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Abstract 
As a Project Manager, your time is far too important to be 
wasted on mundane tasks like detailed tracking of the day-
to-day activities of each of your developers. Wouldn’t it be 
nice if you spent your time negotiating project scope and 
identifying and removing team impediments? Our 
experience has shown that consistency in card sizes and 
estimates allows you to perform full project planning with 
little effort. Additionally, it results in diagrams that 
accurately reflect your project’s status. With this, release 
planning sessions take hours not days, freeing up valuable 
time for both you and your developers. 

1. Introduction 
While it�s easy to convince Project Managers that some 

form of project tracking is important, what is difficult is to 
get the right degree of tracking that adequately helps them 
make informed decisions. This paper is based on our work 
with a large organisation that had a very formal process for 
project selection, definition and execution. However, one of 
their software delivery departments was open to 
suggestions about how to make their process more agile 
and better able to deliver working solutions on time and on 
budget. By working with several of their development 
teams, all of whom had little agile experience, we began to 
discover basic techniques for making project tracking both 
simple and extremely effective. In turn, these teams have 
developed a great track record for delivery that our tracking 
techniques have both facilitated and made more visible 
within the organisation. 

We found it made sense to break down the tracking 
process into three areas:  iteration planning, progress 
tracking, and release planning.  Each of these areas presents 
specific information that helps organize and understand 
project status by tracking at different levels of granularity.  
For instance, release planning deals with the entire release 
at a high level by considering a unit of measure of weeks. 
Thus after a release planning session we can�t say that we 
will be finished at precisely 12 p.m. on July 15, but we can 
say that the current scope seems to be a reasonable fit for 3 

months of work.  This is then supplemented by other 
tracking techniques which look at a finer level of detail and 
help confirm or contradict the initial release plan.  It is 
important to remember that this is not a science because 
this process is based on estimates.  Estimates are inherently 
inaccurate but with continued tracking and attention these 
risks can be mitigated, as we will show in this article. 

2. Why Track Progress? 
When we began looking at what tracking would be 

necessary for a team, we started with first principles and 
examined who the audiences were for the results of our 
tracking data.  This enabled us to tailor the tracking process 
to meet these needs without doing unnecessary work. 

In a large organisation, such as the one we were working 
with, one of the main stakeholders for any project is 
business management.  For this group, development of 
software is an investment, and they contribute time and 
money to make projects happen. This also means that their 
reputations are on the line for delivering the value from the 
software, and like any investor, they want to know how that 
investment is proceeding. Most of the time these 
stakeholders will not have in-depth knowledge of how the 
software development process works, so they want 
information presented to them in such a way that they can 
easily digest it and can decide if there are any actions they 
need to take to help ensure the delivery of the solution. 

Along with business management, the users are another 
important group that have significant interest in the 
progress of the project. In larger organisations, a nominated 
person or smaller group of people represents the entire user 
group on the team. This person (or smaller group) is not 
always technical and so they need an easy way of 
understanding progress in such a way that they can simply 
and accurately communicate it back to their peers.  

Alongside management and the users, the Project 
Manager is accountable for the delivery of the project. 
Having accurate information that can be used to quickly 
and easily discuss progress with all of these groups is 
extremely important. Furthermore the Project Manager 



 

needs to be able to interpret this information so that any 
corrective adjustments can be made to ensure the success of 
the project. For example, if progress is slow, it might be 
possible to hire more developers or remove barriers that are 
impeding progress. If there are indications of creeping 
scope, there needs to be a discussion with the stakeholders 
as early as possible to show how this will impact delivery. 

Finally the development team itself needs to have an 
understanding of how well they are doing both for pacing 
and morale purposes.  This can be vital to the success of a 
project.  If the project is behind schedule then the team can 
adjust its approach or make any necessary changes that will 
help mitigate the risk of the project not delivering. 

3. Iteration Planning 
One of the first teams we encountered in the 

organisation was a collocated team of about 13 people.  
They had been waiting for final project approval to proceed 
with the execute phase of the project. They had been 
spending time spiking [2] different user interface libraries 
and persistence mechanisms in Microsoft .Net [1]. 

The time spent, while useful, was rather unstructured 
and wasn�t being measured in a way that could be used for 
predicative purposes. Borrowing from the practices of 
eXtreme Programming (XP) [2], we immediately held a 
�Planning Game� and planned for �Short Iterations� of 1 
week. We also began implementing and tightening up the 
other XP practices, however that work is outside the scope 
of this paper.  

3.1 First Steps 
As there was already a proposed project plan in place 

due to the organisation�s gated acceptance process, we 
chose to concentrate on getting repeatable development 
iterations working. We also concentrated on measuring a 
development velocity [3], which would give an indication 
of how much work the team could achieve in a new 
development technology (.Net). 

We held a planning game based on a velocity from a 
different team and selected some initial stories that dealt 
with persistence and reference data administration. 

3rd Party Setups (#5.1) 1.00 100% 

Sort on product (#53.16) 1.00 0% 

Group by Country (#93.1) 0.25 100% 

Transfer Simple Product (#62.5) 0.25 100% 

Transfer Complex Product (#66.2) 2.00 100% 

Totalling (#53.20) 0.25 100% 

Country Product Setup (#16.2) 0.25 100% 

Velocity Total 4.00   

Figure 1 � Iteration 3 results 

 

Our planning process was similar to that described in 
[2], whereby cards were estimated in ideal days, and we 
tracked the total of how many cards were completed in an 
iteration. We also adopted the velocity simplification 
described in [3] and used a fixed iteration length that 
avoided using slightly more complicated �load factor� 
arithmetic. As an example, by the end of the third iteration, 
the measured results looked like Figure 1. The developers 
had finished 6 story cards, giving a velocity total of  4.  

