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Dear Reader, 
 
This is a book about getting better.  
 
And about being happier at work.  
 
And about making more money.  
 
This is not a book about being perfect. I‟ve never seen 
a happy perfectionist, have you? 
 
This is a book of road- tested ideas, all wrapped up 
in a story. Stories are easier to read, easier to 
understand, easier to care about and easier to remember. Tell me, what did the big bad 
wolf say to the three little pigs? What did Yoda teach Luke Skywalker to use? How many 
of the seven dwarfs went to medical school? Stories make ideas sticky. 
 
This is a book for ordinary people. People with kids and mortgages and maybe a 
collection of Springsteen or Abba or Beatles albums stored in an attic somewhere. People 
who don‟t necessary like Mondays but would be happier if they liked them a little more, 
or even loved them. It‟s for people who want to achieve more at work rather than do more. 
People who go home at the end of the day, put their feet up and relax. This is also a book 
for people who have reached a level of intimacy with the blackberry (or whatever replaced 
it) that others simply can‟t understand, and for rocket scientists and those snowboarding, 
bleeding-edge types too. 
 
There is a pot of gold waiting for you at the end of this book - all you need to find it is a 
slug of ambition, a dose of enthusiasm, a reasonable grasp of the English language and 
a few hours spare to read this “fast paced novel”.  
 
Please email me – Clarke.Ching@gmail.com - or Steve.Abernethy@CCXCO.com - and let 
me know how you get on. 
 

Clarke Ching, March 2008.1 

                                                 

1 The picture is from here: http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Image:Wroclaw_krasnal_Syzyfek.jpg 



 
 

This book is dedicated to three important people: 

 

Dr. Winnie Manning,  
 

my adorable wife,  
who thought that if I wrote  

this stuff down then  
I’d stop talking about it.  

Mr. Jim Bowles,  
 

my Theory of Constraints 
mentor, who, for many 

years, I knew only as the 
wise and generous man on 

the email lists, but who 
later became a cherished 

friend. 

Dr. Eli Goldratt, 
 

who wrote a book  
and changed my world. 

Sorry, it didn’t work,  
but you are right,  
I am very lucky. 

Thanks for sharing. 
Thank you. 

I hope you approve. 

 

I had help and feedback from literally hundreds of people as I wrote this book. There are 
too many of you to list and, if I did, then I‟m bound to miss a few of you. So in order to 
avoid any (unintended) offense, please accept my thanks. 
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Rock 1 A Minor Crisis 
 
 

As far as I could tell, I was always the second person into the CCXCO headquarters 

each day. There was another guy who beat me in, and he always greeted me with a 

friendly “6th floor” just as the elevator settled. I usually ignored him – some say he‟s just a 

recorded voice – but that day I gave him a cheerful nod and a tip of my imaginary hat as I 

stepped out into the darkness. This was my first day back at work following a weeklong 

industry conference where I was a keynote speaker. My face still glowed from recent 

sunshine. I was all fired up and I felt good.  

It wouldn‟t last. 

It was 6:30 a.m. and - as you‟d expect - the cubicles were empty. The only sounds were 

the hum of the air-conditioning as it warmed the office after a cool night, and the buzz of 

dozens of PCs doing nothing much. No phones rang, no hustle, no bustle.  

A carpet of motion-sensitive light unfolded before me as I walked to my corner office. 

I smiled. I felt good. I loved my job, and I missed the office while I was away. I know that 

sounds sad, but it was true and this was my favorite part of the day. Some people relax by 

taking their dogs for a long walk in the woods, others go swimming, my sister does yoga, 

but most grab as much sleep as they can before the alarm hauls them out of bed. I, on the 

other hand, go into work early. My friends pity me, saying I should get a life. But I pity 

them. They have jobs they don‟t like; they switch their lives off when they go to work, and 

their brains too. But I love my work, and the early morning was the most productive part 

of my day. I smiled, pleased to be back home. 

My smile faded though as I approached my office. The door was slightly ajar, and 

through the gap I could see someone‟s leg. Someone - male by the look of the shoes – was 

sitting at my visitors‟ table. At 6:30 in the morning. With the lights off. What the hell? Shall I 

call security? I wondered. Instead, I coughed loudly, deliberately, giving the “intruder” 

warning. The legs startled and the door swung open.  

Phil Martin, a friend and one of my most senior developers, stuck his head round the 

corner. „Hi, Steve, I hope I didn‟t frighten you,‟ he greeted me with a gravelly voice and a 

bloodshot smile. „I need to talk to you. Urgently.‟  

I liked Phil. He‟s a fun sorta guy. He looks at life the same way a cat looks at spilt milk. 

And he always wears a smile. However, the smile looked like hard work that morning – 

he was unshaven and the big bags under his bloodshot eyes suggested that he hadn‟t seen 

his bed the previous night. This wouldn‟t surprise anyone that knew Phil – in his younger 

years, he‟d often boasted of waking up with “frost on his back” following a night of 
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partying. I knew he‟d been drinking a bit more since his divorce, but what the hell was he 

doing in my office at 6:30 in the morning?  

A large half-full cup of takeaway coffee sat in front of him. I wondered where he got 

that from so early in the morning. The smell of fresh coffee mixed badly with the smells of 

stale alcohol and cigarettes and I screwed up my nose. I wondered if I should ring 

security; but I really couldn‟t imagine Phil being a risk. Cautiously, I asked, „What‟s up, 

Phil?‟ as I removed my jacket and sat down at my desk. 

„I was out last night with the production support crowd. One of their guys is getting 

married this weekend and we were out for a few celebratory drinks.‟ 

I figured that, knowing Phil and his tightfisted ways, that some of the drinks must 

have been free. 

He paused, as if choosing his words carefully, then said, „Alison and Kevin Jones were 

there.‟ 

Those two caused me a lot of hassle, I thought. Kevin used to work with production 

support and Alison was a key player on VSP, one of our major projects. But they‟d moved 

south a year earlier when Kevin‟s mother became ill. Alison‟s departure created a big 

knowledge gap and cost us a lot of time on VSP. It was a big concern at the time.  

„They‟re up for the wedding,‟ said Phil. „It was great to catch up with them. But at 

midnight, when only a half-dozen of us were left, we moved on to a late-night bar and 

ordered cocktails. That‟s when Alison let it slip that they didn‟t just leave CCXGroup to be 

closer to Kevin‟s family. She was actually poached by Chaste Group, and she‟s been 

working on a cut-down version of VSP ever since. They‟re going live in six months‟ time. I 

left soon after that, but I knew that you started really early so I came in to tell you as soon 

as I could.‟ 

„No, no, no,‟ I groaned. VSP was due to go live in eight months‟ time. „So Chaste 

Group are going to beat us to market by two months?‟ I asked, and Phil nodded. Marketing 

is just going to love this, I thought. 

I paused to think for a moment. „Thanks, Phil. Have you told anyone else?‟ 

„No. I…um…I came straight here from the bar and I slept at my desk until about thirty 

minutes ago when I went to get this coffee,‟ he said.  

„Look, Phil, I appreciate you coming to see me. I really do. But for the moment I need 

you to keep this to yourself,‟ I said. „I‟ll handle it from here. Take the rest of the day off – 

to recover.‟  

He smiled.  

„And take Friday too – as a thank you.‟  

Phil stood to leave, then paused and looked at me through bloodshot eyes.  

He asked, „How was the junket?‟ 

„The conference,‟ I corrected him, „was good.‟  

„Your talk?‟ 

„My keynote presentation,‟ I said, smiling, enjoying the banter, „was very well 

received.‟ 

„Nice tan,‟ said Phil. 
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„Networking,‟ I said. 

Phil frowned, confused - to him “networking” meant routers and IP addresses, that 

sort of thing, which couldn‟t be further from the type of “networking” I was referring to, 

which involved exchanging business cards rather than the exchange of bits and bytes. 

Moments later he clicked.  

„Golf?‟ he said. 

I nodded and smiled. He returned my smile before he left. 

I turned to my PC, switched on the monitor and logged in. While I waited for it to 

start-up I pondered this new development. 

VSP was CCXGroup‟s most audacious new product in years. It was the company‟s 

new cash cow - its savior even some said. Our traditional markets had shrunk so much in 

recent years - due to new legislation and too much competition - that the executive team 

had been forced to look for new markets. VSP targeted wealthy older people – a market 

that keeps growing and growing as we all live longer and as the world becomes richer, 

and it took advantage of recent changes in government policy. 

However, marketing had made it totally clear that their fantastic profit forecasts 

depended entirely on us being first to market. So we‟d conducted the project under a cloak 

of secrecy. In fact, VSP stood for Very Secret Project and no one else in the company, apart 

from the project team and the executive team was supposed to know about it – but many 

others did of course, it‟s impossible to keep secrets in a company as big and diverse as 

CCXGroup. Marketing even used a specialist market-intelligence agency to track 

competitive movement in this area and - until Phil spoke to me - we thought that it was a 

one-horse race. But it seems Chaste must have known about us for at least a year. So much 

for our veil of secrecy! 

Chaste Group was a company led by a charismatic, rock-star-style CEO who, starting 

with a few lucky breaks twenty years before, had developed a winning formula of cherry 

picking the easy money from established and new markets – credit cards, long-distance 

telephone calls, cheap airlines. You name it; they had a finger in the pie. Assuming Phil‟s 

intelligence was true, they would no doubt use their gold-plated-brand to sell themselves 

in VSP‟s market - selling a 20% version of CCXCO‟s product that appeals to 80% of the 

customers. And a smaller product is quicker and cheaper to build. Especially if you poach 

your competitors staff.  

„The cheating bastards,‟ I muttered to myself.  

At CCXCO we also had our fingers in many pies, but we took a different approach. If 

Chaste were selling a Volkswagen Beetle, then we were selling a fully spec‟d Mercedes 

SUV. Our strategy was built on being dominant in the market. We catered for every 

customer and every need. Sure, it took us longer to build the product, but in the end we‟d 

deliver a top-notch product that was good value too, due to our considerable economies of 

scale.  

My PC finally finished logging me on so I opened my email client. Considering I‟d 

been away for two weeks it was nice and tidy – nothing much ever got done during 

holiday season, plus Carol, my PA, had done a great job of whittling my emails down. I 
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checked my diary and it was free for the rest of the morning, with a few catch-up meetings 

in the afternoon. Carol had added a reminder that two of my program managers were on 

holiday. 

But what shall I do about VSP? Marketing needed to know immediately. But I already 

knew their response: they‟d expect us to match or beat Chaste, and they‟d be backed up 

by the executive team. I knew we could do it – we always did, because we had no choice. 

We‟d make huge cuts to the project‟s functionality and work our butts off to meet an 

arbitrary date, but we‟d do it. And we‟d get no thanks for it either. 

I moved the mouse and opened up VSP‟s latest status report. The project was 

progressing to schedule and was only 1.5% over budget. I knew from experience not to 

count my chickens until they‟re hatched: our projects had an unfortunate habit of looking 

healthy until they crashed unexpectedly near the end.  

I looked at my watch. It was 7:15. The marketing department would still be empty this 

early. Plus, I thought, something like this, which would have repercussions across the 

upper levels of CCXGroup‟s organization chart, should probably be handled by Eleanor, 

my boss. So I picked up my phone and dialed my boss‟ cell – expecting her to be in her car 

at this time of day. She answered within a few rings.  

„Good morning, Eleanor Burns speaking,‟ she said in her familiar gravelly voice. 

„Hi, Eleanor, it‟s Steve here. Can you talk?‟  

„Good morning, Steve. I‟m on hands free. How can I help you?‟ she asked.  

I skipped the small talk – Eleanor doesn‟t do it – and told her Phil‟s news. She told me 

to keep things under my hat for the moment and said that she would contact marketing 

and our CEO the moment she got to her desk. She promised to get back to me at noon. 



Rolling Rocks Downhill 1.0 

 

5 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rock 2 A Major Crisis 
 

 

My phone rang at exactly twelve noon. It was Eleanor. She summoned me up to her 

office. 

CCXGroup was a large federation made up of several subsidiary companies all 

operating under a shared brand but mostly run independently from each other, with some 

of the functions provided by a small, centralized headquarters. I ran software 

development for CCXCO, which was one of the medium-sized subsidiaries in the financial 

arm of the group. CCXCO was a very old company - the first in the CCXGroup stable – 

and while still reasonably profitable, it was no longer the star of the group that it was a 

couple of decades ago. 

The federation structure meant that I had two bosses – I worked for the Norbert 

Billings, CCXCO‟s Chief Financial Officer, and I also worked for Eleanor, who headed up 

IT as a shared service across the entire group. Billings and I had little to do with each 

other. I think it was because he felt intimidated by technology.  

My relationship with Eleanor wasn‟t adequate but awkward. I always felt just that 

little bit inadequate when I met with her – like I was twelve years old again and waiting to 

see the school principal, not quite sure which rule I‟d violated this time. It was ridiculous 

really when you considered my age and position, and that I had serious ambitions to 

replace her when she retired in four years time.  

When I arrived at Eleanor‟s office, her personal assistant asked me to take a seat and 

wait. Several minutes later Eleanor came out to greet me. She shook my hand formally 

and led me into her office, where she pointed to a couch, a short-legged, luxurious, 

antique affair – not unlike its owner – and indicated that I should take a seat. I‟m not a 

small man and I felt awkward as I sunk deep into the soft cushions, my knees level with 

my shoulders and my trouser legs ridding up over my socks.  

Eleanor got straight to the point. „Steve. Thanks for calling me earlier this morning. 

I‟ve talked to Harry and Mark.‟  

Harry Nelson was CCXCO‟s Chief Executive Officer, having been moved into the role 

three years earlier from a similar position in one of CCXGroup‟s smaller, less prestigious 

subsidiaries. When my mom asked what he was like I said that our relationship was 

“frosty” – the thesaurus didn‟t list the words I used to describe him to my drinking 

buddies, and I certainly wouldn‟t use those sorts of words in front of Mom lest she ask me 

to explain where I‟d learned them. To be fair though, he tended to have frosty 

relationships with everyone who worked for him. Rumor had it that his piles were 
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constantly acting up, but it wasn‟t a subject I‟d ever raised with him. We hardly spoke – 

which was fine by me. 

Mark Richmond headed up CCXCO‟s marketing team and was VSP‟s sponsor. He was 

a high-flier and the grapevine had it that he was being groomed as Harry Nelson‟s 

replacement – if the need ever arose. 

Eleanor said, „They say that your information confirms rumors from our marketing 

intelligence group.‟  

She looked me straight in the eye. „Mark, with Harry‟s blessing, insists that we go live 

in four months time in order to beat Chaste. I‟ve agreed, and Harry will issue a press 

release tomorrow announcing that the new product will launch on December 1st this year. 

As of now, VSP is Corporate Priority Number One.‟ 

Shit! They’ve robbed me of four months, I thought. But then I calmed down. We‟d been 

here before. That wasn‟t so bad. Another project, another arbitrary date. Truth be known, 

this was this sort of thing which kept me coming to work each day. If I were entirely 

honest with myself, much of my work at CCXCO was routine, but it paid the bills and the 

company had fantastic retirement benefits. Today‟s news had introduced a few months of 

unexpected excitement. The adrenaline had been pumping through me all morning, and it 

was time to kick some butt! We might not deliver in four months, but we‟d say we would 

and we‟d have a lot of fun trying. 

Still, that was no reason not to put up a little bit of a fight.  

„You agreed to the date without consulting me first, Eleanor.‟ 

„I had no choice, Steven,‟ she said.  

She paused, then, choosing her words carefully, she said, „You read the papers.‟ 

Oh, I thought, I get it. The whole CCXGroup was getting its butt kicked by Wall Street 

and a lot of the blame was falling on Harry as CEO of CCXCO. Harry needed a big win, 

otherwise heads were going to roll – probably his – and he‟d promised them one in the 

form of VSP.  

„So…‟ I said tentatively. „If we fail to deliver, then CCXCO may be looking for a new 

CEO?‟ 

Eleanor tilted her head subtly and her eyes widened as if she wanted to say yes but 

knew she shouldn‟t.  

Good, I thought.  

But then I really got it. If VSP delivered on December 1st, then Harry was a winner, a 

hero, a man with a job – at least until the next financial quarter. But if VSP got pipped at 

the post by the Chaste Group, no matter how good their product was compared to ours, 

then Harry was probably out of a job and would spend the next few years writing his 

memoirs. Not that anyone would read them, I thought. He could, I decided, change his 

name to Tim Peters and call the book In Search of Excrements. That pretty much summed 

up his leadership style.  

So as far as Harry and his career were concerned, the December 1st date was 

mandatory. He had to beat Chaste to market. Unfortunately, if he didn‟t have a choice, 

then neither did I. If he fell, then I imagined that I‟d fall with him, even though I couldn‟t 
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stand the man.  

That was when I really got it. Shit! Shit! Shit! The truth was that we‟d been robbed of 

much more than the official four months. I don‟t know how many times I‟d repeated the 

project mangers‟ mantra – “The project is proceeding according to schedule” – during the 

last year, but the truth was that we didn‟t know whether we would hit the April 1st 

delivery date or not. A big part of my job was putting a confident smile on my face while I 

crossed my fingers under the table. I decided to keep that line of thinking to myself. 

My mind raced: we were going to have to prune the VSP product severely if we were 

going to meet that date; we would have to put in the long overtime hours; and, even 

assuming we delivered on December 1st, the software would be very buggy for the first 

few months, and we would have to nurse it into good health, which was true for any 

prematurely born baby. 

