Scrum Discussion Questions
For the Facilitator

These questions and subsequent discussion points are designed to help
you and your Team more efficiently implement Scrum. The following are
discussion points to direct the conversation for complete understanding of
the complexities of Scrum.
Remember to manage your Team’s energy and focus. We recommend reading and discussing these questions in
20 minute timeboxed sessions.

Scrum Basics
Scrum is for solving complex problems. What makes something complex? How can Scrum help
us deal with complexity?
•
•
•
•
•

Simple — You know what you want, you know how to do it.
Simple gets Complicated — Something not quite what you expected.
Complex — New stuff shows up. This is also used to describe complicated.
Chaotic — New stuff causes old stuff to be wrong.
Scrum helps through feedback loops. This is called “inspect and adapt
cycles” in Scrum.

Scrum includes a social agreement to be empirical as a Team. What
do you think an empirical agreement is?
•
•

Empirical means to do inspect and adapt cycles, and to prefer reality
to plans.
The agreement is to be open-minded and not believe what we used to
believe. Be open to adapt based on new realities. Have conversations
about those new realitites and how to adapt to them.

The notions of Accountability and Responsibility are important in Scrum. What do you think
the differences are?
•
•
•

Responsibility — Doing the work.
Accountability — Making sure the work gets done or being able to explain why the work didn’t get done.
In Scrum, the Product Owner is accountable for the value of the Team’s work, the ScrumMaster is
accountable to make the Team better, and the Development Team Members are accountable to work
together and do their best work.

How are the Team, Product Owner, and ScrumMaster each held accountable?
•

Trick question - They are not “held accountable”. They accept accountability. Here are their accountabilities:
» Team Members — Accountable to the other Team Members for his/her quality of work. They must be
open with the other Team Members about what troubles they are having, their skill limitations and so on.
» Product Owner — Accountable to the organization to maximize the value of the work the Team produces.
The Product Owner must be able to explain why work near the front of the Backlog is the most important.
» Top-level Product Owner — Accountable to the organization to maximize the value of the Product. This
Product Owner must be able to explain why features being delivered are the most important.
» ScrumMaster — Accountable to the Organization to make the Team better. The ScrumMaster must be able
to explain what the Team’s Impediments are and what is being done about them.
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How do you define a stakeholder? Do they form the context in which the Team exists? Who are
our stakeholders?
•
•
•

Stakeholders are people who have a legitimate interest in what we’re doing.
Stakeholders are people who “we ignore at our peril”. Ignoring the Stakeholders’ wishes and feedback
could get us in trouble.
Stakeholders include people both inside and outside our Team.

Why does Scrum emphasize fixed-length iterations? How does that help our workflow?
•
•
•

The Iteration is the feedback loop and Stakeholders need consistency so they know what to expect.
The Team needs a place to stop so they don’t need to do unnecessary work after receiving feedback.
The frequent feedback loop is the life-blood of agility.

Why are our sprints __ weeks long? How does this impact our productivity and organization?
•
•

Sprints must be short enough that the feedback loop is “tighter” than the volatility of the requirements.
Sprints must be long enough that the Team can produce enough of an Increment to get meaningful feedback.

Vision provides focus and roadmaps provide guidance. What’s the distinction between these
concepts? Is it a useful distinction?
•
•
•
•

Focus — Is on the ultimate target. Why are we doing this?
Guidance — Is about execution. What are the milestones along the way?
Vision should remain constant, while the roadmap can change based on the realities we face.
Why (the Vision/Focus) vs.What (Guidance/Roadmap) — Is a very useful distinction.

Scrum Team
What are the basic responsibilities of the Scrum Team?
•

•
•
•
•
•

The Scrum Team is a “Well-Formed Team” that
consists of a Product Owner, ScrumMaster, and a
Development Team (collection of Developers). This is
important. The Product Owner is NOT outside the
Scrum Team.
Well-Formed Team — Self-organized, cross-functional
(complete), and value-driven.
Scrum Team — Responsible for the Product Ownership,
ScrumMastering, and Development.
Product Owner — Accountable for the Product
Ownership and Development Team’s results.
ScrumMaster — Accountable for the ScrumMastering.
Developers — Accountable for working together and
doing their jobs well.

What is the difference between a Team that is self-directed and one that is self-organizing?
•
•
•

Self-directed means they set their own goals and agenda. Since the Product Owner is a member of the
Scrum Team, the Scrum Team is self-directed.
Self-organizing means they determine how to do their own work. Both the Scrum Team and the internal
Development Team are self-organizing.
Self-directed is about “what”. Self-organizing is about “how”.

