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Abstract 

 
The task board is one of the m

information radiators [4] used by an 
track their progress. When teams make
to using electronic team tracking too
stop using the physical information rad
the task board. This transition from us
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1. Introduction 
 
Part of the nature of coaching is 
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periods of time. We set them on the 
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It is with this pattern in mind th
introducing both physical and electron
task boards to agile teams. Having i
task boards, we were able to revisit tho
and observe the impacts the physical 
tools on the behavior of the teams – e
regard to collaboration. 

 
2. What is a Task Board?  

 
At its simplest, a task board is a 3

chart that is used to track the state o

bility: The Transition to the Electronic

 
Tom Perry 

Authorize.net 
tperry@authorize.net 

 

most important 
agile team to 

e the transition 
ols, they often 
diators such as 
sing a physical 
nintended side 

eport, the focus 
encounter with 

he transition to 
mplications for 
e strengths and 
ic information 

that often we 
h for extended 
agile path and 

engagement. 
opportunity to 

ms that we first 
chance to see 

that they have 
ntentional and 

hat we explore 
nic versions of 
introduced the 
ose teams later 
and electronic 

especially with 

3 or 4 column 
of work that is 

being done on a project. Usually a
vertical columns. The first colum
backlog of user stories. The secon
of tasks or “To Do” items that are
each story. The remaining two c
“In Progress” and “Complete” (
we begin work on a new task, w
Do” over to “In Progress”. Whe
task, then we move the task (a 
card) over to the “Complete” co
our tasks are in the “Complete” 
story, then we consider the story 
for review and approval by the
customer [1]. 

The early Scrum chart was
Schwaber’s [2] first book. He si
spreadsheet to track the stories
sprint backlog. I like to think of 
Original Scrum Task Chart”. Usi
there is a minimum of trans
physical and electronic formats. 

 

 

Figure 1 

Even before I had seen a Scru
using an XP Task Board wit
emphasis was simply on usin
corkboard to keep the status of th
to the team and the customer. 

If you really want to get fancy
few information radiators. For e
combine the user stories and the b
figure 2). This gives the team a
perspectives on the sprint progres

c Task Board 

a task board has four 
mn contains the sprint 

nd column is the list 
e needed to complete 
columns are labeled 
see figure 1). When 

we move it from “To 
en we complete the 

sticky note or 3x5 
olumn. When all of 
column for a given 
complete and ready 

e Product Owner or 

s described in Ken 
imply used an excel 
s and tasks for the 
f this format as “The 
ng Excel means that 
lation between the 

 

um task board, I was 
th XP teams. The 

ng 3x5 cards on a 
he user stories visible 

y, you can combine a 
example, some folks 
burn down chart (see 
a couple of different 
ss.  



So, now that we know what a basic task board 
looks like, we will explore the impacts of using a 
physical vs. an electronic task board. These are based 
on my own experiences at two different companies 
that were making key decisions about the tools that 
they would use with their Scrum teams. 

 
3. Transitioning to an Electronic Task 

Board  
 
Company ‘A’, a project services company, had 

Agile Teams that frequently worked with offsite 
customers. Projects were anywhere from a month to a 
year or more in duration. For the larger projects, 
especially those where the product stakeholders were 
geographically remote, a means of sharing project 
status information looked particularly attractive. 

Of particular concern was the fact that the 
customer/product owner may or may not have close 
collaboration with the teams. The willingness of the 
customer to collaborate frequently varies quite 
widely. This led us to seek to create as many avenues 
for customer and stakeholder communication and 
collaboration as possible. Using conference calls as 
the sole means of providing status felt inadequate. 

Up until the electronic tools were adopted, project 
tracking had been done with spreadsheets, butcher 
paper on the wall, stickies or 3x5 cards. 

 
3.1. Motivations for Change 

 
Company saw an opportunity to convey project 

status to offsite customers using an electronic project 
management tool, thereby enhancing collaboration 
with the customer. The first step was to implement a 
pilot project to test out the tools and get impressions 
from the team. 

After a pilot project, they implemented the new 
tool as a standard for all the teams within the 
company. Teams were required to use the tool. 

Imposing the tool as a requirement was also seen 
as a means of getting teams to standardize on Scrum. 
There were still teams that had not fully bought in to 
Agile and were resisting agile techniques. Forcing 
them to use an agile tool seemed to force an 
acknowledgement of the company’s commitment to 
investing in agile tools and practices. 

 
3.2. Impacts on Teams  

 
The effect of switching to an electronic tool 

became apparent quite rapidly. It was particularly 
noticeable to the groups that were outside of the 
development teams.  

The first thing that typically happened was that the 
team would stop using a physical task board to track 
daily progress on tasks and stories. The teams also 
stopped displaying a burn down chart as well. All of 
this information was tracked from within the 
electronic tool. 

The use of the tool varied according to the relative 
discipline levels of the teams in question. Some 
teams had every individual updating their tasks on a 
daily basis. Other teams left it up to the Scrum 
Master or team lead to keep track of this information. 
Some teams that were more XP oriented were 
resistant to using an electronic tool over 3x5 cards. 
However, within a relatively short period of time all 
of the teams were using the electronic tool 
exclusively regardless of who did the data entry. 

