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The Scrum Master Coach in the first paragraph sets the stage for a critical discussion
about Agile best practices. When a team resists breaking down large user stories, it can
hinder progress, reduce flexibility, and impact delivery timelines. As a Scrum Master,
guiding the team through understanding the importance of story decomposition and
addressing their concerns is essential. This article explores effective coaching strategies a
Scrum Master can employ when faced with a team that insists big stories cannot be split,
ensuring they align with Agile principles and deliver value efficiently.

Understanding the Root Causes of the Resistance

Before implementing any coaching strategies, it’s vital to understand why the team
believes big stories cannot be split. Recognizing their underlying concerns helps in tailoring
effective solutions.

Common Reasons Teams Resist Splitting Stories

Perceived Complexity: The team feels that large stories are too complex to break
down without losing core value or context.

Fear of Scope Creep: Concerns that splitting stories may lead to uncontrolled scope
expansion or fragmented work.

Uncertainty About Dependencies: Unclear about how smaller stories will interact
or depend on each other.

Misunderstanding of Agile Principles: Lack of awareness that breaking down
stories is fundamental to delivering incremental value.

Historical Challenges: Past experiences where splitting stories led to issues or
confusion, causing hesitation.

Understanding these reasons allows the Scrum Master to approach coaching with empathy
and targeted strategies.



Educating the Team on the Value of Smaller
Stories

One of the first steps in coaching is to reinforce why breaking down large stories is a core
Agile practice.

Explain the Benefits of Story Splitting

Enhanced Flexibility: Smaller stories allow for easier reprioritization based on
evolving needs.

Faster Feedback Loops: Delivering smaller chunks enables quicker validation and
learning.

Reduced Risk: Smaller stories limit the impact of potential issues, making problems
easier to identify and fix.

Better Estimation and Planning: Breaking stories into manageable pieces
improves accuracy and predictability.

Improved Team Morale: Smaller, manageable stories make work less daunting and
more achievable.

Use real-world examples and success stories to illustrate how splitting stories has benefited
other teams, making the concept relatable and tangible.

Facilitating Effective Story Decomposition

When a team believes stories cannot be split, it often indicates a lack of practical
techniques or confidence in doing so. As a Scrum Master, coaching on how to decompose
stories effectively is crucial.

Techniques for Breaking Down Large Stories

Vertical Slicing: Divide stories into slices that deliver a thin but complete piece of1.
functionality, ensuring each slice provides value.

Workflow Steps: Break stories based on different stages of a process (e.g., design,2.
development, testing).

Data Variations: Split stories based on different data inputs or configurations.3.



Use Acceptance Criteria: Leverage detailed acceptance criteria to identify natural4.
breaking points.

Identify Sub-Features: Decompose a large feature into smaller, standalone features5.
that can be developed independently.

Coach the team to see story splitting not as a rigid process but as a flexible technique that
can adapt to their context.

Addressing Concerns and Building Confidence

Resistance often stems from fear or uncertainty. The Scrum Master should work to alleviate
these concerns through coaching.

Strategies to Build Confidence and Overcome
Resistance

Start Small: Encourage the team to practice splitting small stories or tasks to build
confidence.

Pairing and Mentoring: Pair less experienced team members with those skilled in
decomposition techniques.

Retrospective Reflection: Use retrospectives to discuss previous challenges with
splitting stories and identify improvements.

Visualize Dependencies: Use diagrams or tools to map out dependencies, making it
easier to see splitting points.

Reassure About Value Preservation: Emphasize that splitting stories should
maintain the integrity and value of the original feature.

Creating a safe environment where experimentation is encouraged helps the team gain
confidence in trying new decomposition methods.

Aligning Stories With Business Value and
Priorities

Sometimes, teams resist splitting because they believe it compromises the integrity or
value of the story. The Scrum Master should guide them in maintaining focus on delivering



maximum value.

Ensuring Each Split Story Delivers Value

Prioritize Core Functionality: Identify the minimum viable feature that delivers
value and split stories around it.

Maintain Business Context: Ensure each smaller story aligns with business goals
and user needs.

Collaborate with Product Owner: Work closely with the Product Owner to define
clear acceptance criteria and prioritize split stories.

Validate and Refine: Regularly review split stories in backlog refinement sessions to
ensure they remain valuable and relevant.

This approach reassures the team that splitting stories does not dilute value but enhances
delivery.

Fostering a Culture of Continuous Improvement

Coaching is an ongoing process. The Scrum Master should promote a mindset of continuous
learning and adaptation.

Encouraging Experimentation and Feedback

Regular Retrospectives: Use retrospectives to reflect on what’s working or not in
story decomposition efforts.

Feedback Loops: Encourage team members to share their experiences and suggest
improvements.

Iterative Practice: Promote small experiments with story splitting, learning from
each attempt.

Celebrate Successes: Recognize and celebrate effective splitting to reinforce
positive behaviors.

This culture helps the team become more comfortable with breaking down stories over
time.



