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1. Introduction

There’s a lot of buzz on Kanban right now in the agile software development community. Since Scrum
has become quite mainstream now, a common question is “so what is Kanban, and how does it
compare to Scrum?” Where do they complement each other? Are there any potential conflicts?
Here’s an attempt to clear up some of the fog.

Jim: “Now we’ve finally gone all-out Scrum!”

Fred: “ So how’s it going?”

Jim: “Well, it’s a lot better than what we had before...”

Fred: “...but?”

Jim: “... but you see we are a support & maintainance team.”

Fred: “yes, and?”

Jim: “Well, we love the whole thing about sorting priorities in a product backlog, self-
organizing teams, daily scrums, retrospectives, etc....”

Fred: “So what'’s the problem?”

Jim: “We keep failing our sprints”

Fred: “Why?”

Jim: “Because we find it hard to commit to a 2 week plan. Iterations don’t make to much
sense to us, we just work on whatever is most urgent for today. Should we do 1 week
iterations perhaps?”

Fred: “Could you commit to 1 week of work? Will you be allowed to focus and work in peace
for 1 week?”

Jim: “Not really, we get issues popping up on a daily basis. Maybe if we did 1 day sprints...”
Fred: “Do your issues take less than a day to fix?”

Jim: “No, they sometimes take several days”

Fred: “So 1-day sprints wouldn’t work either. Have you considered ditching sprints entirely?”
Jim: “Well, frankly, we would like that. But isn’t that against Scrum?”

Fred: “Scrumis just a tool. You choose when and how to use it. Don’t be a slave to it!”

Jim: “So what should we do then?”

Fred: “Have you heard of Kanban?”

Jim: “What'’s that? What'’s the difference between that and Scrum?”

Fred: “Here, read this article!”

Jim: “But | really like the rest of Scrum though, do | have to switch now?”

Fred: “No, you can combine the technigues!”

Jim: “What? How?”

Fred: “Just read on...”

Purpose of this article

If you're interested in agile software development you've probably heard about Scrum, and you may
also have heard about Kanban. | hope this article will clarify both tools by comparing them to each
other, so you can figure out how these might come to use in your environment.
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2. So what is Scrum and Kanban anyway?

OK let’s try to summarize Scrum and Kanban in less than 100 words each.

Scrum in a nutshell

Split your organization into small, cross-functional, self-organizing teams.

Split your work into a list of small, concrete deliverables. Sort the list by priority and
estimate the relative effort of each item.

LA A SSS

=
Split time into short fixed-length iterations (usually 1 — 4 weeks), with potentially shippable
code demonstrated after each iteration.

January ! ! ; ; ; ; L —> April
= 83 8994 (]

Optimize the release plan and update priorities in collaboration with the customer, based on
insights gained by inspecting the release after each iteration.
Optimize the process by having a retrospective after each iteration.

So instead of a large group spending a long time building a big thing,
we have a small team spending a short time building a small thing.
But integrating regularly to see the whole.

121 words... close enough.
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For more details check out “Scrum and XP from the Trenches”. The book is a free read online. | know
the author, he’s a nice guy :0)
http://www.crisp.se/ScrumAndXpFromTheTrenches.html

For more Scrum links check out http://www.crisp.se/scrum

Kanban in a nutshell

Visualize the workflow

0 Split the work into pieces, write each item on a card and put on the wall

0 Use named columns to illustrate where each item is in the workflow.
Limit WIP (work in progress) — assign explicit limits to how many items may be in progress at
each workflow state.
Measure the lead time (average time to complete one item, sometimes called “cycle time”),
optimize the process to make lead time as small and predictable as possible.

To do DS:au Test F-‘ieg!ease Donel
2

=
S

— z

We collect useful Kanban links at: http://www.crisp.se/kanban
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3. So how do they relate to each other?

Scrum and Kanban are both process tools

Tool = anything used as a means of accomplishing a task or purpose. Process = how you work.

Scrum and Kanban are process tools in that they help you work more effectively by, to a certain
extent, telling you what to do. Java is also a tool, it gives you a simpler way to programming a
computer. A toothbrush is a also a tool, it helps you reach your teeth so you could clean them.

Compare tools for understanding, not judgement

Knife or fork — which tool is better?

