by the Product 

Owner).  User stories and personas are inputs to the Sprint Planning Meeting so that the Scrum 

Team works on the features that are of the highest value to the customer first.  The Product Owner 

also includes a definition of “done” to validate that a user story has been completed.  When the 

Scrum Team has completed a user story in a Sprint, and the Product Owner has verified it is 

“done,” it will be removed from the Prioritized Product Backlog.  At this point, a usable product 

increment is released to the customer; thus, satisfying the Agile principle of value delivery. 

In addition to selecting user stories at the Sprint Planning Meeting, the Scrum Team will estimate 

the efforts required to complete the work.  There are several methods to estimate user stories and 

these estimates are facilitated by the Scrum Master.  For example, relative user story size is a 

popular estimating method.  The Scrum Team agrees on a baseline task and then estimates the 

relative effort for the upcoming Sprint.  A user story rated a “2” will take twice as long to complete 

as the baseline.  Likewise, a user story rated “3” will take three times as long. 

http://www.globalnpsolutions.com/
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Using the Spring Planning Meeting to estimate user story effort ensures that the team can 

complete the agreed-upon development work during the next increment (Sprint).  Team members 

have more buy-in and motivation for project tasks when they are involved in selecting and 

estimating the work effort based on their expertise and skill sets during this planning phase.  Note 

that a Sprint Planning Meeting should be time-boxed to one day (eight hours) for a four-week 

Sprint. 

At the conclusion of the Sprint, two more time-boxed meetings are held.  The first is the Sprint 

Review Meeting.  It is time-boxed to four hours for a four-week Sprint.  During the Spring Review 

Meeting, the Scrum Team demonstrates the completed product deliverables to the Product Owner 

and other stakeholders.  The Product Owner declares the users story “done” when it meets all the 

criteria for acceptance that were initially detailed during the Sprint Planning Meeting.  Once a user 

story is done, the Product Owner removes it form the Prioritized Product Backlog.  Typically, a 

completed user story may be part of a product release, giving the customer a valuable, workable 

solution to immediately implement. 

The second meeting held at the conclusion of a Sprint aids 

the team in learning and continuous improvement.  This is 

called the Sprint Retrospective Meeting.  While a 

traditional project uses lessons learned meeting to 

evaluate what went right, what went wrong, and what can 

be improved, the Sprint Retrospective does so throughout 

the project life cycle. 

A Sprint Retrospective Meeting is attended by the Scrum 

Team and facilitated by the Scrum Master.  The idea is to 

improve Scrum practices.  Best practices are identified and 

immediately incorporated into the next Sprint.  Concepts 

that didn’t work are discarded.  In this way, the Scrum 

Team demonstrates continuous learning and can improve its performance on an ongoing basis. 

http://www.globalnpsolutions.com/
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The key benefit of using iterations in a Scrum project framework vs. a traditional project 

management framework is the incremental value delivery to the customer.  In addition, the 

customer is more engaged throughout the process as s/he frequently reviews progress on 

deliverables and feature development at the Sprint Review Meeting.  Moreover, Scrum Team 

members are more motivated to work on the project because Sprint increments promise 

completion of tasks that are reasonable and agreed-upon at the Sprint Planning Meeting.  There 

are fewer surprises forcing overtime work.  Development team members can sustain their work 

level throughout the project.  Compare this to a traditional project where crises frequently erupt 

as a product is about to be launched.  Team members will then work 80 to 100 hours per week 

to modify the product to meet a previously unknown change in the customer’s requirements. 

Scrum Artifacts 

There are two key artifacts used to manage projects within the Scrum framework:  the Scrumboard 

and the burndown chart.   

Scrumboard 

The Scrumboard is a highly visual artifact of the Scrum 

Team that shows the progress of the team.  User stories 

for the Sprint are listed in rows, while columns represent 

tasks to be done, in progress, in testing, or with a status 

of “done”.  Individual tasks are documents on sticky notes 

and moved from column to column on the Scrumboard 

to indicate status. 

The Scrumboard is often the focal point during the daily 

stand-up meeting when each team members indicates his 

or her project status.  During the daily stand-up meeting, 

each team member discusses what was done yesterday, what is planned for today, and if there 

are any impediments to accomplishing work tasks.  Scrum Team members should move task items 

http://www.globalnpsolutions.com/
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to appropriate column as the task is progressed, but the daily stand-up meeting will allow for a 

firm project status update. 

Columns on the Scrumboard can be modified as necessary for the project.  In the example shown 

above, a software project requires testing of each line of code; therefore, the testing activity is 

emphasized.  Some Scrum Teams may substitute other quality measures in this column or eliminate 

it for specific activities for certain project types.  However, keep in mind that projects that are not 

software-oriented still require some degree of testing during development. 