I nodded seriously to Eleanor. „I get it, Eleanor. I‟m already planning to take over 

VSP‟s weekly management meeting. It starts in an hour. I‟ll break the news to them, and 

we‟ll have an emergency plan in place by tomorrow morning. It‟s going to be tight, 

Eleanor, but we‟ve done it before and I‟m confident we can do it again.‟ 

„Steven, there‟s more at stake here than you realize,‟ she said. Her tone had moved 

from serious to solemn. „The group executive committee have become increasingly 

dissatisfied with our software development capability across the entire group. They have 

instructed me to outsource our entire software development function across all of the 

subsidiaries. So far I‟ve met with three candidate outsourcing partners – informally, we‟re 

just testing the waters at this stage, you understand.‟  

This didn‟t sound good. Why was she telling me this? 

„I have convinced the executive committee that we should proceed cautiously and start 

with just one CCXCO subsidiary as a pilot. I had intended starting with the Healthcare 

division since it‟s smaller and less risky, but today‟s news has truly pissed off Harry, and 

this morning he volunteered you and your department to be first on the…um…chopping 

block. Current indications are that I‟ll be kicking off a more formal process at the end of 

January.‟ 

I was momentarily lost for words. Shit! Where did this come from? True, we didn‟t 

have a great record for on-time or on-budget delivery, and true, our relationship with 

marketing, in particular, was at rock bottom, but in this industry that didn‟t make us bad, 

just average. The entire software development industry was – and still is – a mess. Still, no 

point in arguing, by the sound of it the executive committee had made their decision. 

„This is a heck of a surprise, Eleanor,‟ I said, followed by a nervous laugh. „I came to 

you with a minor crisis and I‟m leaving with a major one.‟ 

„Steven. You can‟t be all that surprised. It was going to happen eventually – if it wasn‟t 

you, then it would have been one of your colleagues in another subsidiary; eventually it 

would have been your turn.‟ 

„I wasn‟t your first choice, was I? This just happened today, didn‟t it.‟ 

„Yes,‟ she said slowly, leaving me to read between the lines. 

„I‟m Harry‟s insurance, aren‟t I?‟ 
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She took her glasses off and studied them for a moment. „You know I can‟t answer that 

question.‟ 

She didn‟t have to answer. Harry was setting me up so that if he failed, he, at the very 

least, had someone else to blame – We would have made it if it weren’t for those cowboys in IT. 

We knew they were screwing us around all along. Did you know I kicked off the outsourcing 

process earlier that year? My only real regret is that I’d not done it earlier – that sort of thing. 

Emperors didn‟t fall on their own swords – not the clever ones anyway – they always set 

someone else up to take the rap, just in case. 

Eleanor put her glasses back on then leaned forward as if to comfort me. „Look, Steve, 

our software development capability is a huge bottleneck for this company‟s new product 

development. Software is pervasive throughout our products and processes and your 

division monopolizes the Critical Path for every single initiative the company considers. 

Marketing says that they are missing opportunities left, right, and center because we can‟t 

deliver software systems fast enough. With our traditional markets drying up, we need to 

diversify into new markets and new products, but we can‟t without new software.‟  

„But, Eleanor, marketing is a big part of the problem,‟ I tried to explain. „They 

repeatedly come to us with wishy-washy ideas and ask us to turn them into products. 

They keep changing their minds and then they blame us when we‟re late. Look at today as 

an example. If it weren‟t for us, they‟d still be aiming for an April release. Instead of 

dumping on us they should be thanking us.‟ 

„I know, Steve. I know. But look at it from their point of view. In preparation for the 

outsourcing investigation, I‟ve checked back on our delivery record. Apart from the Y2K 

project and a couple of mandatory legislative projects, we haven‟t finished a single project 

on time over the last five years. The executive team feels that our software development 

teams hold them to ransom – that we‟re a big black hole into which they keep pouring 

more and more cash, with ethereal returns. They don‟t have faith in your ability to deliver 

what they ask for, when they want it.‟  

I nodded. 

„Look, Steve, they crave predictability,‟ she continued. „And they believe that 

outsourcing can give it to them: we sign a fixed-price contract with the vendor for a 

certain date, build in crippling penalty clauses if they are late, and in doing so we buy 

ourselves predictability. Of course, I‟ve warned them that they‟ll get burned every time 

they change a requirement, but they claim they can live with that.‟  

Yes, I thought, those snakes are worse than building contractors – bid low initially to win the 

contract and then make your profits by charging a fortune for any inevitable changes. 

Eleanor continued, „I am sorry, Steven, to have to break this to you now. I was hoping 

to make some headway into the outsourcing process first, but VSP has brought it to a 

head. It boils down to this: if you don‟t deliver VSP within four months, then Harry has 

told me to consider this episode the final nail in your coffin.‟ 

„And if we deliver VSP?‟ I asked. 

„Then that will count in your favor, but I have been instructed to keep pushing the 

outsourcing option forward. Harry‟s no fool. He wants to keep his options open. He‟s told 



Rolling Rocks Downhill 1.0 

 

9 

me that no decisions are final just yet.‟ 

In other words, he needed to keep me on board until VSP was delivered too. If he 

closed me down entirely, then I had no future with CCX so I might as well have jumped 

ship.  

„Between you and I, Steve, if I were you, I‟d pull out all the stops to deliver VSP … but 

if I were you, then I would keep my options open too.‟ 

Neither of us said anything as I absorbed what she‟d just said. 

„How long have you been in this role now, Steve?‟ she asked. 

„It‟s just coming up to three years now.‟ 

„And in that time, Steven, you‟ve accomplished a lot. You‟ve introduced many of the 

best practices to your department and the quality of software your teams produce has 

risen considerably during that time. I appreciate your efforts. But at the end of the day, 

you still can‟t deliver projects on time and on budget. I‟ve had discussions with several 

outsourcers who say they can. I don‟t know if I believe them yet, but I‟ve got to listen to 

what they say – after all, software development is their core competency, not CCXCO‟s.‟ 

„Up until recently our customers have had no option about who built their software. 

Now they do, and now they are exercising that option.‟ 

Eleanor then lifted her day planner from the desk and pulled a thin spiral bound 

report from under it, which she passed to me. „Steve. As part of my outsourcing 

investigation I commissioned our “Total Customer Quality (TCQ)” team to research other 

options for saving your department. Here‟s the report.‟  

The TCQ was our organizational improvement team. They provide group-wide 

consultancy, helping each of the subsidiaries to implement CCXCO‟s current – but, no 

doubt, soon to be replaced – improvement methodology. They also ran ongoing TCQ 

motivational workshops where staff were chosen randomly to go offsite for a day and 

play games with people they didn‟t know, and would usually never meet again, in order 

to discover our shared values. As a senior manager, I was scheduled to attend several of 

these each year. The TCQ department also provided the motivational posters that 

discretely plastered the office walls throughout the CCXCO empire. 

I took the report and read the cover. It was titled “Resolving the Project Managers 

Conflict” and was written by a man I had met once, briefly, earlier in the year, Craig Lally.  

„I already have a copy of the report – I passed it on to my methodology team,‟ I said. 

„But I thought Craig was doing the research for an MBA or something?‟ 

„Yes, he was,‟ Eleanor said. „But he was also doing the research for me. Don‟t hold that 

against him – it was my deception, not his.‟ 

„What do you want me to do with this, Eleanor?‟ 

„Reading it would be a start,‟ she said coldly.  

Which was a fair point in retrospect. But I wish I‟d had time to pay attention to every 

good idea our staff has but…well, simply put it‟s so much easier to have good ideas and 

solve other people‟s problems than it is to have, then implement, workable ideas. So, 

while I hadn‟t read the report, I had passed it on to our “Methodology” department for 

review – which was their job, after all.  
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I didn‟t say this, of course. I just nodded.  

„But first, go sort out VSP, Steve, and we‟ll continue this discussion in four months 

time.‟ 

 

- oOo - 

 

I went back to my office, closed the door behind me and pulled the internal blinds 

open. I had about twenty minutes before the VSP management meeting would start and I 

needed to clear my head. After a few minutes staring blankly out the window at the dark 

and stormy afternoon, I called Fran, my wife, and asked her to pick up the kids from 

nursery. I didn‟t mention Eleanor‟s thunderbolt. I didn‟t want to worry her prematurely. 

Mortgage payments, school fees, and unemployment all came to mind. I would have to 

tell her eventually though. 

I let out a long, slow, deep breath as I watched the fat drops of rain roll down the 

outside of the external windows. I shifted my focus to the distance towards a sky clogged 

with dripping clouds before I looked down at my hands, gripping the windowsill; they 

were still nicely tanned from my holiday, but it would only be a couple of weeks before 

the tan faded.  

Sometimes, I thought, life felt like I was pushing rocks uphill, and I couldn‟t ever 

afford to pause for a breath without the rock rolling back down.  

Gravity sucks, I thought to myself as my mind returned to my office. I closed the blinds, 

picked up my notepad and made my way to the conference room. 
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Rock 3 The weekly management meeting becomes a war room. 
 

 

I took a seat at the sixth floor conference room table. I was a few minutes early. I 

smiled at Paul, sitting at the head of the table – the thick-necked, bald-headed shepherd 

awaiting his flock – and thanked him for allowing me to sit in. He was VSP‟s project 

manager, and this was his weekly management meeting. I didn‟t normally attend – VSP 

was only one of my active projects, and it was easier to keep an eye on things by reading 

his weekly status reports and giving him a good grilling at VSP‟s monthly steering 

committee meetings.  

I greeted each of his team as they arrived, enjoying the looks of surprise on their faces 

when they saw me in the room. 

Paul didn‟t know about the VSP crisis yet, nor did any of his staff. I wanted to sit 

through the meeting before breaking the news so that I could gauge the status of the 

project firsthand. Then I could better measure the confused emotions my news would 

bring. Carol had commandeered the conference room for the rest of the day. I was going 

to keep the outsourcing crisis under my hat for the time being. 

Finally, David, one of our technical leads, arrived and closed the door behind him. He 

sat at the table, crunching loudly on an apple. 

Paul started. „First, let me welcome Steve to the meeting. It‟s nice of you to pop in at 

such short notice.‟ I didn‟t think he meant it, but I smiled to everyone around the table 

anyway. 

„Our first agenda item,‟ said Paul, „is the project status.‟ He passed stapled copies of 

the project plan around the table. „As you can see, everything is progressing close to 

schedule. We have just over three months left of the development phase before we start 

integration testing.‟  

He picked up his copy of the plan and started working through the tasks. „We‟ve had 

some good news with the servicing work-package. The Java work has finished unit 

testing, and is ready for integration, a week ahead of schedule. Thank you, David.‟ He 

nodded and smiled towards David.  

„Unfortunately, in the same work-package we‟ve also lost a few days work from the 

mainframe services due to illness, so we can‟t start integrating the work-package for 

another two weeks. So we‟re a few days behind schedule, but I‟m confident we can make 

it up.‟ So the bad news canceled out the good news. Never mind.  

Paul continued working through the plan in his nasal monotone, but I zoned out, 
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preferring to read through the plan without his guidance. I kept an ear open for anything 

interesting, just in case. 

The project appeared to be progressing to schedule. Although marketing had started 

investigating the new product over three years before, it had taken a year and a half for it 

to be approved, and we weren‟t able to start until six months after that. We had started the 

requirements gathering and analysis about eighteen months before, passed through the 

design phase, and began writing the first code just under a year ago. We were just a few 

months away from testing the code now. 

I moved to the last page of the plan, which showed the testing and implementation 

tasks that were scheduled to start shortly. They looked aggressive, too aggressive. I 

doubted that I‟d have approved this plan if we were starting fresh. Had the testing tasks 

been cut to hide earlier slippage? I decided to say nothing since in an hour the plans 

would be trashed. 

Paul continued working through the plan. „Development work is continuing on for the 

income projection statement and the audit history viewer. Both tasks require about 

another six weeks work each.‟ 

„How come we‟re doing them at all?‟ asked Anne, the lead analyst on VSP and a 

longtime personal friend of mine. She didn‟t mince her words, our Anne, but sometimes I 

think she might have done better if she did. „They‟re really low priority as far as I‟m 

concerned, but they‟re taking up twelve weeks from two of our best developers. It‟s a 

complete waste.‟  

„And they‟re a lot of extra work for the testing team too,‟ added our testing manager, 

Tim, attempting to protect his workload.  

As well as managing the testing phase, Tim had done a lot of work improving VSP‟s 

developer testing practices. Years ago when I worked as a programmer, we didn‟t have 

many testers and we relied on each programmer‟s professional pride to prevent defective 

code. It didn‟t prevent all of the bugs though, so we brought in more testers to find the 

defects missed by the developers; but this had had the unexpected consequence that many 

developers lowered their quality standards because they could use the testers to find their 

defects instead of doing it themselves. However, it hadn‟t worked very well – the testers 

couldn‟t find defects as easily as the developers could find and fix them. Tim had done a 

fantastic job introducing – and often re-introducing – our developers to well-regarded 

quality practices such as code inspections and unit testing. Things the developers knew 

they should do but had tended not to do. He had also added more formality and control 

around the practices. Tim was very fond of checklists. 

In fact, when I thought about it, Tim‟s initiatives probably explained why Paul‟s 

testing tasks looked aggressive. Paul was – quite reasonably – expecting Tim‟s initiatives 

to have reduced the number of bugs, and therefore the length of time it took to complete 

the testing phase. Good work. 

Paul frowned. „Anne, Tim. We‟ve discussed both of these features at the prioritization 

exercise in March. The business says they are important; they survived the cut back then 

so we build them.‟  
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„But…‟ Anne started to protest. 

„But nothing, Anne. They‟re in the scope. The project doesn‟t finish until they‟re 

finished. End of story,‟ said Paul, politely but fixedly glaring at Anne.  

„Next up, change controls,‟ he said, distributing a small stack of pages around the 

table.  

There was a collective groan. No one liked change controls. No one left a change 

control meeting happy. Before it hit the change control meeting, each change control had 

to be analyzed and estimated, which took a considerable amount of time, and then each 

project required an hour or two each week of their senior staffs‟ time to evaluate the 

requests. While all this was being done other work was not.  

But more important is the cost of reworking. Whenever a change was approved it 

meant that my staff had to do more work, and it meant that the project would take longer. 

In the late 70‟s Barry Boehm2, one of the great thinkers in our industry, published the 

results of research which showed that it costs roughly fifty times as much effort to change 

a requirement during the later stages of testing as it does to change it during the very early 

stages of the project. The corresponding curve is known as the “cost-of-change curve” and 

it explains why software development projects try so hard to prevent change by getting 

things right at the start.  

The problem, I thought, as Paul sorted through his papers, is that even though we 

spend a huge amount of time trying to prevent change, we always fail. Weekly change 

control meetings were not the exception, they were the rule3. 

 „Only one page today?‟ asked David with a hint of sarcasm. „Has the entire marketing 

department gone on holiday?‟ 

„There‟s only five,‟ smiled Paul. „We should get through them in twenty to thirty 

minutes.‟ 

He picked up the paper and read. „The first change, number 312, is needed due to a 

problem found with the upgrade of the XML parser on the mainframe. It‟s twelve days 

work.‟ A lively discussion started, debating whether CR312 should even be treated as a 

change control or if it was just business-as-usual, if there were any alternatives and 

whether twelve days was a reasonable estimate.  

Eventually, Paul closed down the debate. „Look, we don‟t have any option but to 

approve it.‟ He looked around the table, no one disagreed, so he noted the decision and 

said out loud, „Approved.‟ 

Anne pointed at the next change control on the list. „It‟s the same story with change 

request 313 – we need to approve it because it‟s a change to the tax rules that we‟ve 

already built into the system. The change has come about due to a clarification from our 

tax experts.‟ 

                                                 

2 Barry Boehm‟s, Software Engineering Economics, 1981, p. 40 
3 In 1988 Boehm, a very productive researcher, published a paper along with Keith3 P.N. Papaccio which 
showed that roughly 25% of the requirements will change on an average software project.  More recently, in 
1997, Capers Jones published the results of a large-scale study that showed that the requirements on a 
medium-sized project typically change by 25% and on very large projects by 35% or more (Larman,2003). 
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„It‟s estimated at five days work,‟ Paul sighed. „It‟s frustrating that we‟re just about to 

start testing, yet your analysts are still clarifying their requirements. I hope there aren‟t 

any more surprises like this, Anne.‟ 

Anne defends herself. „We were lucky to pick this one up now, Paul – it‟s a very 

obscure rule, but it could have affected many customers. You should be patting us on the 

back – it would have been a real mess to tidy up if we‟d found it once we‟d gone live.‟  

„Okay. Looks like we don‟t have any choice,‟ said Paul as he looked around the table 

for disagreement, saw none, and noted his decision. 

„Change 314 has already been withdrawn. And I‟d like to reject number 315,‟ he said 

as he looked towards Catherine, VSP‟s prime customer.  

He looked at me. „I‟ve spoken to Catherine about it and she says that even though it 

will save a lot of effort, there is a manual workaround. I‟d rather avoid changing the 

CORETRAN system if we possibly can. The CORETRAN team has an enormous backlog 

of work and our project can‟t afford to wait for them.‟ 

Catherine, a petite woman with deliberately wild, red hair, a warm smile and a no-

nonsense attitude said, „I‟m sorry. This seemed like such a small change. From my 

perspective it seems such a little change, but Paul explained that every letter we send 

would need to be changed, so I‟m happy to reject it too.‟  

I‟d like to say that we were lucky to have Catherine on board the VSP project, but luck 

didn‟t come into it. Too many times in the past, on too many projects, we – the software 

development team – had been delayed because we had been starved of good-quality 

customer input, and for this project I had refused to accept it. Sometimes it was quantity – 

we‟d be promised plenty of support from the business units who wanted the software, but 

they didn‟t want to give up their best staff to a project which might last a couple of years. 

Other times it was quality – the business would fulfill their end of the bargain by 

providing the right numbers of staff, but they‟d send us the folks they could most easily 

live without, the office idiots, in other words. Either way it was garbage in, garbage out. 