©2014 3Back, LLC. 3Back.com

2

Why is it important that each Team Member be accountable to the rest of the Team? What
happens when they are not?
•

Each Team Member is accountable to the other Team Members for the quality of his/her work. When
the accountability is not there, the commitment, openness, and respect are missing. The Team crumbles.

Teams swarm on items. Why is it not more organized? Is Team Swarm a sign of disorganized
energy that can be better directed?
•
•

The Team Swarm is the most effective way for a Team to solve hard or complicated problems.
The Team Swarm allows all Team Members to bring their own knowledge and skill to bear as emergent leaders.

Product Owner
How much time should the Product Owner Spend with the Scrum Team?
•
•

The Product Owner is a Scrum Team member who also works with the Stakeholders.
A 50/50 split of the Product Owner’s time between the Team and the Stakeholders is a good place to
start for a new Scrum Team.

How does the Product Owner determine what will please the Stakeholders? How do they help
the Stakeholders explore what they want in a Product? Which do you prefer: interactive models
or large surveys?
•
•
•

The Product Owner needs to know what will provide value to the Stakeholders. There are no rules here.
This is a question for the Team — How do we do it?
If the Scrum Team is significantly far from its ultimate Stakeholders, someone may need to help the Team’s
Product Owner figure it out. Is there a Business Owner (or heirarchy of Business Owners) helping with it?
In any case the follow-up is: “How is that working for us? How do we do better?”

In general, how quickly will the Product Owner want something done? Has this been a reasonable
amount of time for us to get work done?
•
•

This is a trick question — The Team’s Product Owner should want things done when they are “Done”, as
defined by the Acceptance Criteria and definition of Done.
Item “doneness” can be defined in two ways:
» By a well-defined set of criteria, in which case the amount of effort required is unknown.
» Or by a timebox (fixed-length of time), in which case
what will be produced is unknown.

What happens when the Product Owner has undue
influence over the Development Team? Who would help
detect and prevent that?
•

•

If the Product Owner tries to act like a boss instead of a
Team Member, this can destroy the Team’s self-organization.
This can turn the Team into just another Command and
Control Team. Yuck!
It is the ScrumMaster’s responsibility to look out for
this. One of the ScrumMaster’s jobs is to train the Team’s
Product Owner to work with the Team effectively.
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ScrumMaster
How much time should the ScrumMaster spend with the Scrum Team?
•
•

The ScrumMaster is a Team Member and should be with the Team all the time.
The ScrumMaster needs to spend time with the Team to be able to react to impediments and
issues as they arise.

What are the interactions between the Product Owner and ScrumMaster like?
•
•
•

The ScrumMaster needs to coach the Product Owner how to work with the Team on the Product.
The Product Owner needs to give the ScrumMaster space to work with the Team to make it better.
They should spend a lot of time together to look out for each other and the rest of the Team.

How does the ScrumMaster remove the Team’s Impediments?
•
•
•
•

Ideally the ScrumMaster should facilitate the Team’s removal of its own Impediments.
The Team should know what needs to be done. They only need permission to do it.
The ScrumMaster gets permission from the Product Owner.
The ScrumMaster does the “heavy lifting” outside the Team, if necessary. The ScrumMaster may need the
Product Owner, or somebody else with power, to help remove Impediments outside the Team. Typically,
such impediments may involve IT, HR, or facilities.

Development Team
The Development Team is the subset of the Scrum Team that
is actually developing or building stuff. Who belongs on this
Team?
•
•

The Development Team is a well-defined Team that contains
the Developers.
The ScrumMaster and Product Owner may or may not be
members of the Development Team.

Backlog
Is the Product Backlog is a prioritized list? Should it be?
•
•

The Product Backlog is a prioritized list, but it may have levels of organization. For example, it may contain Epics
that contain Stories.
The Product Backlog must be prioritized, at least near the front, because the Team needs a single “most
important” thing to work on. This is often called forced-rank prioritization.

