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Why Strategy Matters for Every Scrum Practitioner
If your Scrum Team runs smoothly yet fails to create real impact, you’re experiencing
a common cause of Scrum adoption failure: the absence of clear strategic direction
and effective strategy deployment. Many teams fall into “Zombie Scrum” - mechani-
cally following practices without understanding the bigger picture, holding great events,
and delivering working increments that struggle to create meaningful value. The miss-
ing ingredient is strategic thinking integrated with Scrum’s empirical approach, where
decision-making is distributed, and propositions emerge from the people closest to the
context and strategic challenges.

Strategy Isn’t Just for Executives
When Scrum Teams are excluded from the strategy process, they lose the context
needed to make value-driven decisions. Without understanding the “why” behind
their work, teams optimize for output metrics like velocity rather than meaningful
outcomes. This disconnection wastes their closest-to-the-work insights—the very
perspectives that could reveal better approaches, identify emerging opportunities, and
challenge assumptions. Strategic engagement transforms teams from task executors
into intelligent contributors who can adapt their work to serve product or organizational
goals, making real-time decisions that align with what truly matters.

Consider three Scrum Teams building e-commerce features. Team A focuses on burn-
ing down Story Points. Team B focuses on completing Product Backlog Items. Team
C focuses on its strategy to “increase small business seller success rate from 12% to
40% within two years.” Team A plays velocity bingo, claiming outputs, even though
they focus more on being busy. Team B delivers features but does not check if they ef-
fectively streamline operations. Team C, however, makes trade-offs between discovery
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Ten Strategic Qualities

Figure 1: Ten Strategic Qualities

and delivery, making decisions that are directly aligned with their strategic intent.

10 Strategic Qualities You’ll Learn
This guide introduces ten strategic qualities (image below) that can transform good
Scrum Teams into exceptional ones. It represents one curated perspective from se-
lected influential leaders, rather than a definitive view resulting from exhaustive anal-
ysis. You’ll learn how to connect daily work to meaningful outcomes and business
impact, make better decisions when priorities seem to conflict, contribute strategic in-
sights from your unique perspective, and navigate uncertainty while maintaining focus.

Strategy isn’t about abandoning Scrum’s empirical nature - it’s about thinking more
clearly about the value Scrum Teams create and why it matters.

1. Intent - Providing Direction Without Dictating Solutions

Intent provides the animating purpose that energizes strategic action. Strategic intent
answers “What future are we trying to create and why does it matter?” Unlike detailed
plans that become obsolete when conditions change, intent provides stable direction
while enabling tactical flexibility and responding to reality.

Consider these points regarding the intent behind a strategy:

• Clear intent enables distributed decisions through three key elements.
They are Clarity (understanding strategic direction), Competence (the skills to
contribute meaningfully), and Control (the authority to act on that understanding)
[24]. When developers understand that “we’re building for enterprise reliability,”
they choose technical approaches without approval, shifting from order-takers
to strategic contributors. However, clarity alone can create frustration—teams
must develop capabilities through training and coaching before they are granted
decision-making authority.

• Intent provides a direction of travel, not fixed destinations. Specify the
heading (toward customer autonomy or reduced complexity) while remaining
open to discovering the path—in complex environments, the landscape changes
as you move [11]. This closes Bungay’s “Knowledge Gap” by providing
direction with less detail rather than more detail with less clarity. When teams
understand “increase enterprise retention,” they seize opportunities (improved
onboarding, better support) without waiting for prescriptive plans [5].

• Strategic intent describes an aspirational future that’s always capable of im-
provement, like a North Star that orients your journey rather than a desti-
nation to reach. Design your ideal as if starting from scratch, unconstrained
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by current limits [2], but recognize this “one level out of reach” reference point
guides ongoing decisions rather than representing completion [8].

Now that we have covered intent, we also need to consider context, as strategic direc-
tion is meaningless without an understanding of the environment you must navigate.

2. Context - Adapting Strategy to Specific Conditions

Context demands strategy adaptation to specific conditions; effective strategies should
not be copied and pasted between organizations without also making adjustments for
differences in context. Context includes, but is not limited to, market dynamics, orga-
nizational capabilities, work climates, cultures or sub-cultures, legal regulations, and
competitive landscapes.

Consider these points regarding how contextual your strategy is:

• Strategies must be designed for specific circumstances, not copied from
templates or “best practices.” Strategy begins with diagnosing the critical
challenge or “Crux”—understanding the specific problem blocking progress
and why [30]. A good diagnosis assesses the current reality and identifies what
is preventing progress, creating a foundation for action. Without an accurate
diagnosis of context-specific challenges, strategy becomes generic platitudes
disconnected from real problems. Generic strategies fail because what works
brilliantly in one context may be completely ineffective in another.