Conclusion: Guiding the Team Toward Agile
Maturity

When a team insists that big stories cannot be split, the Scrum Master’s role is pivotal in
coaching and guiding them toward Agile best practices. By understanding their concerns,
educating on the value of smaller stories, providing practical techniques, addressing fears,
and fostering a culture of continuous improvement, the Scrum Master can help the team
see story decomposition not as a burden but as a powerful tool to deliver value more
effectively. Ultimately, this coaching leads to a more flexible, responsive, and high-
performing Agile team capable of adapting to changing needs and delivering incremental
value efficiently.

Frequently Asked Questions

What strategies can a Scrum Master use to handle a
team that refuses to split big stories?
The Scrum Master can facilitate discussions to help the team understand the benefits of
splitting stories, such as improved focus, faster feedback, and better risk management.
They can also introduce techniques like vertical slicing and remind the team of Agile
principles emphasizing incremental delivery.

How can a Scrum Master address the team's concerns
about splitting stories?
The Scrum Master should listen to the team's concerns, identify their reasons for
resistance, and collaboratively explore alternative approaches. Providing examples of
successful story splitting and demonstrating how it can reduce complexity and enhance
quality can help alleviate fears.

What impact does not splitting big stories have on the
Scrum process?
Not splitting big stories can lead to longer development cycles, difficulties in estimating and
tracking progress, increased risk of incomplete or low-quality deliverables, and challenges
in obtaining quick feedback, ultimately affecting the overall agility of the team.

How can the Scrum Master demonstrate the value of
smaller stories to a resistant team?
The Scrum Master can present data or case studies showing improved velocity, better
stakeholder feedback, and higher quality outcomes when stories are split. Running
experiments or pilot sprints with smaller stories can provide tangible evidence of benefits.



In what ways can the Scrum Master facilitate a mindset
shift towards incremental delivery?
The Scrum Master can conduct workshops or training sessions on Agile practices, highlight
success stories, and encourage the team to view big stories as a series of smaller,
manageable pieces that collectively deliver value incrementally.

What techniques can be used to help the team find
ways to split large stories effectively?
Techniques such as vertical slicing, using the INVEST criteria (Independent, Negotiable,
Valuable, Estimable, Small, Testable), and decomposing stories based on workflows or user
scenarios can help teams identify logical ways to break down large stories.

If the team insists that big stories cannot be split, what
is the Scrum Master's role in guiding them towards
better practices?
The Scrum Master should coach the team on Agile principles, facilitate open discussions
about the drawbacks of large stories, and gently challenge their assumptions. They can also
suggest trial approaches, provide coaching, and support the team in gradually adopting
story splitting to improve delivery effectiveness.

Additional Resources
If A Team Insists The Big Stories Cannot Be Split Into Smaller Ones, How Would The Scrum
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In the fast-paced world of Agile development, the ability to break down large stories into
manageable, deliverable chunks is often championed as a best practice. However, what
happens when a team firmly insists that certain "big stories" are indivisible — that they
cannot be subdivided without losing their core value or integrity? This scenario presents a
unique challenge for Scrum Masters, who are tasked with guiding teams toward effective
collaboration and continuous delivery. How can a Scrum Master coach such a team to
navigate these constraints while maintaining Agile principles? This article explores the
underlying issues, coaching strategies, and practical approaches that Scrum Masters can
employ to address this complex situation.

---

Understanding the Roots of the Issue

The Importance of Story Splitting in Agile

At the heart of Agile methodologies, especially Scrum, lies the principle of delivering value
incrementally. Breaking down large stories into smaller, manageable pieces enables teams
to:



- Achieve faster feedback loops
- Adapt to changing requirements
- Reduce risk and uncertainty
- Improve predictability and planning accuracy

The concept of "splitting stories" is rooted in the idea that smaller stories are easier to
estimate, develop, test, and deliver. It also facilitates transparency and stakeholder
engagement.

Why Some Teams Resist Splitting Stories

Despite these advantages, some teams resist the idea of splitting stories, citing reasons
such as:

- Perceived loss of value: Believing that a larger story encapsulates a complete, meaningful
feature, and dividing it diminishes its significance.
- Technical or domain constraints: Certain complex functionalities are inherently
interconnected, making it difficult or illogical to split them without compromising integrity.
- Lack of experience or understanding: Teams unfamiliar with agile practices may see story
splitting as optional or unnecessary.
- Organizational culture: Established workflows or managerial expectations might
discourage breaking down work.

The Core Dilemma

When a team insists that a "big story" cannot be split, it raises fundamental questions:

- Is the story truly indivisible, or is this a misconception?
- Are there underlying technical or domain constraints?
- Could splitting the story still preserve its value?
- How can the Scrum Master facilitate a mindset shift?

Understanding the root causes is essential before deploying coaching strategies.

---

The Scrum Master’s Role: Facilitator, Coach, and Advocate

A Scrum Master’s primary responsibilities include facilitating Scrum events, coaching the
team on Agile principles, removing impediments, and fostering a continuous improvement
culture. In this context, the Scrum Master must navigate the delicate balance between
respecting the team’s perspective and guiding them toward better practices.