The business would expect us to read their minds and then they‟d complain when they 

saw that the software  wasn‟t what they wanted. But not this time. This time I refused to 

start work until we were adequately staffed, and Mark Richmond, the project sponsor, 

had fought long and hard to get Catherine and her team of business analysts on board. 

Luck didn‟t come into it. 

Paul made a note then looked up. „I‟m not at all happy with the last change: number 

111, “Customer level income”. What‟s happening, guys? We rejected this six months ago, 

and then again four months ago and now it‟s been reopened. Can someone explain 

please?‟ 

I watched closely as Anne took a deep breath and straightened up. „I re-opened it. It 

was originally rejected because it was estimated to take seventy-seven days to complete. 

When the estimate was made, we didn‟t have enough time to investigate it properly and 

so the estimate was high to reflect our level of uncertainty. But Phil and I took a closer 

look at it recently and I‟ve revised the estimate down to be between twelve and twenty 

days.‟ 
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„From the businesses point of view,‟ said Catherine. „This is a very important change. 

It simplifies the product so much for the customer and for us that it would make it both 

easier to sell and to service. If we were to write the requirements again, this would be near 

the top of the list.‟ 

„But, Catherine, it wasn‟t even included in the original requirements. Not even hinted 

at,‟ said Dave. For a developer he had a good broad grasp on the product – too often our 

developers were exposed to only a tiny part of the product and didn‟t really understand 

what they were working on. „If I had a penny for every change that you lot have added 

because you didn‟t know what you wanted up front, then I‟d have enough to buy lunch 

tomorrow.‟  

He turned to Paul. „I would like this rejected. Most of the work required falls onto my 

team and we‟re just too busy preparing to integrate the system. If we accept the change, 

then we‟re going to be put months behind. I‟d really like it rejected.‟ 

„Could we swap it for something?‟ suggested Anne, „Like taking Colin and Phil off 

their twelve weeks‟ worth of trivia?‟ 

„We can‟t do that,‟ said Paul. „They‟re already halfway through the work, and I‟m not 

throwing away good work. Look, Catherine, Anne, I‟m sorry, but I‟m going to have to 

reject this change because at this stage in the project we just don‟t have time to do it. It also 

involves changes to too many components across the system so it‟s just too risky. Could 

you live with us adding it to the top of the phase two wish-list though?‟ 

Catherine and Anne looked at each other and nodded, accepting the compromise but 

obviously not happy.  

Still, good move, Paul – his job often meant that he had to deliver bad news, and he 

had handled it as well as could be expected. 
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Rock 4 The War Room 
 

 

I smiled to myself as Paul tidied the papers in front of him. He asked if anyone had 

any further questions. No one did, so he turned to me and asked if I had any questions.  

I said, „No, but I have some important news.‟  

I told them about VSP‟s new December 1st deadline  

Anne reacted first, „Oh, like this has never happened before.  Another arbitrary date 

imposed on us from on high. Just what we need.‟ 

Catherine was even less enthusiastic, „Why am I only hearing about this now?  Surely 

the only way we can hit that date is by throwing away most of the work we‟ve done.  

What a waste.  What a complete waste.‟ 

I gave them a few minutes more to react to the new information.  None of them were 

happy but only Paul had enough political smarts to try to put a positive spin on the 

situation.   

I settled them down a little by telling them that the date was now set in stone so their 

was no point bitching about it. 

„I‟ve booked this conference room for the rest of today and all of tomorrow.‟ I checked 

my watch. „It‟s two p.m. now. But I‟m going to leave shortly and return at six p.m. When I 

return I expect you, Paul, to present me with a detailed recovery plan to deliver the first 

release of VSP in sixteen weeks time. If I am happy with it, then you‟ll give the details to 

an emergency team meeting here at ten a.m. tomorrow morning. Before I go. Keep four 

things in mind,‟ I said.  

„First, we‟ve gotta deliver a complete, saleable product on this date. It‟s not just an IT 

or software development problem, marketing will have to do their stuff, and the customer 

service division have committed to having the call centers set up and trained by December 

1st. Of course, much of that work has already started, but we must ensure that everyone is 

singing off the same hymn sheet. 

„Second. I‟m not asking you to deliver eight months‟ worth of work in four months. 

What I am asking is that you deliver the best product you can in four months. The product 

will have to be cut drastically – there is no question about that. But, Catherine, your job 

here as customer rep is to make sure the product has the features necessary and sufficient 

to go live, but no more and no less. Paul, your job is to ensure we meet the date. Phase two 

starts on December 2nd. We can‟t miss that date. 

„Third, this is this organization‟s number one priority project. The company could live 

or die based on your work. I‟m not kidding. If anything gets in your way, then tell me and 
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I‟ll move it. Paul, I know that it often takes a long time to get some things done around 

here, so along with your plan I want a quick list of expected obstacles and I promise you I 

will sort them or die trying. Plan your schedule aggressively. 

„And finally, quality isn‟t negotiable. Our defect count must be above our standard 

quality gates. 

„It is two p.m. now. You‟ve got four hours to come up with a plan. I‟ll be back at six 

p.m. This conference room is officially a war room.‟  
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Rock 5 The Plan 
 

 

I returned to the conference room at 5:55 p.m. The walls were covered with flipchart 

paper and Post-it™ notes, the table with printouts and coffee cups. Paul was typing, Anne 

was doing nothing in particular, except looking grumpy, and Catherine was missing. 

Dave, a gadget freak, was snapping digital photographs of the walls using his cell phone. I 

placed a small tray of cakes on the table and said, „Help yourselves.‟  

Paul looked up. „We‟re just waiting on printouts, Steve.‟ Catherine returned and 

passed a small stack of papers around the table. 

„Welcome back, Steve,‟ said Paul. „We‟ve had a busy afternoon and we‟ve put together 

a workable, but aggressive, plan for the next sixteen weeks. It still has a few loose ends, 

but I‟ll sort those out tomorrow and over the weekend.‟  

I nodded. 

Paul stood and moved to the wall. „We started with a swift and brutal prioritization 

exercise. You can see the results around you,‟ he said, gesturing towards the flipchart 

paper covering the walls.  

„First, I printed off the documentation from March‟s prioritization exercise. Then we 

wrote down every item currently within scope on a separate Post-it™ note and scattered 

them randomly on the wall. Then I adapted a technique from my MBA and had everyone 

stand, then silently and freely move about the room moving the Post-it™ notes around the 

wall, with the “must haves” at the left side of the room, the “should haves” in the middle, 

and the “could haves” on the right.  

„I set a time limit of fifteen minutes for this, although we all agreed before then. There 

were a few silent tussles, but on reflection, I think we‟re happy with the results. Then 

Dave had a good idea and he used the digital camera on his phone to photograph the 

wall. Just in case.‟ 

„I‟ve emailed myself a copy and I‟ll email them into work from home tonight,‟ added 

Dave.  

„Good work,‟ I said. 

„Then we discussed what we had and we realized that there must be some “bare 

minimum” set of “must have” features before we can go live,‟ said Paul, making two sets 

of quotation marks in the air with his fingers. „So we asked Catherine to decide where that 

point was on the wall, and after a bit of discussion and toing and froing we marked that 

point with the extra large pink sticky note.‟ He pointed to the wall. 

„Okay.‟ 
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„Then,‟ Paul continued, „we built a brand-new project plan to build this bare minimum 

and it came in at about ten weeks work. I did jokingly suggest to Catherine that we 

proceed with this plan.‟ 

„You should have said you were joking, Paul. Sometimes it‟s hard to tell,‟ said 

Catherine wryly, then she turned to me. „The big pink sticky note is the bare, bare 

minimum, Steve. Using your analogy of VSP as a Mercedes SUV, this couldn‟t even be 

described as a two-wheeled tricycle. If we went live with this, then our support processes 

would be a nightmare, but that wouldn‟t matter because no one would buy the product.‟ 

„So,‟ Paul said. „We then started with the first, “non-must-have” feature and we added 

the appropriate tasks to the plan. We then kept moving to the right until we had a plan 

that finishes in four months time. We can start testing almost immediately in parallel with 

the remaining development work. We marked that point on the wall too.‟ 

„How many wheels are there on this tricycle now?‟ I asked Catherine. 

„There are three wheels now, Steve, and handlebars even, but no seat. I guess it‟s going 

to be an uncomfortable ride for a while. But I can live with it as long as you start phase 

two as soon as you can and give me a seat to sit on.‟ 

I turned to Paul. „Are you confident you can achieve the date?‟  

He didn‟t answer straightaway. I watched as his eyes seemed to search for the answers 

in his head, then I saw the determination set in across his body – he sat bolt upright and 

took a deep breath as his jaw stiffened. „As I said, Steve, it‟s an aggressive schedule, but if 

you‟re happy to pay the overtime, then I believe it is achievable. I‟ll announce compulsory 

paid overtime at tomorrow‟s team meeting and I‟ll ask staff to voluntarily cancel any 

holidays during the next three months.‟  

„They‟ll hate you for that,‟ said Anne sharply. 

„I can live with it. It comes with the territory,‟ Paul responded, immediately this time. 

„You can‟t make an omelet without breaking a few eggs.‟  

I backed Paul up. „This seems unpalatable folks, but so is failure. We‟ve simply got to 

bring this project in on time.‟ I momentarily considered telling them about the outsourcing 

situation, but I got a grip in time. I left it at a cryptic, „Our jobs could be on the line here,‟ 

and I made deliberate eye contact and held it with each of them before continuing. 

„Good work, everyone,‟ I said. „Is there anything you need me to do?‟ 

„Yes,‟ said Paul. „We identified three obstacles that we would like you to remove.‟  

Tim took over. „The first is test data. The bulk of work for the rest of the project will be 

testing. I‟ve been Project Test Manger in CCXCO for four years and every project I‟ve 

worked on has had the same obstacle: the lack of test data and the slowness of getting test 

data setup. 

„It‟s hard work setting up test cases because you need a good broad knowledge across 

many legacy systems as well as knowledge of the new application. But the people who 

have that knowledge are considered too valuable to spend their time creating test data. So 

projects take much longer to test because of lack of data. I‟ve repeatedly raised this as an 

issue, but nothing has ever been done about it.‟  

„What would you like me to do about it, Tim?‟ I asked. 



Clarke Ching 

 

20 

„First, I‟d like a dedicated team to set up test data. Second, I‟d like them to be 

overstaffed so that they respond quickly – I mean in minutes rather than days or weeks – 

to requests for data. And, finally, I‟d like them not to complain about it.‟ 

„I guarantee you that you‟ll have a dedicated, overstaffed team by the end of next 

week, but I can‟t guarantee they won‟t complain,‟ I promised. 

„What was the second obstacle, Paul?‟ 

„Catherine and her team sit with us and it‟s been great having them so close when we 

have questions or issues. But we‟d also like other customers, such as the actuaries and a 

representative from the PR team, working directly with us. We‟d also like some of the 

periphery IS teams moved in too.‟ 

„Good thinking,‟ I said. „I hear what you‟re saying. It‟ll speed up decision making and 

cut down on ambiguity, not to mention travel time. You know that I try, with every 

project, to work as one co-located team, but you‟ve no idea how difficult it is to get 

agreement from everyone to do this. You wouldn‟t believe me if I told you how many 

strings I had to pull to get Catherine‟s team working here on this floor. But since this is 

CCXCO‟s priority number one, I should be able to do as you ask.‟ 

„In that case,‟ interrupted Dave enthusiastically. „Can you get us a team espresso 

machine? This automatic dispensing machine coffee gives me heartburn, the tea has stuff 

floating in it, and it has “whitener” in it, not milk. I think it‟s a health risk.‟ 

I smiled. „Was that your third obstacle?‟ 

„Umm…no,‟ Paul stepped in. „We need a large dedicated meeting room. And it needs 

to have a printable whiteboard. And it needs to have a large stock of whiteboard marker 

pens – they‟re as rare as hens‟ teeth around here and I‟d hate to lose this battle for want of 

a marker pen.‟ 

„Done.‟  

Carol, my PA, had spent most of the morning moving meetings around to free up 

space. „As of today this conference room is dedicated to VSP, as are three smaller meeting 

rooms. I‟ll get Carol to check, each day, that the meeting rooms are fully stocked with pens 

and other stationary.‟ Sometimes it was the small things that mattered the most. 

I straightened the papers in front of me then looked around the table, making certain 

to catch everyone‟s eye. „Thanks, everyone. I‟m pleased with the work you‟ve done today. 

It‟s good to see you coming together as a team in our hour of need. We‟ve got a busy time 

ahead of us and I‟m relying on the five of you to set a good example for your staff and to 

lead us through it.‟ I stood. „I‟ll see you all at the team meeting tomorrow morning.‟  

As everyone stood, I caught Anne‟s eye and asked quietly, „Can I talk to you?‟ I 

noticed a startled look flash across Paul‟s face, but moments later it was gone. 

„Walk with me to my office?‟ 

She nodded cautiously. 
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Rock 6 One Big Unhappy Family 
 

 

Anne and I started working for CCXCO on the same day on the same graduate 

program. We both went through the same training scheme and for our first few years in 

CCXCO we held the same jobs. After a while she moved to specialize in analysis and I 

moved into management. We‟ve been friends ever since we first met.  

We made idle chatter as we walked to my office. When we reached it we stood in the 

doorway – I didn‟t want this discussion to feel too formal and since it was now 6:30 p.m., 

the floor was empty and no one would overhear us. 

„Anne. I noticed that you only spoke once since I returned to the meeting. Are you 

okay with the decision?‟ 

Anne paused before speaking. I could see the conflict in her eyes. She spoke quickly. 

„He‟s an absolute pig and I hate working for him. He doesn‟t listen to anyone. He doesn‟t 

trust his staff and we don‟t trust him. Before today, he‟s been painting a rosy picture of the 

project to you and the steering committee, while the rest of us didn‟t think we‟d be live in 

eight months – let alone four!‟ 

„Yikes,‟ I said wisely.  

Paul was one of my most experienced project managers and generally – I thought – 

respected within CCXCO. He joined CCXCO about five years before from the military and 

had done a steady job since. Unlike many of my project managers, he didn‟t have a 

technical background. I liked that because it meant that he objectively considered the 

needs of all of his projects stakeholders rather than focusing on the development team‟s 

needs – something my more technically inclined PMs struggled with. Paul and I had 

always had a productive working relationship so I was surprised at Anne‟s outburst. 

Anne looked at me, her face flushed. „Sorry, Steve. That all just sort of fell out. It‟s been 

a long day.‟ 

„It has,‟ I said, although she didn‟t know the half of it.  

„I presume you‟re talking about Paul?‟ 

Anne nodded twice and looked at me – trying to figure out what my reaction would 

be. I was her friend, but I was also her boss‟ boss‟ boss. It made for an interesting dynamic. 

I suggested that we take a seat. „Thanks for telling me. I appreciate your honesty, and 

I‟m sorry it‟s come out like this. I must admit though, I‟m surprised, I thought things 

looked promising at the meeting.‟ 

„Well, they aren‟t really,‟ she said. „Paul said the plan is achievable, but when Dave 

and I expressed our doubts he just overruled us. He said it was his call.‟ 
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„At the end of the day, Anne, it is his call.‟ After all, Paul was the project manager and 

that‟s what he was good at. Consensus amongst the management team would be nice, but 

they each had their own responsibilities.  

„Look, Steve, a few months ago I spent some time with a consultant from the TCQ 

team. He was doing some research for an MBA report about the project. As I talked to him 

I became increasingly concerned that the project wasn‟t going to come in on time, and that 

everyone on the project was putting on a brave face and pretending that all was okay. 

Since then I‟ve spoken, semi-secretly, to many of the people on the project – well, the ones 

I trust to keep a secret – and every conversation confirmed my suspicion. 

„The thing is that the TCQ consultant gave me some ideas that sounded like they could 

rescue the project. I‟ve been trying to speak to Paul about the situation, and the 

consultant‟s ideas, ever since, but he‟s always been too busy to talk to me. He said he‟d get 

back to me, but he never did. But when I suggested the alternative to him in the war room 

this afternoon, he dug in his heels and wouldn‟t even discuss it.‟ 

This was the day for surprises: early morning surprises, outsourcing surprises, 

unhappy staff surprises, and then – all of a sudden – VSP was going to fail anyway. Not to 

forget secret meetings with a TCQ consultant – presumably Craig Lally – and a rescue 

plan. I discretely pinched myself to check that I wasn‟t dreaming. 

„That doesn‟t sound like Paul. He‟s always struck me as being quite open-minded,‟ I 

said, digging for more information. 

„I guess I could have handled it better. I made Paul defensive by – unintentionally – 

putting my suggestion forward in a way that made him look bad in front of everyone else. 

It was silly of me, but I was annoyed.‟ 

I gently said, „I‟d like to hear about the ideas you came up with.‟ 

She nodded slowly but glanced at her watch. It was getting very late for Anne – she 

normally worked part-time. 

„Do you have time to talk more about this now?‟ I asked, knowing I should talk to her 

but hoping she would say no. I was exhausted.  

„I‟d rather not, Steve. I‟ve got to collect my kids from their grandparents, and it‟s been 

a long day.‟  

She paused for another moment. „It‟s not me that you need to talk to, Steve. You want 

to talk to Craig Lally. He was the TCQ guru. I think he may have a better way to rescue 

VSP.‟ 

„I know Craig. He gave me a copy of his MBA report,‟ I said, even though I hadn‟t 

read it yet. „I‟ll talk to him.‟ 

There was an awkward silence. „Look, before you go, Anne, I know that you‟re pissed 

at Paul, but keep in mind that he has to do a difficult job, and he may not be the ogre you 

think he is. He‟s actually quite good at his job. The two of you need to work closely 

together for the next few months so please try your hardest not to let personalities get in 

the way.‟  

I guessed it was too late to mend those fences, but I had to say something. 
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Rock 7 A Long Lunch 
 

 

It‟s true what they say: ignorance is bliss. I was happier before I did the right thing and 

spoke to Anne. But then she told me several things that I should already have known, but 

at the same time I truly didn‟t want to hear. I didn‟t know what to do with the new data. 