• Match your strategic approach to the nature of your challenge. Clear
challenges require best practices; complicated ones require expert analysis; com-
plex ones demand experimentation; and chaotic situations require immediate
action [33]. Mismatched approaches to context fail—applying best practices to
complex problems oversimplifies, while experimenting in clear domains wastes
time and money. Organizations need balanced portfolios across challenge types,
not single approaches, regardless of context. [34]

• Make context visible and shared through collaborative discovery. Use visual
tools such as Wardley Mapping [37], Estuarine Mapping [10], or the X-Matrix
[31] to create shared understanding—when teams see the same landscape, they
align on reality rather than argue from different experiences and assumptions.
Use workshops involving diverse voices or sense-making approaches to iden-
tify context-specific challenges and opportunities, surfacing insights from people
closest to customers and operations that top-down analysis misses [33] [36].

Now that we have covered context, we also need to consider focus because understand-
ing your environment reveals countless possibilities, but you cannot pursue them all.

3. Focus - Concentrating Where You Can Win

Focus means making deliberate choices about where to compete and where not to com-
pete, concentrating people, resources, and attention on areas of high leverage or poten-
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tial advantage. Strategic focus is like a laser beam versus scattered light - concentrated
energy creates breakthrough power while diffused effort barely illuminates nearby ob-
jects.

Consider these points regarding how focused your strategy is:

• Strategy is fundamentally about choosing what to focus on and what to
ignore—deciding what not to do is as important as deciding what to do.
Focus on the key addressable challenge (the “Crux”) that, if overcome, would
unlock the greatest strategic progress [30]. Rather than scattering efforts across
multiple issues, concentrate resources on the critical bottleneck or high-leverage
problem. Every “yes” to one initiative is an implicit “no” to alternatives—
without clear choices about what to ignore, everything becomes a priority, and
nothing receives sufficient focus.

• Apply work-in-process limits at the strategy level—organizations can only
execute a limited number of strategic initiatives effectively. Just as Scrum
teams limit their Sprint scope toward the Sprint and Product Goals, organizations
must limit their strategic portfolio size to what they actually have capacity for
[21]. Too many strategic priorities dilute focus, create context-switching over-
head, and prevent any initiative from receiving sufficient attention to succeed.
Focus on proximate objectives—goals that are close enough to be feasible and
actionable—rather than distant, aspirational targets, building strategic progress
through achievable next steps within reach [29].

• Focus on where you have genuine sources of power. These could be distinc-
tive capabilities, advantaged positions, or leverage that competitors cannot easily
replicate [29]. Build a strategy around amplifying unique strengths (proprietary
technology, network effects, specialized expertise) rather than competing where
others are stronger. However, balance deep focus with peripheral awareness: cre-
ate mechanisms for scanning weak signals, emerging threats, and unexpected op-
portunities through exploration time and diverse sensing networks. Too narrow
a focus risks disruption; too broad an attention dilutes effectiveness.

Now that we have covered focus, we also need to consider coherence because concen-
trated efforts still fail when your chosen initiatives contradict each other.

4. Coherence - Aligning All Elements for Maximum Impact

Coherence ensures that policies, actions, and resources work together toward unified
goals rather than conflicting or canceling each other out. Like a symphony orchestra,
where every instrument plays in harmony, strategic coherence requires all elements to
reinforce one another rather than conflict. Coherence may create tension with focus,
e.g., for a coherent outcome to be achieved, different Product Backlog Items need com-
pletion.

Consider these points regarding the coherence of a strategy:
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• Strategic elements must reinforce each other like chain links—overall
strength depends on integration, not individual excellence. “Where to Play”
and “How to Win” form matched pairs: you can’t play in premium markets
while winning through the lowest cost; they are integrative [15]. Each choice
constrains subsequent choices: markets determine winning approaches, which
determine capabilities, which shape management systems [25]. Coherence
doesn’t require rigid perfection - just enough alignment to hang together without
inner contradictions [7].

• Coherence extends beyond internal alignment to include coherent fit with
the strategic landscape. A conventional strategy often fails by ignoring what
others will do, like driving focused only on your destination while ignoring other
traffic. However, ‘strategy is about changing your fit with the environment to
your advantage by differential use of power and time.’ This means strategic
elements must not only reinforce each other internally but also coherently
address the external environment’s demands and opportunities. [18]

• Make coherence visible and testable through tools like the X-Matrix and Es-
tuarine Mapping. The X-Matrix one-page format maps relationships between
Aspirations, Strategies, Tactics, and Evidence [31]. Estuarine Mapping tells
how your context can support your ambitions [10]. Ensure shared understanding
through Backbriefing—ask teams to explain back their understanding of strategy
and how their actions serve the larger purpose [5]. This surfaces gaps where
teams recite strategy but haven’t internalized what it means for decisions.

