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Finish Everything Every Iteration

A common measurement of an agile team is whether team members finish everything they
planned in the iteration.
There’s nothing wrong with assessing how adept a team is at finishing what it thinks it can. But
no team should be expected to finish everything every time.
That is unrealistic and leads to teams under-committing so they can safely deliver everything.

Excessive Expectations Can Introduce Dysfunctionality
Consider a team I know whose boss (the CEO) told them that if they ever failed to finish
everything, he would “take corrective action, up to and possibly including termination.”
That team is not going to pull an aggressive amount of work into their iterations. They’ll try to
select enough that they don’t get in trouble for being lazy but not so much that they risk not
finishing it all.

An Appropriate Target
I find a good goal for a team is to finish everything they say they will about 80% of the time. That
is a good degree of predictability for the business without being impossible for some teams to
achieve.

To be really clear, a good agile team should finish 100% of what it plans in 8 out of 10 iterations.
I’m not saying a team should finish 80% of its planned work each iteration. That is very different.
Successfully finishing everything every time will be impossible for highly interrupt-driven teams.
If a significant portion of your team’s job is to respond quickly to issues, you may want to target
a lower percentage.

Don’t Plan It If You Don’t Think You’ll Make It
When trying to finish 100% of its work, 80% of the time, the team should feel like they’ll succeed
while understanding, realistically, they won’t every time.
I like to think of it as analogous to a basketball player shooting the ball. A player shouldn’t shoot
the ball unless he thinks he’ll score. But, even the greatest player will understand that not every
shot is going in the basket.
A great basketball player may make 40–50% of his shots. That’s not enough predictability for
most teams, which is why I recommend targeting 80%.

What’s Your Experience?
How does your team do at finishing what they say they’ll do? Please share your thoughts in the
comments below.

Posted: March 19, 2019
Tagged: sprint planning, commitment

About the Author
Mike Cohn specializes in helping companies adopt and improve their use of agile
processes and techniques to build extremely high-performance teams. He is the
author of User Stories Applied for Agile Software Development, Agile Estimating

and Planning, and Succeeding with Agile as well as the Better User Stories video
course. Mike is a founding member of the Agile Alliance and Scrum Alliance and
can be reached at hello@mountaingoatsoftware.com. If you want to succeed with
agile, you can also have Mike email you a short tip each week.