Key coaching objectives include:

- Clarifying the purpose of story splitting
- Identifying genuine constraints versus misconceptions
- Encouraging collaborative problem-solving
- Reinforcing Agile values and principles

---



Strategies for Coaching a Team That Insists Stories Cannot Be Split

1. Facilitate a Deep Dive into the "Why"

Objective: Understand the team’s reasoning and assumptions behind their refusal to split
stories.

Approach:

- Conduct a dedicated session or workshop to explore the story in question.
- Ask probing questions such as:
- What is the core value of this story?
- What makes splitting this story challenging or undesirable?
- Are there technical, business, or organizational reasons?
- Encourage open dialogue, emphasizing that the goal is to find practical solutions, not to
criticize.

Outcome: Gaining clarity helps identify whether the story truly cannot be split or if
alternative perspectives exist.

---

2. Challenge Assumptions Through Visual and Practical Techniques

Objective: Help the team visualize the implications of their stance and explore alternative
options.

Approach:

- Use visual aids like story maps, flowcharts, or diagrams to illustrate the story’s
components.
- Engage the team in "what-if" scenarios:
- What if we could split this story? What would that look like?
- Can we identify natural breaking points in the story?
- Demonstrate how splitting can still preserve the story’s value through concrete examples.

Outcome: These exercises often reveal hidden opportunities for subdivision or highlight
misconceptions.

---

3. Explore Technical and Domain Constraints

Objective: Determine whether the story’s indivisibility stems from genuine technical or
domain constraints.

Approach:

- Collaborate with Product Owners, developers, and domain experts.
- Conduct technical analysis to understand dependencies, integrations, or architectural
constraints.



- Question whether these constraints are fundamental or can be refactored or re-
architected over time.

Outcome: Clarifies whether the story’s size is a temporary challenge or an inherent
limitation.

---

4. Introduce Alternative Approaches to Managing Large Stories

Objective: Provide practical options for handling big stories without necessarily splitting
them.

Strategies:

- Vertical Slicing: Focus on delivering thin slices that span multiple layers (UI, logic, data),
even if the overall feature is large.
- Prototype or Spike: Use time-boxed research or prototypes to reduce uncertainty before
committing to full implementation.
- Acceptance of Larger Stories: In some cases, accept that certain stories are large but plan
for incremental delivery and frequent reviews.
- Chunking the Work: Break the work into smaller tasks within the story, even if the story
itself remains large.

Outcome: Offers flexible pathways to progress while maintaining Agile principles.

---

5. Reinforce the Agile Mindset and Principles

Objective: Shift the team’s mindset toward embracing change, incremental delivery, and
continuous improvement.

Approach:

- Highlight the value of delivering smaller, working pieces for feedback and adaptation.
- Share success stories and case studies where story splitting enhanced productivity.
- Emphasize that the goal is delivering value, not adhering rigidly to a story size metric.
- Encourage experimentation — try splitting stories in a controlled manner and evaluate the
results.

Outcome: Cultivates a mindset receptive to change and continuous learning.

---

Practical Coaching Techniques and Activities

- Retrospective Reflections: Use retrospectives to reflect on previous large stories,
discussing what worked and what didn’t.
- Pairing and Mentoring: Pair team members experienced in splitting stories with those
hesitant.



- Workshops on User Story Best Practices: Conduct training sessions emphasizing INVEST
criteria (Independent, Negotiable, Valuable, Estimable, Small, Testable).
- Incremental Delivery Demonstrations: Show tangible benefits of smaller stories through
demos and stakeholder feedback.

---

Handling Resistance and Building Trust

Change is often met with resistance, especially when teams feel their expertise or methods
are being challenged. The Scrum Master must:

- Respect the team’s perspective and avoid forcing solutions.
- Build trust through consistent coaching, active listening, and empathetic communication.
- Celebrate small wins and incremental improvements.
- Be patient, understanding that mindset shifts take time.

---

When Despite Best Efforts, the Team Remains Resistant

In some cases, teams may persist in their stance due to cultural or organizational factors.
The Scrum Master should:

- Escalate the issue tactfully to stakeholders or management, emphasizing the benefits of
splitting stories.
- Advocate for organizational change that supports incremental delivery.
- Recommend process adjustments, such as redefining what constitutes a "story" or
introducing new practices aligned with Agile values.

---

Conclusion: Guiding Teams Toward Agile Success

When a team insists that big stories cannot be split into smaller ones, the Scrum Master’s
role shifts from enforcement to facilitation and coaching. By understanding the underlying
reasons, challenging assumptions, exploring technical constraints, and introducing flexible
strategies, the Scrum Master can help the team see the benefits of breaking down
work—even if not always perfectly. Ultimately, fostering an Agile mindset rooted in
delivering value incrementally is the most sustainable path forward. While some stories
may be large by nature, the goal remains to enable the team to deliver meaningful,
valuable increments regularly, thereby embracing the true spirit of Agile development.
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