My first instinct was to doubt her; but I not only liked Anne but I trusted her – her 

judgment and her advice. But what about Paul? I didn‟t particularly like him if I was 

honest with myself, but I had no concrete reason not to trust him. 

I thought about the situation overnight and decided to stick with the current plan, but 

to keep a close eye on progress. Paul was one of my most competent project managers, 

after all. I figured that I‟d talk to Craig Lally in a few weeks – once we‟d got VSP on track 

and I‟d had time to catch my breath.  

Later that morning, Paul chaired our emergency team meeting. He explained the new 

plan and priorities to the staff. They weren‟t thrilled at the prospect of more overtime, but 

I gave them a little pep talk at the end emphasizing just how important this project was. I 

tried to get a little competitive motivation going, casting Chaste Group as the 

unscrupulous enemy.  

It felt good for less than a week though, until two p.m. the following Wednesday 

afternoon to be precise, that was when the shit hit the fan, again. I wish I‟d worn goggles 

to work that day. 

 

-oOo- 

 

Eleanor made one of her rare visits to the coalface. It was unannounced. She‟d popped 

down to see how progress was going on VSP and to give the troops a little motivational 

boost, she said. When she got there, apart from a few contract staff, the floor was empty – 

the management team were in their weekly meeting, but none of the permanent staff were 

at their desks. None whatsoever. 

Moments later she was in my office talking to me in a very slow and deliberate voice. 

„Where the hell are your staff? And how the hell do you think VSP is going to come in on 

time if no one is working on it?‟  

I told her that the staff were probably all in meetings, but that I would check it out and 

that I really didn‟t appreciate her interfering. To be honest though, I didn‟t know what 

was going on. As soon as Eleanor left, I headed straight to the VSP work area to find that 

she was right; the lights were on but no one was home. 
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Where were they? They were taking a very long lunch. I tracked them down by asking 

the contractors where everyone had gone, and although they were reluctant to say 

anything, when it became obvious that I signed their contracts and I wasn‟t leaving 

without an answer, they suggested that I look in an English-style pub/bar around the 

corner called the Bounty. It seemed that I – or more precisely Paul and I – had mutiny on 

our hands. 

 

- oOo - 

 

It took me about two minutes of fast walking to get to the pub. I got angrier and 

angrier with each footstep. By the time I got there I was ready to kick their asses a dozen 

times over.  

You should have seen their faces when I walked in – I guess they were expecting Paul, 

not me. The pub was dimly lit and crowded.  I could see over twenty of my staff sitting 

around tables in one corner, all positioned with a view of the door and all with sour looks 

on their faces. My heart sunk when I saw Phil and Anne – two people I counted as friends 

and allies – sitting amongst them. That worried me: things must have been far worse than 

I imagined if they were there. 

I caught Anne‟s eye and she held my gaze in defiance. I conceded and tilted my head 

subtly towards an empty corner of the establishment. She followed my gaze and looked 

back at Phil, who nodded. They both stood and followed me to the corner. We didn‟t sit. 

„What‟s happening?‟ was the best I could think of saying. 

„I tried to warn you, but you ignored me,‟ said Anne. Angry. 

„Paul has really gone and done it this time. This morning he cancelled everyone‟s 

holidays – which, I might add, many of us had already rescheduled to suit the original 

implementation date. Then he told a few of us – myself included – to pull our socks up 

and work more overtime. But I‟ve already put my heart and soul into this project; I 

already take work home and I have children. So he can go screw himself!‟  

Phil jumped in. „Steve, we‟re not out to screw you.‟  

I acknowledge his comment with a gentle nod. So Paul is their bad guy. I could see 

where they were coming from, but Paul was in a horrible position and I didn‟t blame him 

for what he‟d done. I wouldn‟t have liked it, but I would have done exactly the same if I 

were him. What else could he do? 

„You should give Paul a break,‟ I said. „He wants this project to succeed as much as 

anyone else in CCXCO. He‟s got more to lose than most if it fails, and he‟s had to make 

some very difficult calls.‟ 

„Look,‟ Phil continued. „Paul‟s asking too much – and he burned his bridges long ago. 

This morning‟s demands finally broke our backs. We‟re collectively just utterly, utterly 

sick of working our butts off at the end of every project because your managers can‟t 

manage their dates properly. It‟s the same pattern in every project in this place: a 

desperate mad dash at the end which we – us working at the coalface – bear the brunt of. 

The bottom line is that we‟re not working impossible hours for the next three months for 
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some futile date. We‟ve all talked about it and we all agree.‟ 

„Futile date? It‟s not futile, Phil. It‟s very important that we make this date. Vital. 

There‟s more riding on this than I can tell you.‟ 

Phil said, „I didn‟t say it wasn‟t important. I said it was futile. None of us believe we‟ll 

make December 1st. And none of us believed we‟d make the original date either. I‟ve 

spoken to Ron about it and he agrees,‟ he added. 

I guess most organizations have their own “Ron” – someone who‟s been around 

longer than anyone else, who knows more than anyone else, and whose opinion is valued 

more than anyone else‟s. I‟d often wondered if other organizations‟ “Rons” were as 

grumpy as our Ron was. 

There was silence for a moment before Phil continued. 

„And now you ask us to work overtime. We all know that working overtime doesn‟t 

get any more work done. Our productivity drops after just a few days. We all know it‟s an 

illusion, Steve. You must know this too? All it does is cover our butts when we fail. If we 

work lots of overtime, then no one can say that we didn‟t put our backs into it; no one can 

blame us for the failure.‟ 

Anne took over. „You must know it‟s futile, Steve. We don‟t achieve any more work 

because we burn out so quickly. You must know this, Steve. Everyone knows this. It‟s a 

cheap ploy that has a massive cost to our personal lives.‟ 

I was speechless. Silent. Thinking. I agreed with everything that they said. It was just 

the game we played. But what could I possibly do? 

„What do you want me to do?,‟ I asked. 

Anne answered. No hesitation. „One. Rescind Paul‟s overtime and vacation demand. 

Two. Replace Paul. Simple as that.‟  

I bit my lip. I didn‟t want to speak. I looked at my two friends. I needed these two 

onboard more than anyone else. But I couldn‟t replace Paul – it wouldn‟t be fair and it 

wouldn‟t improve the situation.  

Then I took a gamble. I asked them to sit down, and then I told them about the 

outsourcing situation.  

I watched as they processed the information. It took them a few moments to figure out 

what this meant.  

Phil spoke first. „So we‟ll be made redundant?‟ 

„I don‟t know. I truly don‟t know. I doubt it though. It‟s more likely – if it goes ahead – 

that many CCXCO staff will be transferred to the outsourcing company as part of the deal. 

Most of the management – myself included – will go.‟ 

„But many staff will be laid off too,‟ said Anne. „And since most of us have worked for 

CCXCO for so long, we‟ll find it hard to find work elsewhere.‟ 

I just nodded. I didn‟t know what to say. I wanted to tell them that they specifically 

would both be okay, but although it would probably have been true, it would have been 

tasteless. 

„In that case,‟ said Anne, standing. „I‟ll make you a deal, Steve. I‟ll get this lot back to 

work, there won‟t be any compulsory overtime, and you can do what you like with Paul, 
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but in exchange I want you to promise to talk to Craig Lally and sort this mess out.‟ 
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Rock 8 Candor and Courage 
 

 

I spoke to Paul the moment I got back to the office – no compulsory overtime, no 

cancelled vacations, otherwise business as usual. I didn‟t tell him about the outsourcing 

situation – I didn‟t know if I could trust him, yet.  

Understandably, he left pretty pissed at me. I half-expected his resignation on my desk 

the following morning. 

After he left I closed my office door and sat down at my PC. I spent the next fifteen 

minutes browsing through my emails. I looked out my office window into the busy sixth 

floor. A meeting had just ended and a number of my staff sauntered past my office, 

laughing and smiling, on the way back to their desks. For a moment, I felt lonely. 

I took a few minutes to collect my thoughts.  

Fight or Flight? I‟d spilled the beans to Fran during the previous weekend. She‟d 

handled it far more calmly than I had. I found it comforting to share my worries with her 

rather than try to cope with them all by myself.  

We figured that I almost certainly needed to find myself a new job, and that the best 

time to do that would be in the window between the successful launch of VSP on 

December 1st and before the outsourcing proposal was announced. So, we had concluded 

that my top priority was to bring VSP in on time. If VSP were late, then its failure would 

follow me for the rest of my career – or whatever remained of my career.  

A week before, following Paul‟s war room meeting, I felt quietly confident we could 

make the December 1st date. But then Phil and Anne, two of my most trusted staff, had to 

go and ruin it all by saying that we wouldn‟t. So that was my first problem – uncertainty. I 

had no way of knowing whether we would make the date or not. At the end of the day 

though it came down to gut feel, and my gut didn‟t feel too good.  

My strategy was based on hope. The hope that we had reduced the size of the product 

– i.e. “de-scoped” in our jargon –enough that we could make the date. The hope that Paul 

was right and that Phil and Anne were wrong. The hope that the VSP crowd had done a 

good job so far, and that the system was quick and easy to test. All of this made my gut 

hurt just thinking about it because I just didn‟t know what the answers were. Hope just 

wasn‟t good enough. 

My second problem was that I knew very little about Craig Lally or his solution. I 

knew that he worked for our Total Customer Quality (TCQ) division, that he had studied 

the VSP project, and that he had produced a report. It may have been for his MBA 

research or perhaps that was just a cover. Our internal phone directory listed his job title 
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as, rather mysteriously, “Flow Master and Ideas Practitioner”. Like me, he was based in 

CCXCO Headquarters, and he also had a corner office, which meant that he was quite 

senior. Otherwise, he was an unknown quantity. 

Still, Anne was impressed and that should have been enough for me. Eleanor was too. 

But still, I felt uneasy. I guess, if I was totally honest about it, it felt like I was admitting 

my own failure by having to look outside for help – and I didn‟t like that. I felt that I‟d 

been in this job long enough that I should have been capably of solving this problem 

myself. 

The bottom line was this: I was desperate and I had little to lose by talking to Craig 

Lally. Besides, I‟d promised Anne that I‟d call him, and I have always prided myself on 

keeping my promises. 

I took another sip of coffee before I picked up the phone. 

 

- oOo - 

 

„Hello, Steve,‟ he said slowly in a deep, friendly voice. „Eleanor said you might call.‟ 

Now, as far as I was concerned there wasn‟t any expectation that I would contact him 

at all, nevertheless, I responded politely that, „I‟ve been busy,‟ and I brought him up to 

date with VSP‟s latest developments. My pride prevented me from mentioning the 

mutiny.  

„So, your concern is that you have to finish VSP by December 1st, but you don‟t know 

how long it will take to test it?‟ 

„Yes.‟ 

He didn‟t speak for some time and I was on the cusp of asking him if he was still there 

when he spoke. 

„Do you mind if I speak plainly, Steve?‟ 

„Go for it,‟ I said. Blunt, direct conversation wasn‟t always the easiest in the short term, 

but it was a damned sight faster than beating around the bush. I didn‟t have a lot of time 

to waste. 

„Steve, one of the conclusions from my research was that it was extremely unlikely that 

you would meet the original April 1st date. All that‟s changed is that the date has been 

brought forward and the product has been made smaller. But you still don‟t know if 

you‟ve de-scoped enough to make your date. You‟ve done nothing to improve the 

predictability of the project. Is that a fair assessment?‟ 

I wanted to fault him, but I couldn‟t. I simply said, „Ah ha.‟ 

„That‟s where I can help you,‟ he said. 

I bit down on my lip before saying, „I‟d like to hear more about the solution you‟ve 

come up with to our problem. Anne seemed convinced.‟  

He spoke very slowly. „Anne has very strong intuition in my judgment, but I hope that 

she hasn‟t oversold the solution. I worked with her to find the “direction of a solution” 

rather than the full-blown solution. I‟d like to offer to work with you to help you fill in the 

gaps.‟  
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„So you don‟t actually have a solution? Since we‟re talking plainly, Craig, how do I 

know whether your “direction” is the light at the end of my tunnel, or if it‟s the lights of 

an oncoming train? How do I know that I‟m not wasting my time with you?‟ 

„The truth, Steve: you don‟t know. You have to make a call. Is the potential of saving 

your project worth a couple of hours of your time? All I can do is ask you to trust that I 

have no hidden agenda. I have nothing to gain by you failing, but we both have a huge 

amount to gain if you succeed. That‟s my job,‟ he said. „I help others to improve how they 

work.‟ 

I said nothing, apart from a cynical, „Really?‟ 

„Look, Steve, have you ever seen the movie The Sixth Sense? The one with Bruce Willis.‟ 

„Yes. A long time ago.‟ 

„Do you remember what was special about the little boy in the movie?‟ 

„Um…he could see things…ghosts. He could see dead people.‟ 

„That‟s right. He had a special skill that allowed him to see dead people when others 

couldn‟t.‟ 

„Yes,‟ I said tentatively. 

„Well…because of my training and the work I‟ve done, I too can see things that other 

people can‟t.‟ 

Before he could finish his thought I interrupted. „You can see dead people, Craig?‟ 

„No, Steve,‟ he said, not even attempting to hide his impatience. „I can see waste, waste 

that other people simply cannot see until I help them to see it – even though it‟s all around 

them. I can help you see the waste in your processes too. If you want to, that is.‟ 

„The question,‟ he said, „is do you trust my motives enough to continue this call?‟ 

 

-oOo- 

 

He was right; it came down to trust. I had to trust him, both Eleanor and Anne had 

told me to talk to him. So, I wondered, was it just pride holding me back? 

I said, „You said it was Anne that came up with the solution?‟ 

„Yes. Anne and some of her colleagues. I helped them to reframe the problem using 

Lean, Theory of Constraints and Quality Thinking, as well as well-established product-

development concepts. Once they looked at the problem through these new lenses, they 

saw things they hadn‟t seen before. They quickly figured out the direction of the solution.  

„In fact, I was pleasantly surprised to find out that their solution wasn‟t anything new 

at all. It‟s a well-known concept within both the manufacturing and the service industries, 

and I‟ve since found out that many of the software industries star performers already use 

it. But for some reason, despite all the benefits, it hasn‟t yet made it to the mainstream – 

places like CCXCO. Once Anne and her colleagues were comfortable with the direction of 

the solution, I wrote it up in my report. I had hoped to work with you – since you have a 

much better understanding of the whole picture compared to Anne or her colleagues – but 

we never seemed to connect. Did you receive a copy of my report?‟ 

His report. I had only briefly glanced at the copy he sent me before I passed it on to 
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our methodology department, and I‟d been so busy with VSP lately that I hadn‟t even 

looked at the copy Eleanor had given me. 

I said, „I must confess, Craig, that I have only skimmed your report.‟ 

„That‟s okay, Steve. I tried to set up a meeting with you to discuss it, but your PA said 

you were too busy. I guess you had a lot on your plate at the time. Still, I would rather 

discuss my findings face-to-face because I was quite candid in the report and very critical 

of the way you – or rather your industry in general – develop software. I don‟t know you, 

but I suspect that back then, before things got critical, you may well have kicked me out 

before we even got past the executive summary.‟ 

I laughed politely. „Oh, I don‟t know about that, Craig. I‟m fairly open-minded about 

these things.‟ I prided myself on my open-door policy. 

Craig backtracked a little. „Don‟t get me wrong, Steve. Anne says kind things about 

you. So does Eleanor. What I am saying is that in my position as a researcher I was able to 

get very candid feedback from your staff and customers, and it wasn‟t at all 

complimentary to you or your management team. They told me the sort of things they 

would normally say about you behind your back, not to your face.‟ 

That hurt, but I let him continue.  

„But, Steve, both Eleanor and I agree that you are the biggest obstacle to fixing this 

problem.‟ 

I bit down on my tongue before I could say something I might regret.  

They thought I was the problem?  

I said nothing. Craig said nothing. He blinked first. 

„I think we should continue this conversation in person,‟ he said.  

„Yes.‟ 

„How about if we meet in the staff cafeteria in five minutes.‟  

Neutral ground. Good idea. 

„Okay.‟ 
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Rock 9 I’m the Problem? 
 

 

The cafeteria was open this time of the evening in order to cater for the call center staff 

working the evening shift. I met Craig in one of the breakout areas. We shook hands and 

he offered to buy me a cup of coffee. I agreed out of politeness. 

He returned a few minutes later and took a seat. 

„How long have you been at CCXCO, Steve?‟ 

I really didn‟t see what that had to do with the situation, but I answered him anyway. 

„Sixteen years. My first job out of college was as a trainee programmer and I‟ve worked 

here ever since.‟ 

„You‟ve risen very quickly through the ranks, Steve. I heard that promotion in the 

CCXCO IT department was dependant on “dead men‟s shoes”. Either you had a lot of 

bosses die under suspicious circumstances or you‟re very good at your job.‟ 

What was this fixation he had with dead people? 

„Probably a bit of both,‟ I laughed nervously. The truth was that I had been lucky, and 

I was good at my job. I got one lucky break on an important project in the early days 

where I got to shine and make a lot of influential friends. The luck followed me. 

„You‟re being modest, Steve. I‟ve heard that you are exceptionally good at your job. 

I‟ve heard that you know the CCXCO software systems inside out, and that you work the 

politics here better than anyone else. I‟ve heard that you‟re a man who gets things done.‟ 

„You flatter me, Craig. The truth is that over the years I‟ve worked in a lot of different 

roles, and I‟ve figured out how things work around here. Plus, modesty aside, I do pride 

myself on doing a good job.‟  

And a whole lot of good that had done me – I was about to be outsourced and my 

development team had just mutinied. Perhaps I was just lucky after all. 

