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ABSTRACT

Context: The planning, estimation and controlling mechanisms of
agile process models rely significantly on a fixed set of tasks being
established for each sprint. These tasks are created as refinements of
product backlog items at the beginning of each sprint. However, a
project team’s understanding of the backlog items’ business
implications and dependencies may often not be deep enough to
identify all necessary tasks this early, so in addition to the tasks
defined in the beginning of the sprint, more necessary tasks might be
discovered as the sprint progresses, making any attempt at progress
estimation or risk management difficult.

Obijective: We strive to enable software teams to achieve a deeper
understanding of product backlog items, which should help them to
identify a sprint’s tasks more reliably and comprehensively,~and
avoid discovering the need for extra tasks during sprint execution.

Method: We introduced a project team in a medium-sized
software development company to the Interaction“Room method,
which encourages interdisciplinary communication about key/system
design aspects among all stakeholders. We . bserved, the team’s
conduct in the sprint planning meetings, and tracked early- vs. late-
identified tasks across several sprints.

Results: Before the introduction of our method, the team used to
discover on average 26% of a sprint’s tasks not at the beginning of
the sprint, but later during the..courseé of the sprint. Using the
Interaction Room in two separate projectsy this ratio dropped to an
average of 5% late-discovered tasks.

Conclusion: Our observations from these projects suggest that
increased communication among all'stakeholders of a project leads to
a more reliable identification of the tasks to be performed in a sprint,
and that an Interaction Room can provide appropriate guidance to
conduct this team cemmunication in a focused and pragmatic way.

Keywords: Scrum, Sprint Planning Meeting, Task Breakdown,
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1. Introduction

Scrum is the most popular agile software process
model [1]. It structures a project into a series of iterations that
last from one to four weeks. Each iteration comprises the steps
of iteration planning (in the sprint planning meeting),
implementing and testing a certain product increment (in a

sprint), presenting the results to” stakeholders (in the sprint
review) and reflecting, on one’s work in order to optimize
future sprints (in"the sprint”retrospective) [2]. Scrum defines
three roles that togethen form the so-called Scrum team: The
product owners.is ~responsible for managing the product,
defining “and prioritizing product requirements. The Scrum
master‘manages_the process. He or she protects the team from
interferences, identifies and eliminates impediments and
advocates Scrum within the organization. The development
team consists of particular roles needed for the development
(e.g.developer, tester and architect). The development team is
a'proper subset of the Scrum team, excluding the Scrum master
and the product owner. The development team members
manage themselves in terms of how they complete the work to
be done in a sprint [3]. The definition of this work occurs in the
sprint planning meeting that takes place at the beginning of
each sprint. It is divided into two separate meetings: In sprint
planning meeting 1, the team gathers all information needed to
estimate and commit to the implementation of a set of
prioritized backlog items. A backlog item (or item for short) is
a functional requirement defined by the product owner. In
sprint planning meeting 2, the developers are then supposed to
define all tasks that need to be performed in order to design,
implement and test the backlog items selected for the sprint.
Tasks describe the team’s planned activities that are necessary
in order to fulfill the functional requirements. For each sprint,
the development team commits to a limited number of backlog
items, based on the estimates of the items’ complexity and the
team’s velocity (i.e. the number of work units that can be
handled by the team in a sprint). The velocity is a measurement
that becomes more precise the more iterations a team
completes, because its members gain experience in estimating
the system’s complexity and their own performance [4].

Deriving tasks from backlog items is a complex task,
however. The team needs to have detailed knowledge about a
variety of business and technical aspects of the information
system under construction, as well as an understanding of the
process and component landscape it is being integrated into,
and the data structures it should rely on. Often, slicing tasks out
of a backlog item is not straightforward. For example, if the
specification of a backlog item is written from a user’s
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