What does the word Backlog mean to you? If it’s in the Backlog does that mean we are supposed
to do it?
•
•

In English, a Backlog is a list of things we’re supposed to do. This is not the case in Scrum. A Backlog is
simply a list of things somebody wants us to do. There is no guarantee it will all be done.
There are usually more items in the Backlog at the end of a project than there were at the beginning. This
indicates there has been a lot of exploring and learning throughout the project.
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There are two lists of work in Scrum: Product Backlog and Sprint Backlog. What is the difference?
How does the Team view them? How do stakeholders and the Product Owner view them?
•
•

Product Backlog — Big list of everything anybody wants done to the Product.
Sprint Backlog — Smaller, more detailed list that contains Stories the Scrum Team has already said they
hope to do in the current Sprint. Sprint Planning is part of the following Sprint.

Why is Backlog refinement a continuous process throughout the project? Who is responsible
for grooming the Backlog?
•
•
•

The Team always needs Backlog items that are ready for them to work on. We can’t expect Stakeholders
to deliver Stories in that form. The Team has to make Stories ready to be worked on.
The Team, Product Owner, and appropriate Stakeholders need to refine the Stories so they are on the
same page.
The Backlog gets incrementally refined. There should be no more than 2 - 3 Sprint’s worth of fully-refined
items at any given time.

Who can add things to the Product Backlog? When do you believe the Backlog is too long?
•
•
•

Normally anyone can add to a Product Backlog.
Some organizations screen items through the Product Owner, but this can be too controlling.
The Backlog is never too long. All input is valuable. However, parts of the Backlog can be put in the
“freezer” where the Team won’t be bothered or confused by them.

Agile Analysis
What is analysis in traditional product development?
•

An up-front, get-it-all definition of what the system will be. It is
usually produced during an “Analysis Phase”.

What does Agile Analysis in agile product development mean?
•
•
•

Agile Analysis is analysis that is done in an agile way: Incrementally
and based on exploration.
Agile Analysis is usually done from the beginning to the end of
working on a Product.
Agile Analysis should probably have no more than 2 - 3 Sprint’s
worth of refined items at any given time.

Sprint Planning and Retro
If your releases take only a Sprint long, is release planning just handled during the Sprint Planning
session? Do we plan it as part of the Sprint work?
•
•

Release is not a Scrum ceremony. Things are released in some sort of “Release Me” Story. This must be
planned as part of the Sprint.
The issue is how and when the review of the “release candidate” Product Increment is done. Who
determines if it gets released and when? This is undefined by Scrum and must be determined with the
best interest of the Product in mind.
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Do the release goals collapse to Sprint goals if you release each
Sprint? How much intentional structure does our Team need to
stay focused and keep on track with what is going on?
•

•

Release goals can lead to working too hard or too fast. This can
lead to Technical Debt and eventual loss of Velocity and control
over the Product.
One should release when the Product is releasable. This is not
a decision; it’s a state.

Can information learned during a Sprint modify the release
strategy and the number of Sprints planned? What is an
example of a time our Team had to do this?
•

Yes, of course. Release-ability is a decision usually made by
the Top-level Product Owner. As such, we would expect this
decision to be reality-based and hence affected by current
information.

Why are retrospectives necessary? How do they help us look
at the past work and move forward? Have we improved our
processes by doing retrospectives?
•

•

Scrum is about feedback, both of the Product and the process.
The retrospective is the “formal” meeting in which the Team
inspects and adapts its own practices and teamwork.
We believe the Team often needs to inspect and adapt its
teamwork and practices more frequently than once a Sprint.
» It is not necessary to wait until the end of the Sprint to
discuss something that just happened. We call these Ad-hoc
Conversation Intraspectives. They are usually event-driven
and should be a commonly-used tool in a ScrumMaster’s
toolbox.

Is the focus of Sprint Planning to agree to a commitment or
figure out how much we can get the Team to do? Do we use
a previous Sprint’s Velocity to determine how much more
work we can get out of the Team?
•

•
•

This seems like a reasonable question, but it’s actually a trick
question. None of these behaviors are correct — they are all
coercive.
In modern Scrum, the Team does a forecast during Sprint Planning,
which is an estimate of how much they might do if things go well.
There is no commitment to anything except completing as
much of their best work as they can, while still working at a
Sustainable Pace.
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About 3Back
3Back was founded with the vision
to assist organizations from around
the world in recognizing the power
of their teams. With over 50 years
of combined experience working
directly on and with Scrum teams,
3Back’s goal is to help organizations
build and dramatically improve the
proficiencies needed for development
in a demanding business marketplace.
3Back offers training, coaching and
consulting in all aspects of agile product
development with an emphasis on the
importance of engaging the human
side of the equation (the Team) to
produce results. At 3Back, we make
teams better.
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