„Here‟s my problem, Steve. You‟re obviously good at your job, but the way you build 

software is broken.‟  

„Come on. That‟s not fair,‟ I said. „We‟re just going through a rough patch. Who would 

have predicted that Chaste Group would have done what they did?” 

„It is broken, Steve. Your career is about to be destroyed because of it. I fear that you 

have such a huge personal investment in this broken system that instead of accepting that 

it is broken, your instinct is to defend it. It is, after all, your baby, and as you said, you are 

where you are today because you figured out how to work this broken system when 

others failed.‟ 

I thought this guy was going to help me, but there he was giving me the third degree! 
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It had been a bad day, a bad month even, but I still had a little fight left in me.  

I sat up straight in my chair and said, „You speak very bluntly, Craig.‟ 

He leaned forward and said in a near whisper, „I have to speak candidly. I don‟t 

necessarily enjoy it, Steve, but it is my job. However, it‟s your job that is on the line, not 

mine. If you can‟t handle the truth, then we may as well stop talking right now. It‟s your 

job. It‟s your choice.‟ 

How the hell did I respond to that?  

My mouth went dry. I took a deep breath and carefully assessed my situation. I had 

few options: I could cross my fingers and hope things worked out, or I could bite the 

bullet and invest a couple of hours with Craig. 

I cleared my throat by swallowing my pride. I bit the bullet, taking care not to mix my 

metaphors, and said, „Craig. I don‟t know what to say except that I need your help.‟ 

 

-oOo- 

 

„Good!‟ Craig boomed, and a half-dozen of the late shifters looked across at us from 

their table in the dining area. 

„Let‟s get started then,‟ he said. „As well as spending a number of hours with Anne 

during my research, I also interviewed many of VSP‟s staff and other stakeholders. From 

those interviews I collected the common themes and issues, ensuring I took into account 

the many different perspectives. Then I worked with Anne and some of her colleagues to 

identify two root causes for your problems. With the root causes identified, the solution 

just falls out.‟ 

I asked, „How can you have two root causes? I would have thought you could only 

have one.‟ 

„Good question. The truth is that I have identified one root cause, but it‟s a little 

abstract and deep. I‟d like to come back to it further down the line. My concern is that if I 

showed it to you now, you‟d think I was winding you up. If you don‟t mind, I‟d like to 

talk about the two root causes for now – they‟re both caused by the deeper, more abstract 

root cause, but they‟re more concrete.‟ 

„Okay.‟ 

„The first root cause is your approach to quality – it‟s simply not suited to software 

development. Your industry suffers many of the same problems that Western 

manufacturing had prior to the lean and quality revolutions: poor quality, long lead-times, 

missed delivery dates, mistrust and poor working relationships.  

„These problems were solved by Japanese manufacturers out of necessity following 

World War II and by Western manufacturers once the Japanese became a serious 

competitive threat during the seventies and eighties. But when your industry embraced 

quality, you picked the wrong quality guru and you‟ve failed to solve these problems.‟ 

„Phhhhhhhnnnnnngggr,‟ I snorted.  

I told him that – since we were talking candidly – this was nonsense and that if 

belittling our quality efforts was the basis of his solution, then he was wasting my time. I‟d 
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spent a good part of my time in that job bringing our quality practices up to the industry‟s 

best class. Our post-implementation defect rate was extremely low because of it. We‟d 

won awards. 

„Look, Steve,‟ he snorted back at me. „Almost everyone in your industry is adopting 

the same “best practices” as you. But despite this, the Standish Chaos report4 shows that 

in 2004 only 28% of IT projects finished on time, on budget and with all the features and 

functions originally promised.‟5  

The Chaos report must be the most quoted report in our industry. Almost every 

vendor quoted these figures in justification for their silver-bullet solution. However, I‟d 

always been wary of the report because their definition of “success” encouraged 

unsuccessful behavior.  

The easiest way to have a successful project – using their definition of successful – was 

for the IT department to negotiate hard for the best possible deal during the project. That 

is, we‟d bargain for a delivery date as far into the future as possible and we‟d submit the 

biggest budget we could get away with; we‟d promise just the bare minimum of 

functionality and then once the project got underway, we‟d refuse to make any changes 

our customer asked for.  

But, of course, our customers aren‟t stupid and they‟d bargain back just as hard. They 

wanted the best value for money that they could get and wanted to go to market with the 

best product we could build. So both sides negotiated hard at the start of the project and 

we ended up with a software development process that was only “successful” less than a 

third of the time.  

Of course, another option was to sacrifice the quality of the product and release the 

product to the customer before it was fully tested or tuned. Our customers had learned – 

or most of them had – that it was better to wait longer for their software rather than accept 

rubbish from us. 

Craig said, „What really riles the CCXCO executive committee and your customers is 

that no other part of the CCXCO business could get away with such poor performance. 

Until now, that is. That‟s why you‟re being outsourced.‟ 

He paused for a moment before saying, „I presume that you‟ve heard of W. Edwards 

Deming?‟ 

I answered, „Deming? Of course. He was the American statistician who helped save 

Japan following World War II. Their economy was destroyed and the occupying 

administration brought in American manufacturing experts such as Dr. Deming to help 

their economy become self-sufficient as quickly as possible.‟ 

„That‟s him. His teachings became the basis of the Japanese quality movement, even 

though they were invented in the States. We abandoned the ideas after the war because 

we didn‟t seem to need them: we were the most resource and capital-rich country in the 

world, and we could sell everything we produced, irrespective of quality. The Japanese, 

                                                 

4 http://www.standishgroup.com/sample_research/PDFpages/ extreme_chaos.pdf 
5 http://www.computerworld.com/managementtopics/management/ project/story/0,10801,97283,00.html 
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on the other hand, adopted the quality techniques because they had to. They also 

developed much leaner and less wasteful manufacturing techniques because they didn‟t 

have the abundant resources or the capital to waste. 

„Of course, eventually the Japanese overtook their Western competitors and were 

producing better and cheaper products than their complacent Western competitors. It 

wasn‟t until 1980 when NBC television showed a program called "If Japan Can...Why 

Can't We?" that we suddenly rediscovered Deming and the virtues of quality. It didn‟t 

take long for the West to embrace the Japanese way of manufacturing, especially Honda‟s 

and Toyota‟s approach, and quality became the management mantra for the eighties. 

„I‟m telling you this, Steve, because in both of these cases – the Eastern and Western 

adoption of quality principles – the changes happened out of necessity and desperation. 

As the saying goes, “Necessity is the mother of invention”. I think this may explain why 

the approach which Anne discovered with my help hasn‟t spread to wider industry – 

apart from isolated cases like yourself, your industry is not yet desperate enough to realize 

that your performance just isn‟t good enough, and that it has to change.‟ 

I sighed with frustration. „Craig. I hear what you‟re saying, but like I‟ve already told 

you we have “embraced” quality. I don‟t understand how you can claim that we haven‟t. I 

can, if you like, show you this year‟s budget next to the budget from ten years ago, and if 

you compare them you‟ll see that our quality assurance spending has risen several 

hundred percent. Or you could examine our defect databases and note that the number of 

post-implementation defects has dropped dramatically.‟ 

I cleared my throat before saying, firmly, „What I am saying is that we DO take quality 

seriously.‟ 

„Okay, Steve, I don‟t doubt that you take it very seriously. In fact, your customers told 

me that the quality of your software products nowadays is much better than it once was. 

But, tell me then, what has your increased QA budget been spent on?‟ 

I said, „Some of the budget has been used to purchase software for automating the 

testing and managing the defects, but the bulk is to pay our testing team‟s salaries. We‟ve 

well and truly ramped up our testing ability. Previously, we used to have to trust the 

developers to get things right, but now we can verify this. You wouldn‟t believe how long 

we spend nowadays testing the product before we release it to the customers.‟  

„Okay. I see where we differ,‟ Craig said. „I am not saying that you haven‟t embraced 

quality. I am saying that you, your industry, and the people that advise you have 

embraced quality badly. You‟ve been poorly advised.‟ 

Okay. That was interesting. It was someone else‟s fault. 

„One of Dr Deming‟s key points was that inspecting or testing a product for defects 

once it‟s been built is one of the least effective, yet most expensive, ways of building 

quality products. Yet that‟s where most of your quality budget has gone. Your software 

projects all rely on very long, drawn-out testing phases at the end of the each project.  

„Deming and others taught manufacturers how to build quality in to their processes 

rather than how to test or inspect defects out. I can help you to do the same.‟  

I sighed. I realized that he was trying to be helpful, but I was finding him a little 
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condescending.  

 „I know this stuff, Craig – I‟ve been on plenty of courses run by your department‟s 

quality trainers, and I have personally introduced many initiatives to “build quality in”. 

It‟s just not true to say that we don‟t “build quality in”. 

„It‟s not fair to say that we rely just on testing to find defects. We build quality in to 

our process by, first, working to a staged development methodology called the “waterfall 

software development lifecycle”. We start by capturing the requirements, then doing the 

analysis, then the design, then we build the software, and finally we rigorously test it 

before giving it to the customer to test and sign-off on. Work can‟t pass from one stage to 

the next without being thoroughly walked-through, inspected, scrutinized and signed off 

on by all relevant stakeholders.  

„The waterfall approach is industry standard, and it has been since the seventies. But 

we‟ve taken it further and have comprehensively documented each stage and the hand-off 

criteria for work passing from one stage to the next. In my opinion, most of our problems 

happen when we don‟t follow the process strictly enough. But our process is well 

documented, reliable and repeatable.‟ 

Craig asked, with a strong hint of sarcasm in his voice, „But you still reliably and 

repeatedly have a prolonged testing phase at the end of each project where you find and 

then repair defects?‟ 

I didn‟t like the way he put that but I answered, cautiously, „Yes.‟ 

„And, is it almost impossible to predict how long the testing phase will take to 

complete?‟ 

„Yes.‟ 

„And, finally, is it true that the testing phase happens at the most expensive time of the 

project?‟ 

„Well, yes, the cost of rework and change is highest at the end of the project,‟ I said, 

recalling Boehm‟s cost-of-change curve. 

„So your efforts to “build quality in” to your processes have failed. When a car comes 

off the Toyota production line, they don‟t need to inspect it then rework or scrap it before 

shipping it to their customers. They know that their manufacturing process has prevented 

defects in the first place. To translate that into a product development environment like 

yours, if you‟re truly building quality into your processes, then each project should end 

with a brief “proving” or acceptance phase, not a lengthy testing or debugging phase. It 

should be proving that the software works, not finding where it‟s broken.‟ 

I breathed out very slowly and looked around the cafeteria, where there was a sudden 

flurry of activity as the call center staff at three of the tables got up and returned to their 

headsets. 

I rested my head on the back of my seat and looked at the ceiling. What Craig said 

pushed a few buttons; his words scared me. He accurately reflected my current reality. I 

have no way of assessing the quality of the work done in VSP so far, and I wouldn‟t until 

we were a good way into the testing; accordingly I had no way of predicting how long it 

would take us to remove the defects; therefore I had no way of predicting when the 
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project would be finished. I was scared because that was standard for every software 

development project that I had ever heard of – if that was wrong, then what was right was 

uncharted territory. 

Craig interrupted my thoughts. „It doesn‟t surprise me that you‟re in the mess you‟re 

in. My training and background are in quality and lean thinking, and it is obvious to me 

that when your industry “embraced” quality it embraced the wrong quality guru and it 

neglected the one vital secret ingredient that makes building quality in easy.‟ 

I sat up straight in my chair. „Secret ingredient?‟  

„Well, it isn‟t really a secret – I called it that mostly to grab your attention, to give it a 

sense of mystery. It is in fact well known and commonly practiced within the 

manufacturing community, and even the service community. You‟ve almost certainly 

heard of it and were probably taught about it at college, but very few people in software 

practice it. Paradoxically it is a well-known secret.‟ 

Huh? 

„But in the age-old tradition of secrets, Steve, I‟m not going to tell you what it is. But I 

will happily meet you and help you work it out for yourself. You‟ll know it when you see 

it.‟ 

With that hanging in the air, we arranged to meet early the next morning.  

 

-oOo- 

 

Later that evening, after we‟d put the kids to bed, I made a call to an old college friend. 

We still kept in touch now and then, and we‟d worked together a few times over the 

years. He now worked as an executive recruiter.  

We chatted for over an hour. I made it clear that I wasn‟t ready to jump ship yet, but 

that I wasn‟t happy as I was with all my eggs in one basket. He sounded very positive 

about my prospects and happily agreed to help me with my job search. 

I put the phone down and sighed. I didn‟t feel good about the call. The honorable 

thing, I thought, was for a captain to go down with his ship, fighting till his last breath, 

but I had kids to feed and educate, not to mention a considerable mortgage to pay.  

I had to keep my options open, as much as possible. 
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Rock 10 Defects 1 
 

 

I met Craig in his office at eight a.m. the next morning. He had agreed to meet me 

provided that I committed to stay for at least four hours. After that, he said, I could stay or 

go as I pleased. He said that we should discuss just how good the VSP code base was right 

at that moment.  

I‟d thought long and hard about his assessment that we weren‟t “building quality in”, 

and I had begrudgingly concluded that he was – perhaps – right. Although we did a lot of 

work in the name of quality, if we were truly building quality in, then the testing phase 

should be very short – a proving phase rather than a rework phase, as he put it. 

Craig‟s corner office was four floors higher up than mine, and in CCXCO that counted 

for something. The gods were on the top floor and the closer to the gods you were, the 

more important you were. IT wasn‟t considered important – we were just the techies after 

all. 

Craig was in his mid-thirties – much younger than you would expect based on his 

position. His hair was cut short with flecks of gray on the sides. His tie hung loosely 

around his neck – hardly proper CCXCO behavior, but I said nothing. 

His walls, unlike mine, which were very sparse, were covered with whiteboards. 

Where my filing cabinets stood, he had shelves holding hundreds of books. A gym bag sat 

discretely under his desk.  

We sat at his visitors‟ table.  

After a few minutes friendly chat Craig stood and cleared a large section of one of the 

big whiteboards on his wall and wrote on it. 

 

How much rework remains in VSP? 

- 

- 

- 

 

Then he asked me „How good is the VSP code base?‟ 

„The code quality should be very high,‟ I said.  

I explained to him that while I agreed that late inspection wasn‟t perfect, it was better 

than no inspection at all, and besides, we did do many things to build quality in to our 

projects – sign-offs, inspections, walkthroughs, some automated unit testing, those sorts of 

things. We spent a huge amount of time on these things – they should have some payoff. 
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He nodded thoughtfully, then sipped his coffee.  

„That‟s interesting, Steve. During my research I spoke to most of the VSP developers 

and they said that the VSP system is defect-ridden and that testing would take much 

longer than the six months then planned for it. They didn‟t think you‟d be shipping on 

April 1st,‟ he said.  

No way, I thought. „Hang on a minute. Until this thing happened with Chaste, I was 

firmly committed to the April 1st date.‟ 

Craig looked at me with what looked like a mixture of bemusement, frustration, and 

patience.  

„I don‟t doubt you were committed to the date, Steve. But did you truly believe that 

you would keep that commitment? Your staff didn‟t believe you‟d make it. Plus – to talk 

plainly – your customers told me that based on their experience, they didn‟t take your 

promises seriously.‟ 

Craig had just called me a liar. My instinct was to lash out at him. But I hadn‟t risen 

through the organization by letting my emotions rule my behavior. I forced myself to hold 

my tongue. He had a point; I couldn‟t deny that. My division often made promises which 

we often didn‟t keep. Software development projects were hugely complex. We were 

asked to make promises very early in each project based only on a partial understanding 

of what it would take to deliver on those promises. That didn‟t mean that we made those 

promises dishonorably though. We always tried our best. 

I couldn‟t admit this to Craig, however. Instead, I nodded gently towards him, 

conceding the point, before changing tact.  

I was a big boy, I could handle the blunt conversation, but I wouldn‟t have him 

accusing my developers of producing shoddy code. 

„Why the hell would our developers write bad code? I don‟t believe that for a 

moment.‟  

He leaned forward in his chair, maintaining eye contact. „I didn‟t say that they wrote 

bad code, Steve. I don‟t know many people who come to work to do a bad job 

deliberately. I said that they said the system was probably bug-ridden,‟ Craig corrected 

me. „They told me that they dreaded what testing might find.‟ 

„I don‟t understand, Craig. You seem to be contradicting yourself. Paul – VSP‟s project 

manager – has never mentioned this in his status reports.‟ 

„In my research the developers gave several causes. I documented them in my report. 

Shall we talk about them? The first reason partly, but not completely, explains why Paul‟s 

status reports looked positive even though you agree that there was a high probability of 

missing the April 1st commitment.‟ 

I said, „Okay. Shoot.‟ 

„The developers said that they often check in code that they aren‟t one-hundred-

percent happy with – just so that they can make their task-time commitments.‟ 

„They‟re not supposed to do that,‟ I said. 

„They don‟t like doing it – they say it‟s unprofessional – but they still do it. That‟s what 

they told me.‟  
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„But that‟s ridiculous. They should take as long as they need to get it right. Those bugs 

will come back to bite us in the testing phase when they‟re much harder and more time-

consuming to fix.‟ 

„Do you think they don‟t know that?,‟ Craig asked rhetorically. „The developers don‟t 

like doing it – and they don‟t like the project managers for putting them in that position. 

The project managers don‟t like doing it either.‟ 

„The project managers?‟ I asked, shaking my head. „They should let the developers 

take as long as they need to do it.‟ Then I added quickly, „But not so much that they are 

gold-plating the code.‟ 

Craig smiled like he knew something I didn‟t. „If that‟s what the project managers 

should do, then why aren‟t they doing it, Steve?‟ 

Why? I knew the answer – because we treated developers‟ estimates as if they were 

commitments. If a developer didn‟t meet their estimate, then the variances would show on 

the project status reports, and I would kick the project manager‟s butt who would, in turn, 

kick the developer‟s butt. 