In Figure 1, notice how the team didn�t finish card 
#53.16 which is why the completed total adds up to 4 and 
not 5. Therefore in the next iteration, using the concept of 
�yesterday�s weather� [2], the team signed up for another 4 
units of work. The potential stories for the next iteration 
were laid out on a table and the team collectively discussed 
new estimates based on their previous experience. Note, we 
differed slightly from the technique presented in [2], and 
used team estimates. These were much simpler than having 
individual developers track personal velocities and also 
helped with motivation by avoiding any blame culture 
related to not finishing cards. By using this set-up, planning 
games were quite simple although they did require someone 
in the role of Iteration Manager (IM), which will be 
discussed later in more detail, to facilitate team discussions 
to keep them focused. We found that in these meetings, the 
best strategy for the IM was to periodically ask the team 
�Do you have enough information to put an estimate on 
that?�  This reinforces the message that not all decisions 
have to be made collectively with the team, just that enough 
common strategy needs to be agreed and recorded on task 
cards for a later pair to pick up and work with. 

Once the estimates were in place, the users were then 
able to select from the estimated stories up to a total of 4 as 
shown in Figure 2.  Notice card #53.16 was given highest 
priority since it had �hungover� from the previous iteration. 

Sort on product (#53.16) 1.00 

Product Setup (#62.2) 0.25 

Transfer New Product (#66.3) 0.50 

Database Qualifiers 0.50 

Transfer Multiples (#62.3.5) 0.50 

Stock Counts (#62.4) 0.50 

Warehouse Isle Setup (#62.1) 0.50 

Display Type of Trade (#89.1) 0.25 

Total 4.00 

Figure 2 - Iteration 4 

3.2 Steady Iterations 
As we continued planning 1-week iterations with the 

team, we found that they were very effective at giving 
quick feedback on story progress.  More importantly, were 
much faster to plan due to their small size. This is an 
important point as many developers dislike planning 



 

meetings, and so the smaller duration makes them much 
more acceptable. We found that the users, who were also 
initially sceptical, also began to like them because any 
cards that were deferred due to velocity constraints were 
available for reconsideration in a short space of time.  

Once an iteration had been created, the development 
team were encouraged by the Iteration Manager to take any 
cards larger than half a day and split them into meaningful 
development tasks to ensure that measurable progress could 
be made. We also noticed that stories that were larger than 
2 days tended to run into difficulty and so we typically 
suggested that these stories be split into smaller but still 
useful chunks that could be more easily completed and 
tracked. While we didn’ t strictly enforce this, we found that 
the users noticed this trend as well, and so they started 
getting better at writing smaller stories of their own accord.  

As the development iterations occurred every week, we 
also found that physically moving the cards to a meeting 
room was laborious. To overcome this, we used some 
simple story card wallets1 which we created by duct taping 
CD protective wallets together and hanging them on a 
white board using bull clips (Figure 3). To ensure that we 
had smooth running planning games we also stuck helpful 
tips on the back of the wallets to indicate placeholders for 
Story Card format (title, text, author etc.),  Acceptance tests 
(Action, Result), Pair History and Tasks 1 to 5. 

 
Figure 3 - I teration Planning Wallets 

In addition to the logistical advantages, it also enabled 
visibility of the process.  Often when cards are just placed 
on a board by themselves, it is difficult to work out the 
relationships between them.  The card wallets allowed us to 
group relevant cards and communicate their relationship in 
an easy and effective manor.  We have even noticed that 
another team using the wallets has decided to put an “End”  

                                                           
1 The original wallet idea came from Connextra  

marker after that last task so that they can see if there are 
any missing cards. 

As we continued to complete iterations we found that 
our users felt a bit divorced from the development process. 
They often noticed that cards were being considered 
complete when in fact they had known problems. In an 
attempt to increase the visibility of the card status, we 
instituted a coloured sticker scheme2 to indicate the status 
of cards as shown in Figure 4. 

Originally we only had 3 states for the cards: Not Started 
(Red), Developer Complete (Yellow), and User Accepted 
(Green). We gave the green stickers to the users and the red 
and yellow stickers to the Iteration Manager. However we 
found that sometimes, even though a card was a place 
holder for a conversation, that conversation was not always 
happening. To overcome this, we added an extra state, 
Story Discussed with User (Blue) that must always happen 
before a story is Developer Complete.  

A nice side effect of the colored stickers was that they 
had the effect of showing iteration status in a quick glance. 
As more stories were accepted, the iteration board would 
slowly turn green. In our experience, without this it was 
often difficult to determine the state of each card played in 
an iteration.  Usually, this was because this information 
resided entirely within the Project Manager’s head, or 
worse, spread out amongst the team members. 

 
Figure 4 - Story Card Transitions 

3.3 Later  Refinements 

Once the team was used to working on weekly iterations 
we noticed that we didn’ t always have as many pairs 
working as we thought. This was typically because some 
project members were required to help other teams or were 
on a short holiday. To easily account for this without 
getting too detailed, we decided to simply count the number 
of pairs available at the stand-up meeting and use the 
weekly average for the following iteration. This simple 
solution worked very well and also emphasised everyone’s 
commitment to the project. At the beginning of each 

                                                           
2 An idea we also saw used at Connextra 