Burndown Chart 

Another key artifact of Scrum and other Agile methods is the burndown chart.  While traditional 

project managers track project progress versus the pre-determined project plan, Scrum projects 

track progress versus promised deliverables for each Sprint.  Thus, a burndown chart shows project 

progress and deviations compared to plans, just 

as traditional project measures do, but the 

burndown chart also serves additional purposes.  

During each Sprint Planning Meeting, the Scrum 

Master and Scrum Team estimate the work 

effort required to complete certain user stories 

and tasks.  Recall that the Product Owner 

specifies a list of the highest priority user stories to be completed for the project.   

Work effort estimates are often conducted through techniques like planning poker, relative size, 

or idea days.  Story points are assigned to each user story or task indicating relative effort to 

complete the work item.  A number of user stories are then agreed-upon to be completed during 

the Sprint.   

The Sprint burndown chart will show the total number of story points required for completion at 

the beginning of the Sprint.  As tasks are completed, moving from the “To Do” column to the 

“Done” column on the Scrumboard, the number of story points completed are deducted and 

http://www.globalnpsolutions.com/
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shown on the Sprint burndown chart.  In this way, the burndown charts shows the team’s velocity, 

or how many users stories can be completed in a sustainable manner during each Sprint.   

Of course, the Scrum Master and Scrum Team should work to complete all agreed user stories 

during a Sprint.  This is necessary in order to continuously deliver product increments to the 

customer.  If the development team completes all of the user stories before the Sprint is over, the 

Scrum Master and Scrum Team should work with the Product Owner to add an appropriate user 

story from the Prioritized Product Backlog to the existing Sprint. 

Using Scrum 

Scrum is the preferred method of Agile project management.  It is an adaptable and flexible project 

management framework using integrated teams with strong customer interactions to accomplish 

project objectives.  In contrast to traditional project management, Scrum projects continually 

deliver workable product solutions, emphasizing conformance to customer needs rather than 

conformance to plan. 

Three roles are critical to the success of a Scrum project.  The Product Owner is the customer 

representative and provides the development team with product requirements.  Product 

requirements, called user stories, are written in a simple form to describe how an end-user will 

benefit from the product.  For example, a user story will state, “As a <user>, I will be able to 

<goal> so that <benefit>.”  User stories are often broken down into multiple tasks. 

Next, the Scrum Team does the work of the project.  The Scrum Team provides estimates of how 

much effort will be required to complete each user story and commits to do that work during a 

time-boxed Sprint.  Sprints typically last two to four weeks and result in workable deliverables 

presented to the Product Owner at the conclusion of the Sprint.  The Scrum Team works at a 

sustainable pace in order to consistently deliver product increments.  A typical Scrum Team 

member is considered a “generalist-specialist”. 

Finally, the Scrum Master is a key role for successful Scrum project implementation.  The Scrum 

Master is a facilitator and serves a different capacity on the project than does a traditional project 

http://www.globalnpsolutions.com/
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manager.  Scrum Masters are servant leaders and work to remove obstacles and impediments that 

hinder the Scrum Team’s work.  In addition, the Scrum Master ensures that the Product Owner’s 

requirements are clear and succinct, and that the Scrum Team is provided the correct tools and 

environment necessary to conduct the project work. 

As indicated, the Scrum Team completes user stories and delivers product increments during short 

intervals called Sprints.  A Sprint Planning Meeting will create a list of committed user stories 

selected from the Product Owner’s Prioritized Product Backlog.  These user stories are completed 

during the Sprint and deliver a working incremental solution to the customer (represented by the 

Product Owner) at the conclusion of each Sprint. 

During the Sprint, a Scrumboard is used as a visual artifact to document tasks that are yet to be 

done, in progress, in testing, or are done.  Another visual artifact is the Sprint burndown chart, 

used to illustrate project progress.   

The Scrumboard and Sprint burndown chart are often used as focal points for the daily stand-up 

meeting.  Every day, the Scrum Master and Scrum Team meet for just 15 minutes to openly discuss 

work that was completed, planned work, and impediments or obstacles to completing project 

work.  This quick status meeting allows the team members to coordinate work efficiently.  Problem-

solving is taken off-line while the Scrum Master spends his/her time removing roadblocks 

hindering the development team’s productivity. 

Scrum is an effective framework to implement Agile practices for project management, especially 

for higher risk projects with ill-defined requirements.  Implementing Scrum is, however, a major 

cultural change for organizations that have previously practiced traditional project management 

techniques.  You can learn more about Scrum and become a certified Scrum Master in our two-

day class (November 2016 or December 2016) or in an online course (self-study or facilitated 

workshop).  Please contact me at info@globalnpsolutions.com to download a free copy of the 

SBOK Guide (Scrum Body of Knowledge). 
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