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Scrum is Not Just for Software 
 

By Robbie Mac Iver 
 

Traditional project management methods often approach all projects in the same plan 
driven manner regardless of the level of uncertainty and change represented by the 
project.  As a result projects fail to meet their anticipated business objectives and overall 
confidence in the team’s ability to deliver is lost.  Agile methods are becoming well 
established to address these issues in software development efforts, but agility is not just 
for software.  Consider this definition of agility from Jim Highsmith: 

 
Ø Agility is the ability to both create and respond to change in order to 

profit in a turbulent business environment.  
- Jim Highsmith, Agile Project Management 

 
This does not speak to software development at all; but rather to addressing change (and 
uncertainty) in ways that bring business benefit even though the business environment is 
ever changing. 
Agile methods like Scrum can be applied to any project effort to deliver improved results 
in ever evolving business environments, and do so in a manner that demonstrates visible, 
predictable progress toward today’s most important business priorities. 

Scrum Overview 
While most often associated with software development efforts, Scrum is a project 
management framework not a software development life cycle and is ideally suited for 
projects with high uncertainty. 

 

Scrum Characteristics 
§ Delivers iteratively via Sprints 
§ Incrementally Delivers Business 

Value 
§ Encourages High Customer 

Involvement 
§ Promotes Continuous Improvement 

Sprint or Iteration Characteristics 
§ Timed Boxed Period 
§ Fixed Start and End Date 
§ Focused on Short-Term Goal 
§ Maintains a Sustainable Pace 
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The Scrum Lifecycle 
A Scrum project 
starts like any other 
project; with a 
project chartering or 
visioning session 
that defines the 
business case 
justification and the 
high-level scope of 
the project. In Scrum 
this is called the 
Product Backlog.  
Unlike traditional 
methods, in Scrum 
the Product Backlog 
is not viewed as the 
final scope but is expected to evolve as the project proceeds and more is learned about the 
business issues being addressed and the solution needed. 

Sprint planning sessions are then used to select work from the Product Backlog to be 
completed in the next sprint, forming the Sprint Backlog.  The team then executes the 
sprint which is typically 2-4 weeks and produces a “Potentially Shippable Product 
Increment”.   In a software development effort this is one or more features on which 
feedback from the Product Owner and other stakeholders is sought.  Daily Scrum 
meetings, also known as Daily Stand-Ups, are used throughout the sprint to coordinate 
the work and keep the team focused on the sprint goals.  A Sprint Review is conducted at 
the end of the sprint to assess the work done during the sprint and demonstrate the 
completed work.  Finally a Sprint Retrospective is conducted to review what went well 
and what did not so that the appropriate adjustments can be made when planning the next 
sprint. 
To see how Scrum can be used in settings other than software development, let’s consider 
a sample business case that is based one of my recent client experiences. 

An Example Business Process 
PoochPals1 is a national corporation that provides supplies, food, toys, medicines, and a 
vast array of other products to the nation’s most pampered pets (through their owners of 
course).  The company actually manufactures nothing. It buys these products from a large 
number of vendors all over the country and then distributes them for resale to pet related 
businesses everywhere.  

                                                
1 Not intended to represent any real company. 
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Figure 1 shows a sample supply chain network 
for a single vendor.  To get a feel for the 
complexity involved, multiple this by 500 or 
so vendors and you can see that supply chain 
optimization is a big deal for companies like 
PoochPals.   

 
As its product line expands, its customer base 
grows or its product demand shifts from one 
geographic area to another, PoochPals 
optimizes its supply chain in a number of 
ways. One the most involved is opening an 
additional warehouse to serve particular 
geographic market.  While adding a new 
warehouse is an immense effort from many 
standpoints, the one we want to consider is the 

effort that determines which vendors, products and customers will be serviced by a new 
warehouse.  This is not a trivial endeavor as it could involve hundreds of vendors and 
thousands of products.  The end to end process takes approximately 6 months per vendor 
and requires a team of 50+ people from multiple business areas.   

At a high level the process might look like this: 
§ Selecting vendors and  products 
§ Gathering and validating specific product information 
§ Designing the supply chain for each vendor 
§ Negotiating vendor contracts 
§ Building-up the initial product inventory at the new warehouse 

The Traditional Approach 
The traditional approach (see Figure 2.) puts 
together a very detailed project plan that 
defines all the various tasks in each of the 
above process areas.  This could amount to 
several hundred tasks that need to be 
performed for each vendor.  Imagine creating 
that detailed plan and concurrently managing 
some 200+ vendors independently. Instead we 
might create groups of 10-15 vendors to 
manage together.  Finally we set a schedule 
based on the management’s goal for stocking 
the initial inventory at a pace the warehouse 
can accept. From there the existing 
replenishment processes take over to maintain the necessary inventory levels based on 
customer demand, but those processes are not considered in the scope of this discussion.  

 

Figure 1. Sample Supply Chain Network.  
A vendor has multiple manufacturing & 
distribution locations from which products 
are transported to a PoochPals 
warehouse.  Based on customer demand, 
products are then transported from the 
PoochPals warehouse to customer 
locations. 

 
Figure 2. Armed with the detailed project 
plan, traditional project management 
practices push the group of vendors 
toward the various milestones defined in 
the plan. 