But I didn‟t tell Craig that. 

„Why?‟ I repeated. „Why? We know it‟s not satisfactory, but the project managers need 

to put pressure on the developers to meet their targets. It‟s especially important in the 

early stages of the project because otherwise the whole project would be pushed out and 

we‟d run late.‟  

Craig smiled again. „And if the developer is late, then they get their butt kicked right?‟  

He had done his homework. 

„Yes.‟  

„So let me get this right,‟ said Craig. „In order to prevent the project from running late, 

you sometimes force the developers to put in low-quality code that eventually causes the 

project to run late?‟ 

I sighed. „It sounds dysfunctional when you put it like that. But what alternative do we 

have? We have to manage these things aggressively to keep everyone on their toes.‟ 

He sighed, turning his notepad to a blank page.  

 „But, Craig, isn‟t what you are calling “dysfunctional”, well…isn‟t it just the way 

things are?‟ 

 „If there is one thing that you take away from our chat, it is this: when you are playing 

the wrong “game” the answer is to stop playing the game and change the rules.‟ 

„Change the rules?‟ I asked. „I didn‟t realize there were any rules.‟ 

Craig answered, „That‟s part of the problem: the “rules of the game” are so taken for 

granted that they‟ve become invisible to us. Some of the rules are good, some of them are 

bad. Management writer John Gardner once described how most ailing organizations 

develop what he called “functional blindness”6 to their own defects. He said that, “They 

are not suffering because they cannot resolve their problems, but because they cannot see 

their problems.”‟ 

                                                 

6  Steven Covey, “The 8th Habit”, p. 19 
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„And you are going to tell me that, like the little boy in The Sixth Sense, you can see 

these rules, that you‟ve found a cure for functional blindness?‟ 

„Well, yes. Luckily for us, the bad “rules” leave clues in the form of dysfunctional 

behavior – just like a murderer in a mystery novel leaves an accidental fingerprint or a 

DNA sample. I‟ll teach you some tools to help you see these clues.‟ 

I frowned and asked tentatively, „So, developers checking in poorly tested code is 

dysfunctional and you‟re saying that it‟s a clue to a bad rule?‟ 

„Exactly! The rules in this case caused the developers to be stuck between a rock and a 

hard place.‟  

He took a pre-printed index card from his shirt pocket. „Here, I‟ll show you.‟ 

 

(in order to) Objective A

(in order to) Need B

(in order to) Need C

Want D

Want D'

we must

we must

we must

comply with

we must

comply with

Dysfunction / Undesireable:

 
„The picture on this card is a technique I learned years ago. Whenever I hear of 

dysfunctional or undesirable behavior in an area I am working on, I record it using the 

boxes you see on the card.‟ 

„Can I fill it out for the current example?‟ 

„Sure. Step one is to write a brief sentence at the top that describes the dysfunction or 

undesirable effect.‟ 

I took a pen from my jacket pocket and tapped it against my forehead slowly three 

times. I stuck my tongue out as I concentrated – I‟ve done that since I was a boy. I wrote. 

”Developers check in incompletely tested code causing errors that are expensive to fix 

later.” 

„Good. Now, for step two ask yourself “What action do you find yourself complaining 

about?” then put this in the D box.‟ 

I played his question back silently in my head. This was going to be easy. 

But it wasn‟t. I couldn‟t think what to write. Many thoughts rushed through my head, 

but which one did I pick? I hesitated, put my tongue back in my mouth and said, „I‟m 

really not sure what I write, Craig.‟ 

He smiled gently. „Are you, maybe, just a little nervous about getting it wrong?‟ 

„No. Well, yeah, perhaps, maybe a little bit.‟ 



Rolling Rocks Downhill 1.0 

 

41 

„You don‟t have to get it right up front. I‟ll show you how to check your cloud in a 

little while. That‟s when you get to tweak the wording. It might take two or three goes – 

iterations if you like – to get it right. Just tell me – out loud – what action do you find 

yourself complaining about?‟ 

I said, „I don‟t like it when developers check in code before they‟ve completely unit 

tested it.‟  

„Now check that it‟s a concrete action. Can you close your eyes and imagine that 

happening in your mind, like a little movie?‟ 

„Yes.‟ 

I wrote it on the card. 

„Good. Step three. Now ask yourself “What need is being satisfied by the action in D, 

or, why do you put up with D?” Put the answer into box B.‟  

I said, „If they checked the code in before it was fully unit tested, then they would meet 

their management commitments, even though they‟d jeopardize the quality of the code. I 

guess, though, that they are also protecting themselves from being punished.‟ I looked at 

Craig for verification. 

Craig nodded his approval and I wrote on the card. 

„Step four is to fill in the D‟ box. “What is the desired, opposite action of D?”‟ 

„That‟s easy, I want the developers to check the code in when it has been fully unit 

tested.‟  

„Step five is to do the same as you did for box B, but this time for box C, “What need is 

being satisfied by the action in D‟?”‟ 

„Another easy one. If they waited to check the code in until it was fully unit tested, 

then they would protect the quality of the code base and prevent much more expensive 

defects later on.‟ 

Craig said, „Can you make it a bit shorter? It won‟t fit in the box if you write all that.‟ 

„How about, “To prevent expensive rework late in the project?”‟ 

„Sounds good. Now, the final step is to fill in the A box by answering “What is the 

objective achieved by having both B and C?” 

„Well, B and C are both necessary to have a successful project. And by that I mean a 

project that delivers a high-quality product on time and budget.‟  

I filled in box A and showed the card to Craig. 
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Rock 11 My First Conflict 
 

 

Craig read the card to himself and nodded his approval. „What do you think of that 

then?‟ he asked. 

 

(in order to) Need B

Meet their management 

commitments (and avoid 

being punished)

Want D 

Developers check in code 

before it is completely unit 

tested

We must

(In order to) Need C

Prevent expensive rework 

late in the project

Want D’

Developers check in code 

once it is completely unit 

tested.

We must 

(in order to) Objective A

Deliver a high quality 

product on time and 

budget

We

must

We 

must

  conflict  

Dysfunction / Undesirable:  Developers check in incompletely tested code causing errors 
that are expensive to fix later

(I made a change or two to 

the sentences in the text that appear in the diagram.) 

„Hmm. The technique is unusual, but it makes sense. It‟s like a drawing of the 

problem. You can see exactly why the dysfunctional behavior happens. In this case, our 

rules put the developer stuck firmly between a rock and a hard place.‟ 

I studied the card for a few moments longer then asked, „What do I do with it now?‟ 

„You need to read it back, preferably out loud, to check that it makes sense.‟  

„Read it like this: “In order to A we must B” and “In order to A we must C” and “In 

order to B we must D” and “In order to C we must D”,‟ said Craig. „And finally, “D and D‟ 

are in conflict with each other”.‟ 

I read it out loud, modifying the words slightly so the sentences flowed naturally. 

„Hey! It still makes sense.‟ 

„You can check it further by reading “If D then jeopardizes our need to C” and “If D‟ 

then jeopardizes B” aloud.‟  

I read. „If “developers check in code before it is fully unit tested” then this jeopardizes 

our ability to prevent expensive rework late in the project”.‟  
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I considered that for a moment then told Craig, „That makes sense.‟ Then I mumbled 

the second test and said, „That makes sense too.‟ 

„Good. The diagram is called an “Evaporating Cloud”, and it is one of the tools from 

Eli Goldratt‟s Theory of Constraints. The title gives the clue to the next step.‟ 

„Do we want to “evaporate” this cloud?‟ 

„Exactly. If we can evaporate the conflict, then we can make the dysfunctional behavior 

go away. We evaporate it by unearthing the assumptions that underlie the cloud, then we 

explore the assumptions to find some action or change that would make the cloud go 

away.‟ 

I examined the cloud again and smiled. „Well, looking at the cloud… It‟s quite obvious 

that if the developers gave accurate estimates, the cloud wouldn‟t exist. Is that what you 

mean?‟  

He replied, „Yes, that‟s an example of the kind of thinking I‟m hoping to draw out 

using the cloud. If you could find a way of getting accurate estimates, then you could say 

that we‟ve evaporated the cloud. Perfect estimates would solve many problems.‟ 

I looked up at Craig, meeting his poker-playing eyes with hope in mine. „Is that the 

secret ingredient? Did you help Anne figure out how to do accurate estimates?‟ 

He smiled at me, but then frowned.  

„Sadly no. They wouldn‟t be called estimates if they were perfect, would they? They‟d 

be called “actuals”.‟ 

I frowned, collected my thoughts, then laughed at my naivety. „Perfect estimates are 

the Holy Grail for us project managers. But we‟ve been trying to do this ever since I joined 

this industry, and we are not any closer. 

„If we could estimate perfectly how long each task would take, then planning would 

be simple; people would make commitments and keep them. But as it is, most estimates 

seem bloated, and yet people still don‟t finish on time. If we had perfect estimates, then 

project management would simply be a matter of figuring out what all the tasks are, 

getting the estimates for each task, and then all we‟d have to do is execute the plan. Since 

the estimates were perfect, the plan would execute perfectly.‟ 

Craig nodded.  

He said, „I find it interesting that you make the distinction between planning a project 

and executing a project. A lot of people don‟t do that; they don‟t recognize that there is a 

difference between the two. They blame themselves for being bad planners when the 

project doesn‟t execute according to plan.‟ 

He leaned forward in his chair, „You recall that yesterday I said that there were two 

root causes of your problems and that the first was that the way your industry does 

quality is broken?‟ 

„Ah ha.‟ I had wondered what the second root cause was, but I realized now that we 

had never discussed it. 

„It looks like we have just stumbled over the second core problem: the way you plan 

and execute projects is broken too. This cloud is a symptom of this core problem.‟ 

He looked at me expectantly.  
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I said nothing. How did he make the leap from a discussion about defects to this cloud 

to the assertion that the way we manage projects is broken? I glanced at the cloud once 

again. True, one side was about quality and the other side was about project management, 

but his statement was a huge leap for me. 

„Craig, I don‟t want to get into another argument with you like I did on the phone 

yesterday. I concede that our approach to quality – even if we do follow generally 

accepted best practices – could be improved. But I‟ve got to defend my project managers 

here – we pay well at CCXCO and I‟ve got some excellent people working for me. We 

have one of the highest levels of industry-accredited project managers in the country.‟ 

Craig smiled gently. „I know you do. I spoke to a number of them during my research. 

Undoubtedly, they‟re good people, passionate, hard-working people. But I didn‟t say that 

your project managers were weak, I said that the way you manage projects is broken. You 

use the critical path method of planning, and it is broken.‟ 

I frowned at him.  

 „Look. We‟ll come back to the critical path method later, but let‟s return to the cloud 

first. Okay?‟ 

He pointed at the cloud and said, „Read the cloud again, Steve, then tell me which 

arrow you like least.‟ 

I mumbled as I reread the cloud then said, „I don‟t like the arrow between the B to D 

boxes. Although I want my developers to meet their schedule commitments, I do 

recognize that they can‟t always do that. My project managers build contingency into our 

plans to absorb that kind of variation.‟  

I listened to what I‟d just said and nodded my head. „I very definitely don‟t want them 

to sacrifice the code quality. That kind of sacrifice has a very expensive cost later in the 

project.‟ 

Craig said, „Okay. Now read the B to D arrow out loud to me. Play with the words a 

little if you like to make the sentence flow.‟ 

I read, „In order for developers to meet their commitments (and avoid punishment), 

they must check in code before it is completely unit tested.” 

„Oh really? Why?‟ Craig asked in a deliberately cynical and doubting tone. 

I paused, considered his question, then said, „Because if the developers don‟t meet 

their individual task commitments, then the project will run late.‟  

Craig said, „Okay, write that down.‟ Then he raised an eyebrow and asked me to 

elaborate. 

„Well, if the task runs late and it‟s on the project‟s critical path, then the entire project 

will run late – unless subsequent tasks take less time. My test manager often complains 

because her estimates are cut because by the time each project reaches the long testing 

phase at the end, it‟s already running late.‟ 

„Great. Why else?‟ asked Craig, with his cynical tone. 

I read the cloud. 

„In order for developers to meet their management commitments (and avoid 

punishment) they must check in code before it is completely unit tested because…” Then I 
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thought, „ummm…because the developer will be scheduled to work on other tasks as soon 

as they have finished the current one. So if the developer is late on the current task, then 

those other tasks will start late and, just like in the previous case, unless the time is made 

up, then the entire project runs late.‟ 

Craig asked me, „Is that the same as you‟ve already written down, that, “If the tasks 

run late, then the project run‟s late”?‟ 

I said, „Yes. More or less, but it also means that other projects may run late because 

they‟re expecting the developer to do work for them once they‟ve finished the current 

task. Only a few of my staff are dedicated to working on just one project at a time.‟ 

Craig nodded, “Okay, write that down.” 

This time he read the cloud out loud. „“In order for developers to meet their 

management commitments (and avoid punishment) they must check in code before it is 

completely unit tested because… Why else?‟ 

„Well…ummm…it‟s just good discipline. If a developer commits to a task estimate, 

then it‟s good discipline to meet that commitment. It‟s professional behavior.‟ 

„I‟m not sure I understand?‟ said Craig, even though I suspected that he did 

understand. 

„Well, when the developer gives us an estimate, they are making a commitment to us. 

If they don‟t keep their commitment, then it‟s bad.‟ 

„Do you think that they don‟t keep their commitments deliberately?‟ 

„Well, no.‟ 

„Do you think they feel bad when they don‟t meet their commitments?‟ 

„I guess so. I mean, when I was a developer – many years ago now – I always felt bad 

when I didn‟t meet my estimates. I guess others do too. In fact, if they don‟t feel bad, then 

we do our best to make them feel bad!‟  

I smiled ruefully. 

Craig asked me to write that reason down too. I took my time writing it – I was all for 

challenging my assumptions, but I felt awkward using this process. Craig was drawing 

ideas out of me, and I knew that there was a connection, but I couldn‟t see it yet. 

„You mentioned earlier that if you had perfect estimates, then the cloud would 

evaporate too. I didn‟t discover your holy grail, but if it evaporates the problem, then let‟s 

discuss it some more and see where it takes us,‟ Craig said. 

He asked me what I meant by a “perfect estimate”. 

„Well, it‟s an estimate that isn‟t too high, but not too low. It‟s just right.‟ 

„You sound like Goldilocks. Tell me: how do you know when an estimate isn‟t too 

high, not too low, but just right?‟ 

That sounded like a silly question.  

„Well, you can‟t know it‟s a perfect estimate at the start – when you give the estimate 

that is. You can only know at the end – when you‟ve finished – because the person doing 

the task finishes exactly on time.‟ 

„Why can‟t you know at the time the person gives the estimate?‟ 

My jaw tightened and I forced myself not to blurt out “you idiot, you just can‟t”.  
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Instead I said, „You can‟t know at the start because it‟s a guess, an educated one, but 

it‟s still a guess.‟ 

„And,‟ he asked, „you‟re saying that you only know if it was a good educated guess 

once the task is finished?‟ 

„Exactly!,‟ I said. „Otherwise it wouldn‟t be an estimate…it would be a fact. And then 

you wouldn‟t need project managers.‟ 

„That‟s interesting, Steve,‟ he said. 

He looked at the card.  

„You mentioned a second reason behind the B to D arrow earlier, which was that it‟s 

good discipline for someone who makes a commitment to keep it.‟ 

„That‟s right.‟ 

„Since estimates are educated guesses, does that mean you prefer staff who are better 

guessers?‟ 

„Yes…I suppose so. Better educated-guessers.‟ 

„And do you penalize staff, then, who are bad guessers?‟ 

„No. We don‟t punish them…but we don‟t reward them either.‟ 

„I think, Craig, that you are missing the word “educated” guess – the word “educated” 

is very important. People get better at estimating with experience. True, no one estimates 

perfectly, but some get close.‟ 

„Okay, I understand, Steve. But let me summarize: you treat your staff‟s estimates as 

commitments, and you reward people who keep their commitments and don‟t reward 

those who don‟t.‟ 

I didn‟t entirely like the way he put it or the tone he used, but I nodded my agreement 

with his statement. 

„Great. Let‟s conduct an experiment,‟ he said. 
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Rock 12 An Experiment 
 

 

Craig looked at his watch. I glanced at the clock on his wall. It was coming up to 10:15.  

„Let‟s head out for a coffee. I‟m bored with the office,‟ he said. 

„Okay. The fresh air won‟t hurt.‟ 

„How long do you think it will take us to walk to the coffee shop?‟ 

„I don‟t know – what coffee shop are we going to?‟ 

„How about the one on Castle Esplanade? It‟s a sunny day, it should be a nice, if cool, 

walk.‟ 

„Sounds good. Let‟s say it will take fifteen to thirty minutes to walk there. How‟s that?‟ 

„What if you twisted your ankle on the way there? What if we bumped into someone 

one of us knows and stopped to talk?‟ 

What was with all the dumb questions? They were getting tiresome. 

I sighed, playing along with him. „If we did, then the walk would take longer, perhaps 

up to an hour, maybe even ninety minutes. We might even postpone our coffee or get a 

cab.‟ 

„So your estimate is a range between fifteen to ninety minutes?‟ 

„I suppose, but most times it would be around twenty to twenty-five minutes.‟ 

„I know that, but what number will you commit to?‟ 

I screwed up my face. „What do you mean?‟ 

„I need to turn your estimate into a single number – a commitment – for my project 

plan. My project management software only copes with one number. Which time are you 

committing to? Fifteen minutes, twenty minutes, twenty-five minutes or ninety minutes? 

Or somewhere in between?‟ 

Ah ha! So this was his game. The walk was the experiment. Of course it was! 

„Obviously I can‟t say for sure, but I reckon we could make it comfortably in twenty-

five minutes. Most of the time.‟ 

Craig picked up the papers on his desk and tidied them. I followed his lead. It looked 

like we were going for a walk. 