Now that we have covered coherence, we also need to consider quantification because
aligned elements require measurement to verify they create actual progress.

5. Quantification - Making Progress Visible and Measurable

Quantification transforms strategy from wishful thinking into measurable progress. In-
stead of pursuing vague goals like “improve quality,” a quantified strategy specifies
concrete targets such as “reduce critical customer incidents from 40-50 per month to
fewer than 10 per month within 9-12 months.”

Consider these points regarding quantification of strategy:

• Abstract concepts become measurable through decomposition. Instead
of measuring “customer satisfaction” directly, break it into components such
as repeat purchase rates, referral frequency, or support ticket resolution time
[19]. Tom Gilb’s Planguage provides a systematic approach: define the
Scale (units like “minutes”), Meter (measurement methods like “survey”), and
Target (specific goals like “reduce onboarding from 5-10 days to 2-4 days”). [16]

• Balance competing dimensions, don’t optimize single metrics. Troy Magen-
nis emphasizes viewing metrics holistically across productivity, predictability,
responsiveness, quality, sustainability, and value [22]. Goodhart’s Law warns
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that when a measure becomes a target, teams game it [17]. If lead time becomes
a target, teams may cut corners to deliver more quickly, reducing quality
as a consequence. Use metric trends as indicators for learning, rather than
performance targets.

• Lead measures can enable action; lag measures validate desired outcomes
in a direction. Lead measures track activities you control that predict success
(such as “deployment frequency”), while lag measures track ultimate goals (such
as “customer retention”) but can (depending on the duration of the lag) come
too late to act on [26]. Connect measures to your diagnosed challenge - if users
abandon during setup, measure “setup completion rate.” Ask “What challenge
are we overcoming?” before “What should we measure?” [29]

Now that we have covered quantification, we also need to consider decisions because
metric trends should guide the countless daily choices toward value throughout your
organization.

6. Decisions - Enabling Choices About What to Do and What Not to Do

Strategy serves as a decision enabler that helps people throughout the organization de-
cide both what to do and what not to do. The power of strategy lies not just in defining
direction, but in creating clear boundaries that help teams say “no” to activities that
don’t serve strategic objectives. A strategy serves as a guide for countless daily deci-
sions by providing clear criteria for evaluation.

Consider these points regarding how well your strategy enables decision-making

• Strategy emerges as a recognizable pattern from consistent decisions made
over time. When a team consistently chooses to fix technical debt before adding
new features, their actual strategy becomes ‘sustainable quality’—regardless of
what’s written in any planning document [27]. More fundamentally, strategy is
a deliberate commitment to concentrate time and energy in specific directions
while explicitly eliminating other options. It’s saying “we will do THIS, and we
won’t do THAT,” creating focused power to overcome challenges rather than
spreading effort across every attractive opportunity [30].

• A good strategy acts like a compass for daily decisions throughout the
organization, providing clear criteria that help people choose between
competing priorities. Make explicit trade-offs and non-negotiables (what
we’ll excel at versus what we won’t do) through interconnected decisions that
reinforce each other: Where will we play? How will we win? What capabilities
must we have? What management systems are needed? What must be true for
this to work? [25]. This eliminates the need to debate every choice from first
principles and prevents scattered priority lists.

• Make decisions clearer through quantification and context-appropriate ap-
proaches. Instead of debating whether something improves “quality,” measure,
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and reduce critical customer incidents from 45 per month to fewer than 10 within
12 months,” giving everyone concrete evaluation criteria for pausing, pivoting,
or persevering [16]. Match your decision approach to the situation using Cynefin:
apply best practices in simple contexts, consult experts for complicated problems,
run small experiments in complex situations where cause-and-effect is unclear,
and act immediately in chaotic crises [33].

Now that we have covered decisions, we also need to consider learning, because con-
sistent decision-making reveals patterns that showwhat works and what needs improve-
ment.

7. Learning - Building Capability Through Systematic Improvement

Learning represents the systematic capability to generate new information and knowl-
edge for improved performance. Strategic learning builds the organization’s ability to
generate insights, question assumptions, and create new knowledge through experimen-
tation and experience.

