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The Structured Collaboration Technique (SCT) can 
help you facilitate and carry out a specification or a 
requirements workshop efficiently and to the point. It 
is a highly structured technique which will make your 
whole team involved and engaged in the discussions. 
It goes very well with any agile way of working, such 
as for example BDD, when having a specification/
requirement workshop for a particular backlog item. 
The backlog item might be a user story or something 
else, it doesn’t really matter - the SCT will work 
anyway.

Team members who feel they are involved, will also 
contribute with creative ideas and possible solutions, 
making the workshop both fun and engaging. The 
SCT will help your team to focus and solve one small 
problem at a time. You should also check out the 
Example Mapping technique, which is also a great 
way of doing the specification collaboratively and in a 
very structured way. 
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I have been developing the SCT for a few years, 
trying to make the workshops efficient, fun and 
engaging. I mean, who hasn’t been a participant in a 
meeting where the discussions were moving from 
one detail to another and almost no decisions were 
taken? These situations just drained me from energy 
and I had to do something. What has struck me, 
being the facilitator for hundreds of workshops in 
many different organisations and settings, is that 
there are a few things that really make it or break it. 
The SCT tries to address some of them at least. 

What I’ve noticed is that a little bit of structure, or 
actually quite a lot, is one of the keys for getting to 
quick and to the point decisions. The items in the 
backlog are possibilities for the product. You can also 
see them as a way of solving small problems and 
one of them at a time, instead of the whole problem 
at once. It’s pretty much the same with the SCT as 
we solve one small problem at a time with the 
backlog item, instead of engaging in an endless 
discussion about all the issues.  We pick one 
question or issue with the backlog item, discuss it, 
come to a decision and then we move on to the next. 

So, how does it work? Well, it’s quite simple actually. 
Just take it step by step and you’ll soon experience 
how quickly you can come to the decisions and 
clarifications you need. 

The keys for getting to 
quick and to-the-point 
decisions
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A prioritized backlog is a must. Know what is the most important 
thing to do right now and put it on top of the backlog. You don’t 
want your team to engage in discussions about things which are 
not important right now - and believe me, the team won’t 
appreciate having spent time discussing things which will not be 
implemented.  

Hopefully, the product owner keeps the backlog prioritized at all 
times. If that’s the case, this is easy. Grab the highest priority
backlog item!

If not, you might need to take the product owner to the side and 
explain a few things. 

Trying out the SCT is easy, just follow the steps one by one.

Prerequisite - the 
prioritized backlog

Sanity 
check

1
Identify

2
Clarify

3

Structure
4

Validate
5



Gather the team for the workshop. Make 
sure you have the cross functional team 
present. It’s important that you have 
different competencies represented such as 
e.g. developer, test, UX, BA and of course the 
business. The one calling the shots really 
needs to be there. If the decision maker can’t 
make it, it’s no use in having the meeting. 

First of all, make sure everyone understands 
the backlog item. Does it make sense? Is 
everyone on the same page? Take a couple 
of minutes just to make sure. If not, clarify 
the backlog item and rewrite if necessary.

Sanity check
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Example backlog item (which in this 
case is a story):

- AS AN operator
- I WANT the reporter to receive an email 
notification whenever there’s an update in 
the trouble ticket she reported 
- SO THAT she can keep herself informed 
and we can save time since she won’t have 
to call us and ask  

4
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First of all, brainstorm what you already know 
about the backlog item (or what you think you 
know). Write every statement on a sticky note 
and place it on the board. These would typically 
be examples or scenarios for the story. 

Brainstorm and identify all the questions the 
team can come up with for this story. What 
makes you wonder? Typically, the questions 
are a lot about what the rules are for the story. 
Write every question on a sticky note and stick 
it to the whiteboard or write them directly on the 
whiteboard. 

Also, ask the team if all of the questions really 
need an answer now or if any of the questions 
should be left out for now. Group and structure 
the questions rapidly. If there are a lot of 
questions, you might want to quickly prioritize 
them, so you have the most important ones on 
the top of the list.

Identify2

Example questions for the story:

- Where to send the email notification? There 
has to be an email address already registered in 
the profile or what?
- What happens if there isn’t an address 
registered?
- When to send it, straight away?
- What changes will the trigger the email to be 
sent? All status changes? Any exceptions?
- What can go wrong?
- What will it contain? Can we make an 
example?
- What should it look like? Layout?
- Etc.. etc...
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Pick the question on the top and discuss the 
question in the team. The stakeholder will provide the 
rules and the team will challenge, recommend and 
suggest different solutions. Discuss and come to a 
decision – make a note of the decision made. Keep 
on doing this for every question the team needs an 
answer for. The team helps each other in the 
discussion and tries to come to a decision quite 
quickly. 