Craig asked me, „Could I put your estimate of twenty-five minutes in my project plan 

and base your end-of-year bonus on this commitment?‟ 

„I guess so…‟ I paused before adding, „I get your point: if real money was riding on it, 

I‟d probably bump my estimate up a bit – say forty-five minutes.‟ 

Craig‟s face lost all expression. „Will you put your money where your mouth is, Steve? 

Will you pay me $1,000 if we don‟t make it to the coffee shop in forty-five minutes from 
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now?‟ he asked, looking at his watch. 

I screwed up my nose. „That‟s a lot of money, Steve. I wouldn‟t want to make that kind 

of bet. But I‟ll play along. What do you pay me if we make it on time?‟ 

„Nothing much. You‟ll get a small end of year bonus and I‟ll tell you that you‟ve done 

a good job, plus I won‟t punish you for being late.‟ 

Craig put on his jacket, locked his computer, then said. „One thousand dollars isn‟t 

enough to make this real, but let‟s say that if we don‟t make it to the coffee shop within the 

time you commit to, then you buy the coffee. Would you be willing to take that 

commitment?‟ 

I smiled and said, „Sure.‟ 

Craig returned my smile, held out his hand and we shook hands, formalizing our 

experiment. As we left Craig‟s office, he told his personal assistant that he and I were 

heading out for a coffee. She smiled at him, glanced at me first, then at the clock on the 

wall. She then asked me if I had my wallet. 

We walked across the floor to the central stairwell where we waited for an elevator to 

arrive and whisk us down to the reception area.  

As we walked out the front of the building, Craig slapped his forehead theatrically 

and said, „Damn! I should have mentioned that before we leave I need us to take the long 

way there, via the West End. I promised my wife that I‟d pick up some dry cleaning. I‟m 

meeting her at the coffee shop for lunch at twelve.‟  

I said nothing. My frown adequately conveyed my displeasure at his deception.  

We left HQ through the staff entrance and started walking in the exact opposite 

direction to what I had expected when I made my commitment.  

This sort of thing never happened in real life I kidded myself. 

 

-oOo- 

 

Craig set a brisk pace as we headed to the dry cleaners. We were walking fast enough 

that I wondered if we might still make it. 

When we got to the coffee shop Craig nabbed us a table while I went to the counter 

and ordered. And paid of course. I watched as the barista fussed over Craig‟s cappuccino. 

I asked her to add a sprinkle of hemlock powder when she was finished, but she smiled 

politely and prettily, pretending to understand. I dropped my change in her tip jar. 

When I joined Craig at the table a few minutes later with the drinks in my hand, I said, 

„You tricked me!‟ 

„I know. I do this all the time,‟ he said.  

After a little small talk, he took a small laminated card from his pocket and handed it 

to me.  

„Estimates, as you say, are educated guesses. We can‟t ever know the actual duration 

of a task until it‟s finished, so we have to estimate it. As you‟ve just demonstrated, they 

cover a range of possible times. The distribution of the task duration has a long tail, like is 

shown on the card.‟ 
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I examined the card then nodded in agreement. „I would have expected a normal 

distribution…but this shape makes much more sense.‟ 

 

 
Figure 1 Task estimate duration 

 
„Now,‟ Craig said. „Did you notice that, even though you gave me your estimate for 

our (It was only a one-way estimate) AAA journey as a range – from fifteen to ninety 

minutes – our project planning software requires just a single number?‟  

„Yes,‟ I said. „And, since I didn‟t want to pay for the coffee – or lose my annual bonus – 

I committed to a high number, towards the right-hand side of this graph. In fact, my safe 

commitment of ninety minutes was several times as long as my original lower estimate of 

fifteen minutes.‟ 

„Exactly,‟ said Craig. „And when we ask our staff to estimate each task, they know that 

we treat it as a commitment. Since we penalize them if they don‟t meet their 

commitments, they always give a high estimate – unless they are inexperienced, suicidal, 

or just plain stupid.‟ 

„Okay,‟ I said. „But this happens for every task, this means that our project plans are 

incredibly bloated. If each task is – say – three times as long as it typically needs to be, 

then the project schedule is three times as long as it needs to be.‟ 

I considered what I‟d just said for a moment. Something was missing. I played the 

conversation back through my mind. Fine in theory, I thought, but it doesn‟t match the 

factual reality. 

„This doesn‟t make sense, Craig. If our developers are giving very long estimates, then 

how come they‟re faced with the no-win choice between checking in code that hasn‟t been 

completely checked or being penalized for missing their commitment? I mean, if they gave 

short commitments, then I could understand why they would face this dilemma 

frequently, but I‟m absolutely certain – now that you point out the obvious – that their 

estimates are safe estimates, loaded with self-protection.‟ 

Craig answered, „Good question. There are at least three common reasons. The first is 

that most people recognize that their estimates are high so they don‟t start working in 

earnest on each task until near the end. It‟s called the “Student Syndrome” after the well-

known phenomenon that students don‟t start an assignment until a couple of days before 

it is due, even if they had weeks to complete it.‟ 

I smiled as I recalled my rebellious days as a student. In those days I could stay up 

after midnight, but not feel tired; eat and drink like a fool, but not put on weight; and I 
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could miss lectures, study at the last minute, and still get A‟s. And assignments were 

always last-minute efforts – it was more fun that way. 

„The second reason is that the time it takes to complete a task tends to expand to fill 

the time available. It‟s called Parkinson‟s Law.‟ 

I nodded, recognizing the truth in what he said. 

„The third is that most people work on several tasks at once, switching between them 

all the time. That is called bad multitasking. Their estimates are for the duration of the 

task, not the amount of effort required. Their reasoning is that “I know the task will only 

take me about two days actual effort, but with all the interruptions that go on and the 

other tasks that I‟m committed to deliver, it will probably be two weeks before I finish it”. 

Multitasking is one of the most devastating behaviors in knowledge work, but very few 

people can see it, let alone know it exists.‟ 

I‟d sent a number of my managers on a “Multitasking for Managers” course earlier in 

the year. They seemed to enjoy it. It couldn‟t be all that bad, could it? My wife was good at 

it – she could, for instance, talk to me as we watched a complicated TV crime drama 

without losing track, whereas I had to turn the car radio down when traffic got too heavy. 

I took a long sip of my coffee. Craig did the same.  

It was very easy to see that reducing or eliminating the three behaviors Steve 

described – Parkinson‟s Law, the Student Syndrome, and bad multitasking – would mean 

that my staff could finish tasks much more quickly than they estimated. That would be a 

good thing.  

I drifted off into thought. I considered the little “complimentary” biscuit thing sitting 

on the side of my saucer. Complimentary it may have been, but it hadn‟t said a single nice 

thing to me since I‟d sat down so I ate it out of spite.  

The sugar from the biscuit quickly joined the caffeine in my bloodstream. I felt good, 

but confused. 

It was like I had a number of the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle in front of me, but I had no 

idea what the finished picture was supposed to look like. I was reminded of the times 

when I went fishing with my dad when I was a youngster. Occasionally my fishing line 

would get all tangled up and it would take me an age to untangle it – unless, that is, my 

dad helped me. He‟d untangled so many lines in his years of fishing that he‟d see exactly 

where he had to pull – or cut – and it would only take him moments before he‟d have my 

line untangled, re-baited and back in the water. However, I wasn‟t sure whether Craig 

was the one tangling my line or the one helping me to untangle it. 

I studied the dark dregs in my coffee cup, but they revealed nothing. I wished I‟d 

ordered tea.  

I looked up from my cup and said, „I see how all of this relates to the cloud – more or 

less – but I don‟t see how it helps me “evaporate” it – or how it relates to my situation 

with VSP.‟ 

„Okay. Do you clearly see the problem that happens when we treat estimates as 

commitments?‟ 

„Yes. But I just don‟t know what to do instead.‟ 
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„Good. That‟s why we‟re meeting today. To figure out what you need to do instead.‟ 

He looked at his watch and I looked at mine. It was nearly noon. He said again that his 

wife was joining him for lunch here in a few minutes and he asked me to join them. I 

thanked him but declined. I needed some time alone to think. We agreed to meet back in 

his office at one p.m. 

  

- oOo – 

 

I bought a sandwich and bottle of cold water on my way out of the coffee shop. I 

debated rushing back to my office to check my email, but I needed the time alone to think, 

and while the sun was still shining, I figured that there were few places better for thinking 

than out in the fresh air. I had an hour so there was no need to rush; I decided to take the 

slower but prettier route through the park back to CCXCO HQ. It was nice this time of 

year. 

Despite the coolness of the day, I felt warm by the time I‟d made it to the summit of 

the small hill at the center of the park. I wiped dry one of the slatted park benches using 

the napkins in my sandwich bag, throwing them in the bin, sodden, once I‟d finished. I sat 

down and took out my sandwich, nibbling on it as I gazed out across the park. The leaves 

on the trees were browning and a few had started to fall. I wrapped my jacket around me 

and put my thinking cap on. 

How could the world possibly work if we didn‟t treat estimates as commitments? 

I simply couldn‟t see how we could bring a project in on time if we didn‟t bring each 

task in on time. That was how critical path scheduling was supposed to work: we took 

estimates for each task, put them in our plan, folks worked on them, and finished them on 

time. It was supposed to be nice and simple, but it wasn‟t. It only took one task to be late 

and the entire project was jeopardized. And the odd thing was that we knew it didn‟t 

work so well – the evidence was very clear on that – but we continued to work as if it did. 

There was one way, I thought. We could bloat each task so that each of them came in 

on time. But then the project would take too long, and we‟d be forced to cut the estimates 

back to something more reasonable, more aggressive. 

But then, according to my discussion that morning, I could see that most tasks in our 

project plans were already incredibly bloated. I shook my head in disbelief; the bloat was 

an incredible waste which – true to Craig‟s word – I had been aware of, but paradoxically I 

had never seen up until an hour or so before. It was a waste not only because it made 

projects take much, much longer, but also because it didn‟t do what it was supposed to do 

– the bloated tasks still came in late all too often. The bloated tasks didn‟t protect the 

project as a whole. 

I took a sip of my water.  

The bloated tasks didn‟t protect the project as a whole. 

Hmm, I thought. Let’s play with that thought. The ultimate purpose of the contingency 

time built into each task estimate was to protect the project finish date, but it didn‟t work. 

All it took was one task to be late – and what wishful thinking that was – and the entire 
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project would be late. I wanted to protect the project‟s finish date by having each task 

finished on time, but it simply didn‟t work.  

Was this another piece of the jigsaw puzzle or a red herring tangling my fishing line? 

From where I was sitting I could see the boundaries of the entire city. Mountains in 

one direction, the river and toll bridge in another. Immediately in front of me there was a 

cliff, and below it were sports fields and a running track.  

I could see almost the entire perimeter of the park and I could spot both of the tourist 

trams which circled the park many times each day. The tourists loved them. The trams, 

like the park they calmly circled, were a refreshing haven from the rush of the big city; a 

reminder – the tourist pamphlets said – of days gone by. 

In the good old days the two trams traveled according to a fixed timetable, posted at 

each of the half-dozen stops around the track. Each stop had one pickup each half-hour, as 

the trams each took a leisurely hour – traveling at “tourist” speed – to complete their 

round-trip of the park, with the trams always at diagonally opposite corners of the circuit.  

But paradoxically, as the city became more popular as a tourist destination and the 

pace of modern life accelerated, the tourists stopped using the trams. With too much to see 

in too little time, the tourists abandoned the trams claiming they were too infrequent and 

that they would often walk in preference to waiting for the next tram.  

Someone in the city proposed adding a third and fourth tram, but the suggestion was 

rejected because it was too expensive, even when taking into account the extra revenue 

this would generate as more people used them. Another politician suggested removing 

the trams entirely because they simply weren‟t paying their way. 

Fortunately, a clever engineer – whose name was promptly forgotten – came up with a 

simple, cheap and elegant solution which the city eventually adopted after a considerable 

struggle. They managed to double the number of trams by doubling each of the two 

existing tram‟s average speed. The engineer suggested two simple changes to achieve this: 

first, they replaced the timetables at each stop with digital countdown timers which said 

how long it was until the next tram – “3 minutes until next tram”, “7 minutes until next 

tram”, that sort of thing; second, they changed the rules for the drivers so that instead of 

sticking to a rigid timetable, which involved a combination of traveling slowly and long 

waits at each stop, they should travel at a comfortable pace between stops and only wait 

long enough at each stop to pick up passengers. 

With a couple of simple changes they were able to double capacity – the equivalent of 

buying two new trams – and significantly improve revenues. The tourists loved it because 

they had shorter waits and an equally reliable schedule. I guess that fuel costs had gone 

up a little, but the extra revenues would have covered that increase many times over. 

Interesting, I thought as I readied myself to return to the office. I wished that the 

solutions to my problems were so elegant and simple. 
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Rock 13 Defects 2 
 

 

I met Craig in his office at one p.m. as agreed.  

I walked straight up to his whiteboard, picked up a marker pen and added line 

number 1. 

  

How much rework remains in VSP? 

1. Some bugs have escaped unit testing 

- 

- 

 

I had a bad feeling. „It doesn‟t stop there, does it?‟ 

He shook his head.  

I sat down at Craig‟s visitors‟ table.  

 „You know, Steve, I think there is another reason why project managers want firm 

estimates from their staff, but we never talked about it earlier this morning.‟ 

I replayed our earlier conversation but couldn‟t think of anything.  

I asked him what it was. 

„Oh, it‟s simple really. The way we‟ve talked about estimates so far, you‟d almost think 

that it was a one-way process: the performer gives the estimate and the project manager 

puts the number in their project plan. But it‟s not as simple as that; it‟s actually a 

negotiation.‟ 

„Of course,‟ I said. „As a project manager, I know full well that my staff pad their 

estimates, just as you‟ve described, so we negotiate the estimates down to something more 

reasonable.‟ 

„Something more aggressive?‟ Craig suggested. 

„Exactly. Not too easy, but not too hard either. A stretched goal. Put a little pressure on 

them. Everyone does it.‟ 

I knew of course that the performer had padded their estimate to take into account this 

negotiation. They didn‟t want to make a commitment which they couldn‟t keep. Nor, I 

thought, did I want them to do that. I wanted them to keep their commitments, but I 

wanted them to be motivated and to work hard.  

Craig said, „You might find this article interesting. It‟s related to this conflict between 

time pressure and quality.‟ 

He handed me about a dozen neatly bound, photocopied pages. It was an article from 
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the August 2002 Harvard Business Review called “Creativity under the Gun”, by Teresa 

Amabile, Constance Hadley, and Steven Kramer. 

I quickly flipped through the paper and saw that Craig had highlighted a section on 

the front page. It read: 

 

If you are like most managers, you have almost certainly worked with people who swear 

that they do their most creative work under tight deadlines. You may use pressure as a 

management technique, believing that it will spur people on to great leaps of insight. You 

may even manage yourself this way. 

 

He had highlighted and underlined the next sentences. 

  

Based on our research, the short answer is “no.” When creativity is under the gun, it 

usually ends up getting killed. Although time pressure may drive people to work more and 

get more done, and may even make people feel more creative, it actually causes them, in 

general, to think less creatively.  

 

Interesting, I thought, not sure that I believed it.  

I scanned the rest of the page and noted that the authors quoted diary entries from a 

software development project that was working impossible hours. It sounded just like 

VSP.  

I thanked Craig then put the article to one side. 

Craig waited until I had returned my attention to him then said, „According to the old 

plan, VSP was about to start the testing phase. What happens during testing?‟ 

This was a reasonable question to ask since we were focusing on how good the VSP 

code base was, where “good” meant how many defects were in the code and therefore 

how much rework was required before we could ship the drastically cut-down product. 

At  eight a.m. that morning I thought the code base was pretty good, but now I had my 

doubts. I suspected things might get worse. 

I started to give an elaborate description of our approach to testing, but Craig stopped 

me and said he needed something more concrete. 

„I‟ll get Phil to join us. He can explain how testing should run with VSP,‟ I said. I called 

Phil using my cell phone and asked him to come up to Craig‟s office. He said he knew 

where it was already and he arrived a few minutes later.  

 

-oOo- 

 

Phil explained how a software project started by first getting and documenting the 

business requirements, which were then turned into a high-level design, which was then 

turned into a low-level design. The high-level design described what the software would 

do, its external behavior. The low-level design described the various software components 

which needed to be built. These components were built and then the application was 
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tested. 

„This is commonly known as the “Waterfall” model, right?‟ asked Craig. 

Phil answered, „Yes. That‟s the old name, but we now use a more sophisticated version 

of the waterfall model called the “V-model”. It‟s essentially the same as the waterfall, but 

we break the testing phase into a series of testing stages, each of which matches back to 

one of the earlier phases.‟ 

He quickly sketched the V-model on the pad in front of him then turned the paper so 

that Craig could read it. 

Craig studied the diagram and asked, „Whereabouts in the project lifecycle is VSP 

right now?‟ 

I pointed at the unit tests step and said, „At this stage in we‟ve done much of our “unit 

testing”, which is where the programmers check that the individual components they‟ve 

written – mostly programs in Java or COBOL here at CCXCO – work according to their 

specification. Once we‟re happy that each individual unit of code works, then we‟ll be 

ready to start integration testing.  

„As we discussed this morning, some defects will have escaped unit testing, but we‟ll 

probably find them during the integration testing stage, and if not then, we‟ll pick them 

up in a later stage.‟  

 

Testing

phase

Business

requirements

High level

design

Low level

design

Build
Unit

test

Integration

test

System

test

User
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test

 
 

„So let‟s see,‟ said Craig. „Integration testing confirms the low-level design is valid and 

the “system test” stage tests that the software works as described in the high-level design. 

Then you do, finally, the “user acceptance testing” which tests that the software you‟ve 

built to that stage is, in fact, what he customer asked for in their business requirements. Is 

that correct? „ 

Phil and I both nodded.  

