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Agile development consists of several core values and 
principles captured in the Agile Manifesto.  The manifesto 
provides guidance for software development.   
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Agile development consists of several core 

values and principles captured in the Agile 

Manifesto.  The manifesto provides guidance 

for software development.  This movement 

was a reaction to the sequential waterfall 

method which was heavily driven by a gated 

approach to development.  That is, one 

phase is not started until a previous phase is 

completed.  These hard rules make it 

difficult to respond to change, which 

inevitability happens in software 

development.  It’s ironic the evolution, or 

de-evolution, of agile has been to impose 

rules on a set of guiding principles.  We 

have seen organizations impose arbitrary 

rules on an agile process.  Such as, all 
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sprints must be 2 weeks long; or, mandatory 

standup meetings are required for a 2-

person team when one person is out sick.  

Often, we see organizations espouse agile 

by name only, and ignore all the principles 

of agile.   

So which agile approach should a client use?  

First let’s understand that agile is not the 

magic bullet to solve all development 

efforts.  If the product or service is well 

known, then agile might not be the ideal 

methodology to use.  For example, if 

someone has heart surgery, they certainly 

do not want their surgeon practicing agile.  

The heart patient would prefer the surgeon 

use the sequential gated approach when 
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Kanban requires a high degree of visibility in the 
work queue.  Work-In-Progress (WIP) is limited to 
2-3 items only; and, a feedback loop is in place to 
improve collaboration and evolve experimentally.   
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cutting into their body.  This same logic goes for the type of agile 

approach to use.  We will discuss two types of agile approaches here, 

Scrum and Kanban, in a compare and contrast format.  We will also 

illustrate the strengths of using Kanban in three case studies below. 

Similarities 
Kanban requires a high degree of visibility in the work queue.  Work-In-

Progress (WIP) is limited to 2-3 items only; and, a feedback loop is in place 

to improve collaboration and evolve experimentally.  These three 

principals of visibility, collaboration and evolution are also in Scrum.  The 

visibility in Scrum is accomplished through the activity board.  In fact, in 

some organizations, the activity board is also known as a Scrum board or 

Kanban board.  The board captures and displays the progress of stories or 

tasks to all that care to look.  The board also encourages communication 

and collaboration by making “to-do’s” visible to all. Finally, Scrum 
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espouses the feedback loop through the ritual 

of the retrospective.  This event occurs at the 

end of every sprint as lessons learn.  The 

output of this event is used to improve upon 

processes for the next sprint.  From these 

perspectives, the two agile approaches are 

very similar, if not indistinguishable.  Other 

similarities include the use of a product 

backlog that captures the features of the 

development effort in a prioritized order, and 

these features (stories in Scrum) are pulled 

into the work-in-progress.  Both Kanban and 

Scrum can turn into a push system if the 

business doesn’t respect the fundamental 

principles of agile, and continues to push 

demands for service in the system.  Both agile 

methods emphasize quality as a focus. 

 

 Differences 
Kanban and Scrum are also different.  One of 

the major differences is the concept of a 

sprint delivery in Scrum versus a continuous 

delivery model in Kanban.  Scrum prescribes a 

batched work process with a typical 

deliverable code based on every two weeks, 

and re-vectoring during that period is highly 

discouraged, as it disrupts the cadence of the 

team.  Re-vectoring or the introduction of an 

interrupt in the middle of a sprint poses a 

challenge as it will introduce “frictional” cost 

and more overhead into the process.  This 

means that a severe issue might not be 

addressed until the next sprint, which could 
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mean a 2-sprint delay before implementation 

if the issue is raised at the beginning of one 

sprint and not deployed until the end of the 

next sprint.  This limitation might not be 

feasible in some organizations, as we will 

elaborate in my case studies below. 

 

Kanban is more appropriate for projects where 

there is a high degree of variability in priority, 

such as a production environment with mission 

critical software.  Scrum is more suited for 

projects where the work can be prioritized in 

batches, and priorities do not shift on a 

frequent basis (less than one sprint duration). 

 

  

One of the major 
differences is the 

concept of a sprint 
delivery in Scrum versus 

a continuous delivery 
model in Kanban. 
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Case Study 
 

A team in a government organization is tasked with 

creating documentation of existing systems and their 

dependencies and interfaces with other systems both 

classified and non-classified.  Because the team 

needs information and cooperation from other 

agencies and owners of different systems, the 

information is not always provided in a timely 

manner.  The wait time is anywhere from 

immediately to 2 months.  This variability in 

information delivery makes Scrum difficult to 

implement.  Stories sometimes remain open for 

several sprints and getting them closed becomes 

difficult.  Decomposition of the stories makes closing 

the stories a little more manageable but progress is 

hard to capture and communicate to stakeholders.  

The solution is to use a Kanban method where the 

backlog is created and prioritized.  Team members 

pull the items to work whenever the information 

requested became available.  This is visible to the 

whole team through the use of a Kanban board and 

work-in-progress is limited to 2-3 items per team 

member. 

 

Kanban is more appropriate for projects where 

there is a high degree of variability in priority. 

Examples on application may be in production 

environments with mission critical software.   
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Case Study 
 

A team in a military organization is tasked to support 

an application that is used by about 300,000 users.  

The application is used to handle financial 

transactions of its users through a process flow.  The 

financial transactions encompass many rules and 

regulations.  This requires constant enhancements 

and modifications to the existing business rules and 

sometimes creates conflicting rules.  Sometimes 

these rule conflicts are not evident until they 

actually occur, such as end of month or quarter close 

outs, or when a very infrequent request is made, 

such as high ranking officials handling their own 

financial transactions.  When this type of issue 

arises, the effects are severe and require an 

immediate fix and remediation.  Using Scrum was 

effective for the regularly scheduled enhancements, 

but inadequate when dealing with these issues that 

require immediate remediation.  A special team was 

created and stood up during each quarterly release.  

This team consisted of developers, QA specialists 

and helpdesk personnel working with the Kanban 

method to triage, prioritize and remediate the 

issues, and continuously deploy the fixes as soon as 

they were available. 

Scrum is more suited for projects where the work 

can be prioritized in batches. Also, Scrum maybe be 

best suited where priorities do not shift on a 

frequent basis (less than one sprint duration).  
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