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Tracking what Matters with Burn Down Charts

By Steve Berczuk | February 7, 2010

SUMMARY

Burn down charts help agile development teams track sprint and release progress.
The basic idea of a burn down chart is that the team starts with estimates for all of
the tasks in the sprint, and then on daily (or more frequent) basis re-estimates the
amount of work remaining.

I'm a big fan of burn down charts for tracking sprint and release progress. The basic
idea of a burn down chart is that the team starts with estimates for all of the tasks in the
sprint, and then on daily (or more frequent) basis re-estimates the amount of work
remaining.

With a burn down chart, you are tracking the new estimate based on the work that you
have done. As you work on the sprint backlog you get a better understanding of the
tasks, and thus you can revise estimates for tasks that span more than one day. This is
reasonable since the original estimate is, well, an estimate.

Sometimes if you spend 4 hours on an 8 hour task, you'll have 4 hours of work left. Most
of the time the time left will not be the original estimate less the time spent, but more or
less. At the end of 4 hours, the remaining work estimate for the same 8 hour task could
be 2 hours, or it could be 10 hours if you discovered a snag. This is important
information for everyone involved in the project and allows the team to identify a problem
at the daily scrum. Re-estimating is harder than just doing subtraction, but it's valuable.

One thing that happens when teams use an issue tracking tool (like Jira and
Greenhopper) to manage their backlog is that re-estimating and effort tracking are
combined. The only way to re-estimate is to "log work." You're required to enter the
amount of time spent, and the tool will kindly offer to change your estimate to the
difference between the original estimate and the time spent. There are two problems
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new estimate" is always wrong.

e The "time spent” value isn't really useful to stakeholders. In the best case you are
only doing one thing during the time in question, so your time spent entry is
accurate, but doesn't answer the question: "when will it be done!" In the worst case,
you're not tracking your time accurately, and the time spent number is inaccurate,
and provide no real information.

Like all things agile, when looking at your project tracking approach you need to be clear
about what you want to track and why. The main concern for stakeholders on an agile
project is whether they will get the functionality they want at the end of the sprint. So the
time-remaining number is important.

There are some good reasons for tracking time spent including evaluating estimation
accuracy and billing

But in both of these cases you need to evaluate the overhead of the tracking time relative
to the value. Tracking total effort for the sprint relative to estimated work done may be
more useful than per-task effort to estimate tracking, and analyzing the results in a
retrospective may yield more useful information than per-task tracking.

When doing sprint tracking:

* Make sure that everyone understands the goals of the tracking process so that you
get uniformly valuable results. You definitely want to track how close you are to
"done," but explain how important tracking effort is.

e Make sure that, whatever the goals, that the data are updated daily. If the burn down
chart doesn't change for 2 days is it because people didn't update their estimates, or
that the project is at a stand-still?

e Remind everyone that the estimates are just that: "estimates," and an informed
guess that turns out to be wrong is better than no estimate at all. (And the
inaccuracy of the estimate helps to identify unknown complexity.)

burn down charts can be a simple, valuable, tool to identify problems during a sprint as
long are your teams breaks out of the habit of tracking "effort" as opposed to "effort
remaining."
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