Early on, the teams encountered some problems 
with the daily standup meetings that seemed related 
to the use of the electronic tools. Some people 
seemed to have trouble keeping focused on the tasks 
that they were working on. Without a visible 
reminder in front of them during the standup meeting, 
people tended to forget exactly what it was they had 
been working on, and what came next. In fact, in 
some cases the problem was so bad that team 
members were introducing new stories mid sprint 
without tracking them at all. 

One of the key motivators for this move to a web 
based tool was to facilitate communication of project 
status with our external customers. In practice, this 
idea met with varying degrees of success. While 
some embraced the use of a tool that gave them 
visibility into the team’s progress, others were 
intimidated by either the interface, or were not 
familiar enough with agile methods to understand 
what they were seeing. To counteract this, we started 
to spend more time focused on training our customers 
so that they had some basic understanding of agile 
before introducing the tool. In the end, introducing an 
electronic tool for sharing project status with the 
customer tended to introduce as many problems as it 
solved. For example (these are negative cases) the 
customer did not understand agile, their network 
prevented the use of the tool, or worst of all, they 
were encouraged to micro manage the team’s work 
during the sprint. 

Physical information radiators in the development 
area grew stale. Information that was on the walls 
was woefully out of date. The teams had become 
accustomed to relying on the tool for status. The 
casual passerby had no idea what the team was 
working on or how they were doing. If one dared to 
ask the team how things were going, the answer 
might be, “Go look in the tool.” However, the tool we 
were using had access privileges that restricted the 
visibility of the projects being worked on. While this 



served the purpose of keeping out prying eyes, it 
meant that the status of the teams work was available 
only to the team itself. In essence, transparency had 
disappeared. 

In other ways, things remained the same. The 
teams still had to be constantly prodded to update the 
tool. This seemed to be the case regardless of 
whether or not the tool was electronic or not. 

In all fairness, it seems that the impact of 
switching to an electronic tool varies based on your 
perspective. If you asked many of the teams 
involved, they would very likely tell you that not 
much has changed. On the other hand, if you spoke to 
someone who worked outside of the teams, they 
might tell a much different story. 

 
4. Re-Introducing a Physical Task Board  

 
So what if we go the other way? Instead of 

moving to an electronic system, we move back to a 
physical system – what then? 

In this next case, we review an example where the 
teams had already adopted an electronic tool as part 
of the transition to agile (distributed environment, 
etc.). This company had been doing Agile for about a 
year and a half. They had some great successes and 
many problems that are not unusual for teams 
adopting agile practices. 

When I joined the group, the teams were dropping 
tasks and stories from sprints on a regular basis. 
Project tracking was almost non-existent. The sprint 
planning meetings were very quiet – the team would 
sit and watch the Scrum Master use the electronic 
tool to enter all of the information for the upcoming 
spring on a big projected display. People provided 
their tasks and then left the meeting. There was little 
or no dialog regarding the features taking place. 

Team standup meetings were unfocused and 
tended to drift. Team members were not aware of 
what stories were currently being worked on. In 
addition, they were not tracking what work they were 
doing. Scrum Masters were making a valiant attempt 
to keep the tool up to date, but it was clear that there 
were problems. 

 
4.1. Motivations for Change 

 
Based on my previous experience introducing an 

electronic tool to an organization, I was not surprised 
to see many of these issues. It seemed that something 
had been lost in the transition to an electronic tool. 
Perhaps there was some merit in doing both? 

Given that experience and a new company that 
seemed to have had a similar experience, it was an 
excellent opportunity to start using the physical task 
board again. 

Basically, the idea was simple: re-introduce 
information radiators of all types to the team 
environments and see how that impacted the 
performance of the teams. 

 
4.2. Impacts on Teams  

 
Initially there had been complaints on some of the 

teams that there was no accountability. It appeared to 
be caused by the fact that the story and task tracking 
in the electronic tool had gotten very sloppy. Adding 
a physical task board did not fix this problem, but it 
did make the sloppy tracking very visible. This in 
itself was enough to motivate some teams to focus 
more on tracking their progress. 

A side effect of adding the physical task board 
was that it became quickly apparent that there were 
people on the team who either had no work, or were 
working on things that had nothing to do with the 
team.  

 

 
Figure 2 

Facing the task board every morning, this became 
increasingly obvious and people began to ask 
questions. 

Of course, introducing the physical information 
radiators did not instill any more discipline in the 
teams than before. They still had to be reminded to 
update the task board. It was now just more obvious 
when the information was out of date. 

The focus was removed from the Scrum Master 
during the planning meetings. We switched from 
using the electronic tools during the planning to 



simply using sticky notes and white boards. The tone 
of the meetings changed dramatically. A planning 
meeting became a noisy affair where people were on 
their feet talking and spontaneously breaking out into 
subgroups to address specific issues. After the 
planning meeting was over, the Scrum Master would 
collect the information gathered and update any 
electronic tools independently as well as updating the 
task board for the next sprint. 

