
ZOMBIE SCRUM





WHAT IS ZOMBIE SCRUM?

▪ Zombie Scrum is Scrum, but without the 
beating heart of working software.

▪ Don't have any intention to improve their 
situation.

▪ Stakeholders have forgotten the existence of 
this team long time ago.



THE SYMPTOMS OF ZOMBIE SCRUM



SYMPTOM #1: NO BEATING HEART

▪ Completed functionality is often treated as a ‘nice-to-have’, and can be 
finished in any other sprint. 

▪ A very limited and unambitious definition of what ‘done’ means, and no drive 
to extend it. 

▪ “Who cares about working software, gathering feedback and generating 
insights?”

▪ In healthy Scrum having a continuous stream of ‘done’ software is an essential 
goal of Scrum.



SYMPTOM #2: NO (DESIRE FOR) CONTACT WITH 
THE OUTSIDE WORLD
▪ Scrum zombies prefer to hide away from people and keep to their familiar 

surroundings. 

▪ Don’t care what’s upstream nor what’s downstream in the value chain. ”I’m 
only here to code!” Zombie Scrum teams unable and unwilling to change 
anything and have a real impact.

▪ Want to depend on 
others in order to avoid 
taking responsibility



SYMPTOM #3: NO EMOTIONAL RESPONSE TO 
SUCCESS OR FAILURE

▪ Team morale is very low. 

▪ Items from the Sprint Backlog get carried over to the next Sprint 
without question: 
▪ Because why not? There’s always a next Sprint and the iterations are artificial anyway!

▪ The lack of contact with the outside world often leads to this symptom, 
but it can also manifest itself independently of the other symptoms. 



SYMPTOM #4: NO DRIVE TO IMPROVE

▪ nobody really seems to care:
▪  The Product Owner is hardly ever present during the Sprint Review or the Sprint 

Planning
▪ Teams are highly unstable, as members continuously get loaned out to other teams 

in need of their (specialised) skills.
▪ there’s no actual Scrum Master present to help the team grow.

▪ Boring retrospectives, a lot of complaining and no desire to improve.



SYMPTOM #5: UNABLE TO SHIP FAST

▪ “that can’t possibly work for a product or organization as complex as ours”

▪ shipping fast is only possible for small and inconsequential products or for 
huge tech companies like LinkedIn, Facebook, and Etsy.



THE CAUSES OF ZOMBIE SCRUM And how to solve it  ?



CAUSE #1: A BIT TOO HOMEGROWN, OR ‘CARGO 
CULT SCRUM’

▪ Homegrown Scrum is great. 
▪ Start working with Scrum without the 

help of external trainers and coaches. 
Some of the best Scrum Teams 
started out like this.

▪ Scrum can be a bit too home-
grown

▪ Cause for unintentional partial 
adoption of Scrum.



CAUSE #2: NO URGENCY

▪ There’s no real understanding of 
value 

▪ Teams often have a hard time 
coming up with clear goals
▪ Without goals there’s simply no 

reason for urgency

▪ Goals are the glue for any team 
and provide them with purpose 
and motivation.



CAUSE #3: COMPETING VALUES

▪ Zombie Scrum is essentially the result of a systemic mismatch with 
Agile values. 

▪ Considers the purpose of Scrum a process that must be followed (for 
its own sake). 
▪ Instead of understanding that Scrum allows us to ‘fail fast’ because of a steady 

stream of working software.

▪ Considers working software a nice-to-have. 
▪ In healthy Scrum working software is essential; we learn most from it.

▪ Teams experience no sense of urgency. There’s always a next sprint! 
Sprints are artificial time-boxes. 
▪ In healthy Scrum teams however, a sprint is the longest allowed period between 

feedback opportunities.



CAUSE #4: SCRUM CHERRY PICKING

▪ The partial adoption of Scrum is 
done on deliberately

▪ Make some changes to the already 
lightweight Scrum Framework:

▪ Extending the Sprint with a couple of days 
to ensure a “done” Sprint.

▪ Allowing the tester to fulfil the Scrum 
Master role 4 hours per week.

▪ Ending the Sprint Planning without a shared commitment on the Sprint plan and its goals.
▪ Cancelling the Sprint Review because “there’s is nothing to demonstrate”;
▪ Cancelling the Sprint Retrospective because “we don’t have enough time to improve”;
▪ Considering Backlog Refinement as a "meeting" that includes only the Product Owner and the 

“Lead Developer”.



CAUSE #4.5: ATTENTION TO SOME ASPECTS 



DIAGNOSE YOUR TEAM TOGETHER







EXPERIMENT SAMPLE

▪ Increase Cross-Functionality 
with a Skill Matrix
▪ A developer on your team is 

struggling to implement 
something that is blocking 
everyone else until she is don.

▪ Team is experiencing bottlenecks 
because only one person is 
capable of testing work
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