Consider these points regarding how much learning a strategy supports:

• Distinguish between single-loop and double-loop learning. Single-loop
asks “How can we fix this?” and adjusts actions while keeping assumptions
unchanged. Double-loop asks “Why did this happen?” and “What beliefs
led to this approach?” to question whether you’re solving the right problems
[3]. Treat strategy as a testable proposition—when evidence contradicts your
hypothesis, adapt based on learning rather than persisting with failed approaches.

• Run safe-to-fail experiments designed for learning, not just execution. Test
strategic assumptions through experiments that are: small (failure won’t be
catastrophic), quick (rapid learning), and parallel (exploring multiple possibil-
ities simultaneously) [33]. Use nested PDSA cycles at multiple levels: Plan
based on hypotheses or hunches, Do experiments, Study results, and Adjust
by adopting, adapting, or abandoning based on evidence. Reframe failure as
essential data that validates or invalidates assumptions and points toward better
approaches [12].

• Create systematic capability for learning by distinguishing “red work” (do-
ing the work) from “blue work” (improving how work gets done). Teams
must allocate explicit time to step back from execution, learn from experience,
and question whether they’re working on the right things in the right ways [23].
Build environments where people continually expand capacity to create desired
results and nurture new patterns of thinking, not just react to problems [32].

Now that we have covered learning, we also need to consider emergence because sys-
tematic learning enables a strategy to adapt based on evidence rather than remain locked
into obsolete plans.
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8. Emergence - Adapting Strategy Through Learning

Emergence enables strategy discovery through adaptation and experimentation by act-
ing on new information and knowledge. While learning generates insights, emergence
occurs when organizations respond to that learning. Emergent strategy develops like
navigating uncharted waters with a compass - you maintain clear directional intent but
adjust course based on discoveries as you go.

Consider these points regarding how strategy emerges from learning:

• Strategies may emerge as “patterns or consistencies realized despite, or in
the absence of, intentions”. Successful strategies combine deliberate intent with
emergent adaptation [27]. Organizations probe the environment through PDSA
cycles and customer interactions, sense the patterns that emerge from results,
and respond by amplifying successful approaches while dampening unsuccess-
ful ones. This turns learning cycles into strategic evolution, where what actually
works shapes direction more than what was originally planned.

• Emergent strategy works in the present by exploring adjacent possibilities
rather than planning distant futures. Ask “What could we be right now?”
instead of “What will we be in five years?” Identify what you can actually
influence now, understand the energy and time required to shift it, and make
small improvements that compound over time. This creates a strategy based on
current reality and immediately actionable changes rather than future abstract
plans [10]. As such, forecasting becomes sidecasting [35].

• Match your approach to context—emergence isn’t always necessary. In clear
or complicated domains, use best practices and expert analysis. Emergent ap-
proaches are necessary for complex domains where cause-and-effect relation-
ships are only clear in retrospect and require probe-sense-respond experimenta-
tion. Emergence is powerful in complexity but inefficient when proven solutions
exist [33].

Now that we have covered emergence, we also need to consider participation because
an adaptive strategy requires diverse perspectives that isolated leadership inevitably
misses.

9. Participation - Mobilizing Collective Intelligence for Strategic Success

Participation represents the active involvement of diverse voices in understanding, con-
tributing to, and shaping strategy. Strategic participation recognizes that the best strate-
gies emerge when people closest to the work, customers, and even other external stake-
holders contribute their insights and expertise.

Consider these points regarding how people participate in strategy creation:

• Strategy is a creative design process undertaken by people who understand
the specific context; It is not an analytical selection from predetermined options
or external consultants’ menus [30]. Rather, it is generative, where new and
original ideas are created by combining and transforming existing patters or
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information [15]. People closest to customers and operations have crucial
insights that formal planning processes miss. Include diverse voices through
collaborative workshops and participatory sense-making—when multiple
perspectives contribute to understanding current reality and spotting patterns,
emergent strategy becomes richer than top-down analysis could produce [6].

• Create a culture of psychological safety where people can contribute ideas,
challenge assumptions, and admit mistakes without fear. When safety exists,
teams engage in genuine dialogue—questioning strategies, surfacing problems
early, and offering dissenting views that improve decisions [14]. Use structured
processes like Ritual Dissent to make disagreement productive: create safe
spaces where people can critique strategic ideas without defensiveness, surfacing
blind spots, and strengthening proposals through collective intelligence. [9]

• Make strategy visible through tools like Obeya rooms and X-Matrix dis-
plays, where teams can see, question, and contribute to strategic thinking.
When strategy is visibly present (whether physically or digitally) rather than hid-
den in documents, it invites dialogue—people can point to connections, iden-
tify gaps, and suggest improvements. Visibility democratizes strategy, moving it
from leadership’s private domain into a shared space where anyone can partici-
pate in refinement [4] [31].