Another change was that during the standup 
meetings the attention of the team was focused on the 
task board and the stories being worked on and not 
on the Scrum Master. The status that was reported 
during the meeting was more focused and relevant to 
the stories that the team was working on. One of the 
rules that we used was “If it’s not on the board, it 
doesn’t exist.” This kept the team focused on the fact 
that they were working on a set of commitments that 
was not supposed to change. 

As an outsider, the visibility into the work of the 
teams was dramatically improved. We kept an 
emphasis on the information radiators as “no fault” 
tools. They were expected to reflect reality and the 
teams weren’t to be punished or berated if the 
information radiators revealed that the team was 
having problems. This made it easier for the teams to 
maintain the information radiators without fear of 
outside interference. It was easier for them to treat 
the information objectively. 

 
5. A Comparison 

 
The contrast between the use of electronic and 

physical task boards is dramatic. Removing the 
physical information radiators in a team environment 
can have a tremendous impact on a team. What are 
some of the pros and cons of each of these types of 
tools? 

 
5.1. Electronic task boards  

 
The electronic task board offers many of the same 

information tracking advantages that the physical 
task board offers. In addition, the electronic task 
board offers three key benefits that are not readily 
available to teams using only a physical task board. 

First, using an electronic, perhaps web-based tool, 
can be very useful when working on distributed 
teams. Team members can track their progress in a 
central location and everyone can review their 
progress together. This is much harder to do with a 
physical task board. Electronic media are ideal for 
sharing information on what are often globally 
distributed teams. 

Second, using an electronic task board allows for 
some sort of integration with existing software tools 

such as bug tracking systems. There are a host of 
integration options available with many project 
tracking systems. 

Third, using an electronic task board allows us a 
convenient way to keep a history of the work that we 
have done on a project. This kind of history can be 
very useful when looking for trends and patterns in 
the work of the team. 

The advantages that come with the use of 
electronic systems can be replicated manually, but 
only using much more clumsy mechanisms. 

 
On the negative side, there are some common 

problems associated with using electronic tools for 
project tracking. 

First, using the tool can take the focus from the 
interactions with people to more of a focus on 
working with the tool. This goes against much of 
what agile methods are trying to achieve. The tools 
that we use should encourage interaction, not 
discourage it. 

Second, by nature electronic information is hidden 
from most users. Only those who have permission 
may view the information. If there is no computer 
present, then the tools and the information cannot be 
used. If the server goes down, everything is gone. In 
a very real way, electronic tools exist, like all other 
software, in a hidden realm that is ethereal at best. 
Stop the flow of electrons and it all goes away. 

Finally, most electronic task boards require some 
training for teams to use them well. Of course, this 
varies from tool to tool, but whether it is 
administration of the tool or day-to-day use of the 
tool, there is always some sort of training overhead 
associated with using and electronic task board. 

 
5.2. Physical task boards  

 
Physical task boards have their own unique 

benefits. 
First, a physical task board requires very little 

overhead. They do not cost very much to create and 
maintain. At the bare minimum all that is required is 
some tape and some sticky notes and you are all set 
to go. No automation is required. 

A physical task board creates a focus point for the 
team. It is a central location where the progress of the 
team can be tracked. It is a useful location for holding 
standup meetings, perhaps in a war room or other 
team area. 

Another advantage of the physical task board is 
that it is always present. The task board never goes 
away. A task board made of sticky notes or 3x5 cards 
is remarkably resistant to power outages. Of course, 
the stickies sometimes fall off… 



A task board requires minimal training. The 
function of a task board is fairly obvious – there are 
no complex functions or charts to explain. 

Finally, research [3] indicates that physical 
interaction improves learning. The tactile interaction 
provides an additional stimulus that helps us absorb 
information more efficiently. This is an interesting 
hypothesis that suggests that using a physical tool is 
more effective than using electronic tools. 

 
Physical task boards have two key limitations: 

they are limited to line of sight and they do not reflect 
history well. 

 
6. Recommended Practices  

 
1. When necessary use both electronic and 

physical information radiators 
2. While the electronic task board may be 

optional, a physical task board is required for 
a team 

3. Aggressively seek ways to make the process 
ubiquitous 

4. Identify the “master information source” 
5. Appoint a timekeeper 
6. Include updating the task board in the 

working agreement 
7. Identify a common time for updates to the 

task board  
8. Work out processes manually before going to 

electronic tools 
9. Use visual control so that no problems are 

hidden 
10. Use Information radiators in common team 

area to share information  
 
7. Conclusion 

 
This is not an “all or nothing” comparison. 

Electronic tools have their place in team 
collaboration. However, do not neglect the simple 
power and utility of a physical task board. In the first 
example, the teams dropped the task boards and other 
information radiators in favor of electronic tools. The 
impact on their behavior as a team was largely 
negative. On the other hand, in the second case where 
the team using an electronic tool adopted physical 
information radiators, there were some subtle but 
powerful benefits for the team. 
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