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Agile Steps to Impress Your Client with Killer Demos! 
 

By Brian Vanderjack, PMP, MBA 
with 

Charles Sprague, MSM, ABD 
 

As I was learning the fine art of being an IT (Information Technology) Scrum Master, 
one of the ceremonies that most intrigued me, as a professional speaker on Agile 
topics, was the Agile Demo.  The "Demo" is an Agile ceremony (a non-agile person 
would refer to a ceremony as a “meeting”) where the Scrum Team presents their work 
to the Product Owner (business representative), and asks for approval.  I would get 
myself invited to various Demos, as an observer at my day-time-IT-job, and what I 
would sometimes witness was an embarrassing break in the flow of the Demo.   
 
What I sometimes saw were presenters who did not know exactly how they were going 
to present their work products to the Product Owner.  They would then spend a few 
minutes, during the time slotted for the Demo, discussing (in front of the Product Owner) 
the best way to demonstrate something.  Then, they would try the newly identified 
method, and see if it worked; on the fly.  To me this behavior is an image destroyer and 
can be most definitely avoided.  The bottom line is the Product Owner likely can impact 
who is on the Scrum Team, and who leads it, based on their perception of the 
individuals during these types of ceremonies! 
 
As the Product Owner typically is the stakeholder who has control over funding, one 
would do well to manage Product Owner perceptions.  The reality is a Product Owner 
can’t help but judge team effectiveness, based on Demos.  To explain, Demos are when 
the Product Owner first views the work product, and determines if the current team can 
be trusted to be successful.  Therefore Demos are a great time for a Scrum Master to 
show off their Scrum Team as being highly capable, organized, and hungry for victories.  
This is the time for the Scrum Team to “show up” and shape the image of the team with 
the Product Owner. That is, it is well worth investing some time planning for, and 
managing the presentation of your Demos.  My recommendation is to use the same 
care as you would plan out your iterations or releases.  By doing this you can seize a 
great opportunity, to grow the Product Owner’s positive impression, and more 
importantly the ongoing support, of the Product Owner. 
 
After adding Chuck Sprague to my team as a partner, the idea of improving Demos 
really began to take shape.  The outcome of our efforts is found below.  Our hope is to 
make adopting and working in an Agile framework just that much easier.  Please note 
the words here are intended for Scrum Masters.  They represent opinions, and in no 
way represent the processes or policies of any company. The information here is 
presented as use-at-your-own-risk.   Finally, the information below is based on an 
assumption that the reader has a fundamental understanding of Agile Scrum. 
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Well Before Your Demo 
 
Please find below some advice on planning for and laying the infrastructure for your 
Demos: 
 

• Ensure acceptance criteria, as shared by the Product Owner, are a part of 
User Stories, and injected into test scripts.  Not only do these acceptance 
criteria act as an input into creating test scripts, they also further help to 
describe to the development team (in addition to the actual User Stories)  
what the client has in mind for the eventual completed work product.     

 
• Recognize that since Agile User Stories that have the top priority are done 

first, the need for having professional level Demos is greatest for the first 
iteration.  That is, the first features that the Product Owner will see during an 
early Demo will have the highest perceived business value, and thus get the 
most attention.  Even if you are in a position where time is scarce, it is 
especially important to carve out ample time to effectively present the first few 
Demos. 

 

 Here are a few of the actions you can take if a User Story looks like it will not be 
ready for a Demo: 
 

o Move the unfinished User Story to the next iteration, or, release 
o Postpone deployment 
o Create a mock result to demonstrate to the client what the team has in mind 

 
Please note that it is likely better to show what you have (assuming something is 
presentable) than sharing nothing.  That way at least an exchange of ideas and 
concepts can take place at the Demo.  Also if you need to defer committed work, 
one would do well to effectively manage the political consequences; which can be 
unpleasant.  

 

 Establish a cut off time so that if something is not ready for a Demo, the work 
products associated with unfinished User Stories review can be dropped from an 
upcoming Demo.  Please see the above comment about managing the political 
ramifications about not delivering a committed item.  One way to blunt political fallout 
is to have a written plan on how to ensure the incomplete User Story will be 
addressed in the near future. 