Now that we have covered participation, we also need to consider durability because
broad engagement must embed strategic capability systematically so it survives indi-
vidual leadership changes.

10. Durability - Building a Strategy That Survives Leadership Changes

Durability means embedding the strategy and the strategy process so deeply into an
organization’s operating system that they survive when leaders leave and don’t depend
on inspired individuals. Strategic durability is about creating systematic strategy de-
ployment and mobilization that enables anyone to lead strategic initiatives, rather than
relying on charismatic leaders who become single points of failure.

Consider these points regarding how durable your strategy is:

• Build strategic capability across organizational levels rather than concen-
trating it in senior individuals. When strategy depends on specific leaders,
their departure creates collapse. Develop systematic processes, shared frame-
works, and distributed decision-making authority so strategic thinking becomes
organizational competency, not personal heroism [24]. Create organizational
capabilities for continuous adaptation through learning processes that endure
beyond individual leaders—using retrospectives, pattern recognition, and
documented learning—so strategic knowledge accumulates institutionally rather
than residing only in key people’s heads.

• Embed strategic thinking into organizational operating models through
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systematic processes, measurements, and governance that make strategy
execution routine rather than exceptional. Create regular cadences for strate-
gic review, clear metrics for tracking progress, and decision-making frameworks
connecting daily choices to strategic intent [20]. Use systematic frameworks that
connect purpose to initiatives, initiatives to outcomes, outcomes to objectives,
and objectives to tangible goals. When strategy deployment becomes part of how
the organization operates—visualized through shared models and reinforced
through regular PDSA cycles—it survives leadership changes because it’s
woven into the organizational fabric. [31]

• Develop strategic capability through systematic coaching that teaches strate-
gic thinking patterns—how to diagnose challenges, experiment with solu-
tions, and learn from results. Rather than experts solving problems for teams,
coaches build widespread competency, making improvement routine rather than
relying on consultants or heroic leaders [28]. Develop future leaders systemat-
ically through coaching, mentoring, and involvement in strategy development,
ensuring the organization’s strategy survives leadership transitions rather than
starting over each time.

Your Strategic Journey Starts Now
Why This Matters to You as a Scrum Practitioner or Leader
If a Scrum Team runs smoothly yet fails to create real impact, the problem isn’t Scrum -
it’s the absence of strategic clarity. When you understand the ten strategic qualities, you
transform from a task executor into an intelligent contributor who makes value-driven
decisions every Sprint.

When you understand the ten strategic qualities, you transform from a task executor
into an intelligent contributor who connects daily work to meaningful outcomes, makes
informed trade-offs, and navigates uncertainty with clear direction.

Start Where You Are

Assess your situation and begin with qualities addressing your most pressing chal-
lenges:

• Unclear direction? Start with Intent and Focus via the Product Goal (toward the
Product Vision)

• Features without value? Start with Quantification and Learning, and the separate
Planguage and Value Planning booklet.

• Conflicting goals? Start with Coherence, Focus, and Decisions
• Disconnection from purpose? Start with Participation and Context
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Remember: these aren’t isolated problems. They’re interconnected parts of what Rus-
sell Ackoff called a Mess, where “every problem interacts with other problems and is
therefore part of a set of interrelated problems, a system of problems.” [1]. The ten
qualities work together—improving one often improves others. The most important
strategic capability of all is the ability to sense when things do not add up, and there
is an invitation to rethink. The better you understand your part of the whole, the better
you can do this.

Take Action This Sprint

• All (esp. Leaders): What strategy does it look like we should be following?
• Scrum Teams: Add one strategic question to your next retrospective: “How did
our last Sprint contribute to meaningful customer or business outcomes?”

• Product Owners: Explicitly connect your next Sprint Goal to broader strategic
objectives. The Product Goal is what the Scrum Team is pursuing in the medium
term, so test whether the Sprint Goal is iterating towards it. Make the “why”
visible to your team.

• Developers: Before starting your next item, ask: “What customer problem does
this solve, and why does it matter to our organization’s direction?”

Build Capability Over Time

• In the coming three months, implement one strategic practice. Visualize how
your work connects to organizational direction or establish one leading measure
of strategic progress.

• In the coming twelve months, develop systematic strategic capability. Build mea-
surement systems tracking outcomes, not outputs. Create space for diverse voices
in strategic thinking.

Strategy isn’t someone else’s job - it’s the foundation that makes all Scrum skills more
effective. Every Sprint Planning session, every Product Backlog refinement, and every
retrospective is an opportunity to think strategically about the value created.

The transformation begins now. Choose one quality. Take one action. Make the next
Sprint count.
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