Pretty meaningless question right? Because the answer depends on your context. For eating
meatballs the fork is probably best. For chopping mushrooms the knife is probably best. For
drumming on the table either will do fine. For eating a steak you probably want to use both tools
together. For eating rice... well... some prefer fork while others prefer chopsticks.

=

So when we compare tools we should be careful. Compare for understanding, not for judgement.

No tool is complete, no tool is perfect

Like any tools, Scrum and Kanban are neither perfect nor complete. They don’t tell you everything
that you need to do, they just provide certain constraints & guidelines. For example, Scrum
constrains you to have timeboxed iterations and cross-functional teams, and Kanban constrains you
to use visible boards and limit the size of your queues.

Interestingly enough, the value of a tool is that it limits your options. A process tool that lets you do
anything is not very useful. We might call that process “Do Whatever” or how about “Do The Right
Thing”. The “Do The Right Thing” process is guaranteed to work, it’s a silver bullet! Because if it
doesn’t work, you obviously weren’t following the process :0)
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Using the right tools will help you succeed, but will not guarantee success. It's easy to confuse project
success/failure with tool success/failure.

A project may succeed because of a great tool
A project may succeed despite a lousy tool

A project may fail because of a lousy tool

A project may fail despite a great tool

Scrum is more prescriptive than Kanban

We can compare tools by looking at how many rules they provide. Prescriptive means “more rules to
follow” and adaptive means “fewer rules to follow”. 100% prescriptive means you don’t get to use
your brain, there is a rule for everything. 100% adaptive means Do Whatever, there are no rules or
constraints at all. As you can see, both extremes of the scale are kind of ridiculous.

Agile methods are sometimes called lightweight methods, specifically because they are less
prescriptive than traditional methods. In fact, the first tenet of the Agile Manifesto is “Individuals and
Interactions over Processes and Tools”.

Scrum and Kanban are both highly adaptive, but relatively speaking Scrum is more prescriptive than
Kanban. Scrum gives you more constraints, and thereby leaves less options are open. For example
Scrum prescribes the use of timeboxed iterations, Kanban doesn’t.
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Let’s compare some more process tools on the prescriptive vs adaptive scale:

More prescriptive More adaptive
<€ = @ @ >
RUP Kanban Do Whatever

RUP is pretty prescriptive — it has over 30 roles, over 20 activities, and over 70 artifacts. An
overwhelming amount of stuff to learn. You aren’t really supposed to use all of that though, you are
supposed to select a suitable subset for your project. Unfortunately this seems to be hard in practice.
“Hmmmm... will we need Configuration audit findings artifacts? Will we need a Change control
manager role? Not sure, so we better keep them just for in case.” This may be one of the reasons
why RUP implementations often end up quite heavy-weight compared to Agile methods such as
Scrum and XP.

XP (eXtreme programming) is pretty prescriptive compared to Scrum. It includes most of Scrum + a
bunch of fairly specific engineering practices such as test-driven development and pair programming.

Scrum is less prescriptive than XP, since it doesn’t prescribe any specific engineering practices. Scrum
is more prescriptive than Kanban though, since it prescribes things such as iterations and cross-
functional teams.

One of the main differences between Scrum and RUP is that in RUP you get too much, and you are
supposed to remove the stuff you don’t need. In Scrum you get too little, and you are supposed to
add the stuff that is missing.

Kanban leaves almost everything open. The only contraints are Visualize Your Workflow and Limit
Your WIP. Just inches from Do Whatever, but still surprisingly powerful.
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Don’t limit yourself to one tool!

Mix and match the tools as you need! | can hardly imagine a successful Scrum team that doesn’t
include most elements of XP for example. Many Kanban teams use daily standup meetings (a Scrum
practice). Some Scrum teams write some of their backlog items as Use Cases (a RUP practice) or limit
their queue sizes (a Kanban practice). Whatever works for you.

Musashi said it nicely (famous 17" century Samurai, famous for his twin-sword fighting technique)
Do not develop an attachement to any
one weapon or any one school of fighting

- Miyamoto Musashi

Pay attention to the constraints of each tool though. For example if you use Scrum and decide to
stop using timeboxed iterations (or any other core aspect of Scrum), then don’t say you're using
Scrum. Scrum is minimalistic enough as it is, if you remove stuff and still call it Scrum then the word
will become meaningless and confusing. Call it something like “Scrum-inspired” or “a subset of
Scrum” or how about “Scrumish” :0)
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