 

 If it is the first iteration, we recommend not scheduling a Demo.  This is because we 
believe the first iteration tends to be an orientation to the content of the first release, 
or waiting for other teams (that our Scrum Team is dependent on) to finalize what 
they are doing. 
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Days Before Your Demo 
 
A few days before the scheduled Demo is to happen, here are a few tips to follow just 
before the Demo with the Product Owner: 
 

 Agreed upon acceptance criteria should be the benchmark by which success is 
measured for work products.  By doing this: 
 

o You will let the Product Owner know you have listened to their needs 
o Sent a signal that you very much support the concept of acceptance criteria, 

and that they are critical to success 
 

By focusing attention on the Acceptance Criteria, it becomes more likely that, while 
in construction that acceptance criteria will be looked at as a design supplement.  
That is, acceptance criteria are a great way to further understand what the Product 
Owner is expecting. 

 

 Be sure to let the Product Owner know, in writing, a few days in advance of the 
demo, what will be Demo’ed.  And for items that the Product Owner was expecting, 
that won’t be ready, have an additional communication, or a meeting, to set (or 
reset) expectations for those delayed User Stories.  That is, a Demo is a time to 
share what is done.  It is not a time to get into conversations as to what is 
unexpectedly not complete.  A Demo should be a time for the Scrum team to shine! 

 

 Be sure Scrum Team created test cases are documented in the User Stories, or 
linked to them, are created and approved by people who did not do the coding, as 
well as those who did.  These test cases: 

 
o Are to satisfy all expectations of the Product Owner, as stated acceptance 

criteria (known in other circles as business criteria) 
o Anything that needs to be tested from a technical perspective, as indicated by 

the people working on the deliverable (known in other circles as technical 
criteria) 

o Anything identified as noteworthy by Scrum Team members 
o Items that have been identified as troublesome and learned about through 

active Scrum Master participation in Scrum-Of-Scrum meetings 
 
Where it makes sense, additional test cases that the Scrum team invents can 
become part of the Demo too. 

 

 We strongly recommend having a formal step by step dry run of what will be 
presented. Who is sharing what and when they will present it should be a part of the 
pre-Demo.  This should be a huge help in making the actual Demo run smoother.  A 
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side effect is it gives a milestone for developers to target for completion, and to 
demonstrate their skills to their team. 

 

 Provide an agenda of what User Stories are to be presented and in what order, 
before the Demo.   

 

 Agree within the Scrum Team, what the Scrum Master should do to keep the Demo 
moving if something does not work as expected. It is also recommended that the 
Scrum Master plans the Demo out to the point that interruptions in the flow, if any, 
just appear to be part of the plan. 

 
During the Demo: 
 

 The Scrum Master should act as an emcee, introducing each member of the Scrum 
Team who has something to present. 

 

 Those Pigs (an Agile term for active, invested, Scrum Team Members) who did 
contribute to the work product being Demo’ed, but did not have a chance to present 
their efforts, should be called out and thanked for their contribution to the content of 
the Iteration. 

 

 All Chickens (virtual contributors) and Pigs both should be invited to the Demo.  This 
is essential as when Scrum teams excel, they do so as close knit team.  Allowing 
attendance, even as an observer will educate stakeholders what the Product Owner 
expects, and provide a team building opportunity. 

 

 If something fails during a Demo, capture the issue on a log, that all can see.  Then 
after the Demo, create a defect.  Share the new defect list, soon after the Demo, 
with the Product Owner to ensure they know that your team is taking ownership of 
defects found during the Demo.  The Product Owner can then help you to put a 
priority on the defect during a future Backlog Grooming Ceremony. 

 

 Use the Demo to point out any special accommodations the Scrum team made to 
accommodate the Product Owner’s wishes. Also consider pointing out any 
challenges the team made to overcome impediments.  This can foster even better 
working relations with the stakeholder, as the Scrum team will be better positioned to 
be viewed as supportive. 

 
After the Demo 
 

 During your Retrospective, be sure to ask the Product Owner for feedback on 
your most recent Demo: what went right, what needs improvement, etc.  Then 
inject what you learn into Demos going forward. 
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 Soon after the Demo, all User Stories the Product Owner has approved during 
the Demo should be marked as approved, by the Product Owner.  The Scrum 
Master should monitor this and ensure it happens. 

 
Summary 
 
As indicated previously, it is well worth investing some time planning for, and, managing 
your Demos.  Often some really good work goes unnoticed if the Demo is sloppily done 
and the image of the Scrum Team can be tarnished. Our recommendation is to use the 
same care as you would plan out your iterations or releases.  The bottom line is the 
Demo is not just a chance to prove software works, but also to provide Product Owners 
a look at the capabilities of the Scrum Team.  It does not take a lot of time to do this, 
and it can result in a much more favorable impression with the Product Owner when the 
team looks like they are organized, capable, and committed to delivering business 
value. 
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