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Abstract
Agile practices are increasingly adopted by non-profit organizations seeking to navigate

uncertainty, foster collaboration, and deliver value more effectively. However, the
terminology of agile can often feel inaccessible to practitioners outside the software
industry. This Teaching Paper provides a glossary of key agile concepts, from foundational
principles such as the Agile Manifesto to specific tools like Scrum, Kanban, and MoSCoW
prioritization. Each term is paired with practical notes for application in non-profit contexts,
including community-based projects, resource-constrained settings, and adaptive strategies.
By demystifying agile language, the glossary empowers practitioners, students, and leaders
to integrate agile thinking into their daily work. For academics, it offers a bridge between
theoretical discourse and field-level practice; for practitioners, it serves as both a reference

and a training tool.

Keywords
Agile glossary, non-profit management, Scrum, Kanban, Lean, adaptive planning, iterative

cycles, stakeholder engagement
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Executive Summary
This Teaching Paper introduces key agile terms relevant to non-profit practice. It organizes

them into a glossary format, each with definitions and practical notes. The resource covers
broad agile principles (Agile, Agile Manifesto, Agile Mindset), methodologies (Scrum,
Kanban, Lean, SAFe), roles (Product Owner, Scrum Master), and practices (Sprint
Planning, Retrospective, User Stories). It also contrasts agile with the traditional Waterfall
model, showing why adaptive planning is often better suited to volatile environments faced

by non-profits.

Purpose and Learning Objectives
e To clarify key agile terms for non-profit practitioners.

* To demonstrate practical applications of agile concepts in diverse project contexts.
* To provide a standalone reference that can be used in training and capacity building.

e To foster an agile mindset in non-profit leadership and teams.

Background and Context
Agile practices originated in software development but have become increasingly relevant

across industries. The Agile Manifesto (2001) articulated values such as responding to
change, prioritizing individuals and interactions, and delivering working outcomes
iteratively. Denning (2018) highlights agile as a broader movement of management
innovation. For non-profits, Bryson (2018) stresses the importance of adaptability, while
Drucker (1990) frames mission-driven work as requiring flexible execution. Translating
agile terminology into accessible, context-specific guidance is critical for ensuring that non-

profits can adapt without losing clarity or inclusivity.

Practical Guide: Glossary of Key Terms
e Agile: A set of principles emphasizing iterative cycles, adaptability, and

collaboration. In non-profits: useful for community programs requiring frequent
adjustments.

e Agile Alliance: A global nonprofit advancing agile practices. Provides case studies
useful for non-profit adaptation.

e Agile Manifesto: Foundational values guiding agile practice. Encourages non-profits
to prioritize people over rigid procedures.

* Agile Methodologies: Frameworks such as Scrum, Kanban, and Lean. Different

methods can be adapted depending on team size and resources.

20f6



Agile Mindset: Embracing flexibility, learning, and stakeholder engagement.
Essential for leaders navigating unpredictable funding or policies.

Agile Release Train (ART): A SAFe concept where multiple teams coordinate
delivery. Relevant for large NGOs with many project units.

Backlog: Prioritized task list. Helps non-profits manage limited resources effectively.
Cross-Functional Team: Teams combining diverse expertise. Vital in multi-sectoral
initiatives (health, education, livelihoods).

Daily Stand-Up: Brief check-ins on progress and blockers. Can be adapted into
weekly staff huddles in resource-limited NGOs.

Iteration (Sprint): Short cycles (1-4 weeks) of focused work. Keeps projects
moving without waiting for full completion.

Kanban: Visual workflow management. Simple boards (physical or digital) help
track progress visibly.

Lean: Focuses on value and minimizing waste. Particularly relevant for low-budget
projects.

MoSCoW Method: Prioritization framework (Must/Should/Could/Won’t). Useful for
grant writing and donor reporting.

Product Owner: Ensures project outputs align with mission and stakeholder needs.
Could be program manager in NGOs.

Retrospective: Structured reflection at project end. Improves accountability and
learning.

SAFe (Scaled Agile Framework): Enterprise-level scaling of agile. Most relevant
for large federations of NGOs.

Scrum: A structured agile framework with clear roles. Can be applied to multi-
partner projects.

Scrum Master: Facilitator ensuring agile process integrity. Could be a team leader
supporting participatory planning.

Sprint Backlog: Subset of prioritized tasks for a sprint. Keeps work manageable in
short cycles.

Sprint Planning: Meeting to set sprint goals. Encourages clear alignment on
priorities.

Stakeholder: Anyone affected by or influencing a project. In non-profits: includes
community members, not just funders.

Story Points: Relative effort measure. Helps estimate workloads without rigid hours.
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e User Story: Feature described from end-user perspective. Adaptable to community
beneficiaries: “As a farmer, I need access to training...”

e Value Stream Mapping: Analyzing process flows for efficiency. Useful in service
delivery programs.

*  Waterfall: Linear planning method. Less flexible but still required in compliance-

heavy projects.

Case Study
A community-based education NGO in Nepal adopted agile terminology to restructure its

literacy program. The team used a backlog to prioritize activities, developed user stories
based on learners’ needs, and tracked progress through a Kanban board with sticky notes.
Weekly stand-ups ensured accountability, while retrospectives identified challenges such
as cultural hesitancy to speak up in meetings. Adapting the process, the team introduced
anonymous feedback cards. Over six months, the NGO saw improved attendance and

program outcomes, illustrating the practical power of agile concepts.

Common Challenges and Tips
e  Challenge: Jargon confusion.

Tip: Translate terms into local languages and contexts.
e Challenge: Limited resources.

Tip: Use simple visual tools (boards, markers) instead of software.
e Challenge: Hierarchical cultures.

Tip: Adapt retrospectives to encourage safe participation.

Reflection Questions
1.  Which agile terms resonate most with your current practice?

2. How could you adapt agile vocabulary for local teams and communities?
3. Which methodology (Scrum, Kanban, Lean) best fits your project’s scale?
4

How does Waterfall planning still influence your organization?

Limitations and Considerations
Agile concepts require cultural and contextual translation. Some terms may feel alien to

grassroots practitioners without careful adaptation. Large frameworks like SAFe may be

excessive for small organizations.
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Academic Value
This glossary builds conceptual clarity, connecting agile scholarship with field-level

practice. It supports teaching, training, and research by bridging terminologies across

disciplines and enabling comparative analysis between traditional and agile methods.

Conclusion and Next Steps
By mastering agile terminology, non-profits can adopt not only the tools but also the

mindset needed for adaptive strategy. Next steps include integrating these terms into training

sessions and using them to standardize language across projects.
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