This shouldn’t take more than a few minutes per 
question. If it takes longer, there is probably an
important stakeholder missing in order for the team 
to come to a conclusion. Consider leaving the 
particular question for now. Be careful not to discuss 
details you don’t need to discuss. It’s only the team 
who can decide when you have reached enough 
understanding and enough level of detail. 

Clarify
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Great, all the answers you have collected are 
actually the acceptance criterias/scenarios for the 
story. Now, you just need to structure the answers, 
so they don’t get lost. Teams using Behaviour Driven 
Development (BDD), would now typically create the 
GIVEN/WHEN/THEN’s. 

If you do this directly in the workshop, or if you do it 
directly afterwards in a smaller set-up is up to you to 
decide. A very mature team used to the 
GIVEN/WHEN/THEN format, can do it quite 
efficiently directly in the workshop. Otherwise, just do 
it in a smaller setting after the workshop. This works 
perfectly fine too, and I have actually found this way 
to be a little bit more efficient in most cases. 

The structuring also includes to change and update 
any other models used in the team, such as e.g.
a business data model or a mock-up. 

Structure4
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Small things can easily be a little bit misunderstood 
or get lost when doing the structuring. That’s why it’s 
so important to validate with the team. When you’re 
done with your GIVEN/WHEN/THEN’s or any other 
model, show them to the team and just ask if 
everything is ok and according to what you decided. 
This is a quick feedback session and can be done by 
just posting the model on the wall and ask the team 
to come and review for a few minutes. If anything 
came down wrong, just correct it straight away.

The Structured Collaboration Technique will give 
you and the team a lot of the answers they need to 
be able to start to implement. You won’t have 100% 
clarity, but that’s alright – you are a team and you talk 
to each other, right? Just continue the talking and fill 
in any gaps when you find them along the 
implementation. 

Validate
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It’ so much easier and quicker to solve small 
problems, than big ones. That’s the most 
important driver behind creating the Structured 
Collaboration Technique. When you solve the small 
problems one at a time and in a very structured way, 
you’ll experience that specification workshops can be 
very efficient. 

I’ve seen teams becoming increasingly more com-
mitted and collaborative  through these workshops 
- even outside of the workshops. The shared 
understanding of  the problem or need behind the 
backlog item in combination with the team effort to 
solve it, really contributes to the team spirit and level 
of collaboration.

Summary



It depends on a lot of things like: the size of the 
backlog item and amount of unknowns surrounding 
the backlog item, the maturity of the team and the 
level of collaboration and communication. Try to 
start with 30 - 40 minutes for one backlog item and 
you’ll soon learn how long time your particular team 
needs. 

Many recommend sessions for 25 minutes for 
specification workshops, but I have found it to work 
very well with longer sessions as well – and you need 
longer time when you want to cover more than one 
backlog item. 

How long time do we need 
for the SCT?

Common
questions

Maybe not, it depends on your team. It’s important to 
have the cross functional competencies represented 
and if you are able to spare the whole team for the 
workshop that’s great. The decision makers need to 
be there – usually they’re from business side. 

The workshop is a great opportunity for creating 
shared understanding and creating a committed and 
dedicated team. The SCT done correctly is usually 
perceived as efficient, fun and well invested time. 

Do we really need to bring in 
the whole team to the SCT?
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Make sure you have the right people there. Don’t 
waste the time if you don’t have all the needed 
competencies there and definitely not if you don’t 
have the product owner or other needed business 
stakeholders there. 

Tips for efficient 
collaboration workshps
.

Listen and be open for alternatives.

Don’t get stuck in the discussion – move on to the 
next question.

Make recommendations, but also respect the 
decisions made.

Stay focused – be sure to halt any out of scope 
discussions.

Enjoy!

..

.

.
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Anna Fallqvist Eriksson is a software professional 
with experience from a variety of industries and roles 
through her role as a consultant. She has hands-on 
experience from agile software development in roles 
such as product owner, scrum master, agile coach 
and requirements lead. 

Anna’s very interested in finding and trying out 
efficient ways of working in the agile context. No 
matter the role Anna has had, she has always been 
drawn to improving the efficiency and the 
collaboration in a team. 

She has been the facilitator of hundreds of workshops 
and truly believe they can be both fun and efficient
- when done right. Her drive is to always deliver value 
and to solve the real problems. 
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