Craig studied the diagram for several moments before turning to Phil and asking, 

„Does it work like this in reality? Are the stages as distinctly separate as they appear in the 

diagram, or do they overlap?‟ 

Phil said, „Oh, they definitely overlap. The model is only a guide after all. For instance, 

we‟ve already integration tested some bits while we haven‟t even built other bits. And, to 
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be honest, during integration testing we always find what we‟d call “User Acceptance” 

defects even though technically we shouldn‟t even be looking for them until the very end 

of the project – according to the V-model.‟ 

Craig casually waved his hand at the picture of the V-model and said, „Doesn‟t it 

bother you at all, Phil, that you claim to be using a particular mechanism for building 

software, but that you‟re actually using another?‟ 

Phil shook his head. „No. Not really. It‟s the way we‟ve always done things. I know 

that we should use the V-model properly – and according to our planning process we do – 

but, in fact, it‟s a good thing if we bend the rules just a little because we find problems 

sooner when it‟s easier, quicker and cheaper to fix them.‟ 

Craig picked up his pen and drew the five boxes and six arrows of a conflict cloud on 

his pad in front of him, then said, „It bothers me. There is a conflict between what you are 

supposed to do and what you actually do. That concerns me and intrigues me at the same 

time.‟  

He fills in the two right-most boxes of the cloud. „On the one hand, you say that before 

you start integration testing you‟re supposed to wait until you‟ve built every component 

and unit tested it. But, on the other hand, you say that you want to start integration testing 

early.‟ 

Craig looked at Phil, then at me, and asked, „Why is that? Why don‟t you follow the 

model correctly?‟ 

 

(in order to) Objective A

(in order to) Need B

(in order to) Need C

Want D

Start integration testing
as soon as possible

Want D'

Don't start integration

testing until all code is built

we must

we must

we must

comply with

we must

comply with

Dysfunction / Undesireable:

Development teams don't use the prescribed development model properly.

 
Phil looked at me to see if I would answer. He hadn‟t seen the cloud diagram so I 

guessed he didn‟t know what to say. „To be honest with you, Craig, I don‟t see any 

particular problem with the way we do things, but I did find drawing the last conflict 

cloud useful so would you explain the cloud process to Phil?‟ 

Craig glanced at Phil then looked back at me. „Actually, Steve, Phil‟s seen conflict 

clouds before.‟ 

I raised my eyebrows and looked at Phil. This was certainly news to me. 

„Phil, and several others in your team, were very helpful to me during my research. I 
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used the technique with them then.‟  

He turned back to Phil and said, „We worked on different clouds back then because 

VSP was in the early stages of the project, but I‟m sure that we‟ll find that the same 

underlying generic conflict cloud applies from the analysis that we are doing with Steve 

now.‟ 

I hadn‟t realized the extent of Craig‟s research, but I signaled to Phil that we should 

continue with the conflict cloud which Craig had partly drawn. 

Phil studied the diagram. „You want to know what goes in the B box?‟ he asked. 

„Hmmm. Why do we integrate before the build phase is complete? 

„Personally, I would ideally integrate everything as soon as we possibly could because 

that‟s how we find a lot of bugs – and as I said, the sooner we find a bug, generally the 

cheaper it is to fix it; much cheaper actually. It would make the testing phase and therefore 

the whole project much shorter.‟ 

Craig filled in the B box in the conflict with “Make testing as quick as possible (by 

getting rapid feedback, so we can fix defects cheaply).” 

Phil added, „Craig, it isn‟t just integration testing that we‟d prefer to do earlier. For 

instance, even though according to our methodology we don‟t need to and aren‟t meant 

to, we often show the partially working software to the customer in order to get feedback 

from them. It saves time in the long run.‟ 

 „Good. Now let‟s look at the other side of the conflict. Tell me this: apart from the fact 

that your V-model methodology says that you are supposed to, why would it be 

important to not start testing until all of the code is built?‟ Craig asked. 

 „Are you asking me what goes in the C box?‟ I checked, pointing to the diagram. 

Craig and Phil both said yes. 

It sounds silly after all these years in the trade, but I couldn‟t immediately think of a 

straightforward and pithy answer. 

Phil frowned, then looked at me and smiled sheepishly. „That‟s tricky. It should be 

blindingly obvious, but I‟ve never thought about it before. Ummm…‟ 

I stepped in to help him out. „Why? Well, don‟t we, in theory if not practice, want the 

build phase to be as quick and efficient as possible?‟ 

Phil said, „Yes, yes. That‟s the answer.‟ 

Craig wrote “Do build phase as quickly and efficiently as possible” into the C box. 

I glanced at the cloud and added, „If you take both B and C together, I think the 

mutual purpose of the cloud – box A – is that we have a quick and efficient development 

process. Do you agree, Phil?‟ 

Phil agreed with me and Craig filled in the A box on the cloud. 

Phil studied the diagram, screwed up his face, and said, „I‟m not sure about the A, C 

and D‟ part of the cloud. They are correct according to the V-model, but that just isn‟t how 

things work in reality.‟  

Then I had an “Ah ha” moment.  

„Ah ha!,‟ I said. „I see the problem!‟ 

„The C-D‟ arrow is valid – if we didn‟t do any integration testing during the build 
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phase, then the build phase would be quicker. But the A-C arrow is wrong. We all know, 

intuitively, that having the shortest possible build phase doesn‟t lead to having the 

shortest and most efficient project possible. On the contrary, it probably leads to a longer 

testing phase and a longer project. We know this and so we ignore the model, whenever 

we can, and we do as much testing during the build phase as we can.‟ 

Phil mulled over what I had just said, then said he agreed with me. „But…if the A-C 

arrow doesn‟t exist, then there is no reason for us to do D‟, right?‟  

He looked at Craig for advice.  

Craig said, „Are you thinking there is a different C that keeps this conflict alive?‟ 

Phil said, „Yes. At least I think so…‟ 

Craig scratched his head then said, „Let‟s see: what would happen if you didn‟t do D‟ – 

that is, what would happen if you completely ignored the requirement to wait to start 

integration testing until all the code is built?‟ 

„Well, obviously,‟ Phil said very slowly, „there would be chaos.‟ 

„That‟s it, Phil! That‟s the C we‟re looking for,‟ I said. „There is indeed something else 

keeping the conflict alive. The V-model forces us to work in phases in order to simplify the 

sheer complexity of working on a big software project. Otherwise chaos would result.‟ 

Phil said quickly, „Yes. That‟s it, Steve!‟ 

He turned to Craig. „When you‟re working on a big software system, it‟s just too 

difficult to co-ordinate the workflow so that we can integrate successfully and efficiently 

as we go. That‟s why we need to work in phases.‟ 

Craig looked at us blankly. „I don‟t understand.‟ 

Phil thought for a moment then offered, „To make this more concrete, how about if I 

draw a quick example?‟  

He stood up then moved to one of Craig‟s whiteboards where he picked up a marker 

pen. „Craig, do you remember the screen I showed you when you were doing your 

research interviews?„ 

Craig thought for a moment before answering, „Was that the screen where the user 

keyed in the customer‟s bank account?‟ 

Phil nodded and said, „Yes.‟ 

„The code for that screen has now been written; it‟s been unit tested; it will soon be 

integrated. It‟s programmed in a programming language called Java and it needs to call 

three, what we call “services” – they live on our mainframe where most of the 

programming is done in an old language called COBOL.‟ 

„To simplify my explanation, I‟ll focus on just one of these services – the one that 

provides a list of existing accounts.‟ He says, drawing a box with two boxes inside – one 

labeled “java service”, the other “mainframe service”.  
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Phil pointed back to the whiteboard. „This screen was designed about six to eight 

months ago. Our designer – me actually,‟ he smiled, „took the requirements document and 

screen designs prepared by Catherine‟s and Anne‟s teams and used them to design the 

technical components of the system. 

„I wrote a detailed specification document for each component describing its inputs, 

what it does with them, and its outputs. These documents were handed out to the 

appropriate developers when they came free from other tasks.‟  

Craig interrupted. „So, just for this one little screen there are a lot of components. This 

is what Peter Senge, the “The Fifth Discipline” guy, calls “Detail Complexity” – there are a 

lot of variables to deal with and the detail is important, but the cause-and-effect at play is 

straightforward.‟ 

„Absolutely,‟ I said. „If the cause-and-effect wasn‟t straightforward then the behavior 

of the code would be unpredictable and that is exactly what we are trying to avoid.‟ 

Phil nodded vigorously and continued to draw as he spoke. „Yes, it‟s complex work, 

but we‟re quite good at it, and as an industry we keep getting better and better at 

designing and building large complex software systems. The Java programs are object-

oriented which, if used properly, results in programs that are quite easy to understand 

and to change despite their size. The mainframe COBOL programs, on the other hand, are 

much harder to work with because the COBOL programming language doesn‟t allow us 

to use many of the newer design techniques. Many of the COBOL programs in our system 

are over thirty years old. But the complexity involved in designing the systems, while 

complex, is nothing compared to the complexity of scheduling the many people to build a 

large system.‟  

Phil pointed to the whiteboard. „You see, to build this service we need four different 

resources – I mean people. First, a Java developer to build the Java side of the service; 

second, a COBOL developer to build the mainframe side of the service; third, a database 
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administrator to build the database tables; and – with VSP‟s architecture – we need 

another COBOL developer to write a data service to read and write to the database tables.‟ 

Craig interrupted, „And I take it that there is a fifth Java developer who built the 

screen and so uses this service?‟ 

Phil said, „Yes – that was Dave. In fact, this service is used in several different places, 

by several other developers too. 

„The problem is that it is very difficult to schedule the work on the components so that 

they are synchronized in a way that we could integrate each component with the 

components that it uses. There are just too many variables to manage and co-ordinate. 

We‟ve got dozens of developers to synchronize, many with different skill sets, and we‟ve 

got many, many individual components to build. Add on to this the sheer impossibility of 

estimating the duration of each task and you‟ve got a scheduling nightmare.‟ 

I added, „Dave is a good example. He built this screen, but he built it long before this 

service, or any of the others, was built. Then once he‟d finished this screen he moved to 

work on another subsystem within VSP.‟ 

„So,‟ asked Craig, „if he built the screens before the services were in place, then that 

link in your design couldn‟t possibly be integrated until all of the components below it in 

the diagram were available. Is that what you are saying?‟ 

„That‟s right,‟ I said. „Instead, Dave built the screens according to the design Phil 

specified, and he trusted that the service would work as specified by Phil when the screen 

and the service are finally integrated – which they will soon be, by the way. Dave had to 

simulate the service using fake data in order to “unit” test his own screen.‟ 

Craig said, „Okay. I see now. So that‟s why you have an integration phase following 

the build – it is, as you said earlier, Steve, a way of simplifying things, of managing the 

complexity.‟ 

It’s just not, obviously, a very good way, I thought. If we could eliminate all of the 

uncertainty and variability from our project and if all of our staff were multi-skilled and 

easily interchangeable – “fungible” is the fancy word, I think – then perhaps we could 

optimally schedule the work in such a way that we could build and test each of the 

components. But that reality only existed in old textbooks. 

I pointed at the C box on the conflict cloud and said, „So, that‟s why we need to work 

in phases.‟ I took Craig‟s pen and crossed out the text already in the box and wrote next to 

it “Simplify the scheduling of the integration of many components”. 

Craig said, „So, let me get this straight. All of the components have been built and unit 

tested, but this bank account screen doesn‟t actually work yet.‟ 

„That‟s right,‟ I confirmed. „The components have been built and tested, but now they 

need to be integrated.‟ 

„Are they marked off as complete on the project plan then?‟ 

„Yes,‟ I confirmed. 

Phil added, „Actually, some have been integrated already – for instance, the 

mainframe business service already calls the data service and returns data from the 

database. But most haven‟t.‟ 
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Craig leaned forward and asked me quietly, despite the door being closed, „So your 

status report will show that you‟ve made good progress, but you won‟t know the true 

status of these components until you‟ve integration tested them?‟ 

„That‟s a pessimistic way of looking at things,‟ I said. „But it‟s true.‟  

True and scary, I thought. This was the reality I faced and the reason why I had no idea 

if we could deliver VSP by December 1st. I crossed my fingers under the table. 

Craig picked up his notepad and stared at the conflict. „So,‟ he said. „Another reason 

that you want to integrate as you go is to improve the visibility of the code quality, is that 

right?‟ 

Both Phil and I agreed. Craig rewrote the B box. He then placed the pad in front of us 

both and we read it. 
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Figure 2 The scheduling of integration conflict 

 

After a few minutes Phil picked up the picture of the V-model that he had drawn 

earlier and asked me, tentatively, „Steve, do you think if we removed the word 

“integration” from both D and D‟, that the cloud will still be true? If we were able to 

ignore the scheduling problem on the bottom of the cloud, then ideally we‟d find UAT, 

system and integration defects as soon as possible.‟ 

I only thought about his suggestion for a moment before agreeing with him. 

Then I got nervous. I saw the conflict, but I didn‟t see a way out of it. I glanced out the 

window, across the street and straight through into the office directly opposite us. There 

was a celebration taking place; lots of smiling faces; a gift exchanged, applause. I 

wondered what the presentation was for, a birthday? Was someone leaving? Getting 

married?  

I brought my eyes and mind back into the CCXCO building and down at the conflict 

cloud in front of me. 

So, all we needed to make the conflict go away, I thought to myself, was a way of 

building software that gave us feedback quickly so that we could fix things cheaply and 

know where we were at, but at the same time was easy to schedule and efficient. No 
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problem! I thought, I’ll get right on it; I should have something ready before supper this evening. I 

took a deep breath in, then exhaled very slowly. 

Craig broke the silence. „How long will it take to integrate everything in VSP? A day? 

A couple of days?‟ 

I cleared my throat and said, „Before we talk about that, Craig, I need to break for a 

few minutes to clear my head. How about if Phil and I go get some coffee?‟  

I did need a break and I did want coffee, but more than anything else, I wanted to chat 

to Phil. I asked him if he‟d help me carry the coffee. 
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Rock 14 Defects 3 
 

 

Once we were in the elevator and out of Craig‟s earshot I said to Phil, „This stuff sure 

makes my head hurt. The conflict clouds make sense once they‟re finished, but the process 

of constructing them has sure made me think. I‟m glad that you‟re here to help. I just hope 

this is worth it?‟ I valued Phil‟s judgment and I wanted his reassurance. 

Phil chuckled and said, „I know what you mean, Steve. When Craig initially asked for 

help in drawing the clouds during his research, I thought he was crazy, but after drawing 

a few it got easier, even if the thinking didn‟t.‟ 

We stepped out of the elevator and walked towards the coffee shop. 

I ordered the coffees and as we waited I asked, „Ignoring our official plan, how long do 

you think it will take to integrate the VSP code base? A week? A couple of weeks?‟  

Two weeks was about as much time as we could afford if we wanted to save this 

project, not to mention our jobs. 

Phil looked at me. „We‟d be very lucky to make two weeks. I know we don‟t have 

much time, but Craig is right, there are some serious unknowns in VSP.‟ 

I raised my eyebrows. 

„You know how we‟re using a new messaging system?‟ he said. 

„I do,‟ I said slowly. VSP was the first project to use it. Technology changed so quickly 

that most major projects were guinea pigs of sorts for some new technology. My stomach 

fluttered.  

„Apart from the original proof of concept we did last year, we‟ve not used it in anger 

much yet.‟ 

What? I looked at him. Although the new technology should work, my experience said 

to me that it wouldn‟t work out of the box. It never did. Never. 

He rushed to explain himself. „We‟re not scheduled to work on it until we start 

integrating.‟ 

I just looked at him. 

„It‟s in Paul‟s project plan, Steve,‟ he said defensively.  

My jaw dropped. My stomach jumped. That wasn‟t so good.  

„I‟d be stunned if it worked okay without some serious hand-holding,‟ he said. 

I looked at Phil.  

But before I spoke he added, „It‟s okay, Steve, we do have someone working on it. 

Actually, I don‟t like to say this, but…the developer working on the messaging system 

isn‟t…um…he isn‟t the most experienced in the team.‟ 

„Who is it?‟ I asked.  
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He said a name that caused my pulse to dance around a bit.  

„But he hasn‟t got the experience to do this,‟ I groaned.  

Which, according to our HR department, was a lie – he was the same grade as Phil, but 

he‟d got there due to length of service (and if I were uncharitable I would add by playing 

golf with my predecessor), not natural skill. When Buffalo run, apparently, the weakest 

buffalo fall to the back of the herd where they are more easily picked off by predators. 

This protects the herd as a whole. However, at CCXCO we promoted the slowest buffalo. 

Phil said, „It‟s only recently I‟ve realized that he‟s not…um…very experienced in this 

area. Dave and Colin have been helping him out when they can.‟ 

„Hell. This is the last thing we need. It could break the entire damned project,‟ I said. 

I bowed my head and massaged my temples, hoping the inclination might feed more 

blood to the important bits in my brain. Nope. I only had myself to blame: I was pretty 

certain that Paul‟s last “risk register” listed the messaging system. I couldn‟t blame him 

then. 

Phil defended his team. „Look, Steve, if you hadn‟t allowed the business to bully you 

into pulling the delivery date back by so much, then no one would be worried – that‟s 

why we have such a long testing phase – to iron out rough spots like this.‟ 

He hadn‟t slapped me, but it felt like he had. 

 

-oOo- 

 

We returned with three piping hot coffees, but before returning to our analysis we 

sipped our drinks in silence, all three of us studying the conflict cloud we‟d just 

developed. 

Craig broke the silence. „So, how long will it take to integrate everything in VSP? A 

day? A couple of days?‟ 

„No, much more than that,‟ said Phil. „Typically it takes weeks and weeks rather than 

days. If things are bad, it can take months.‟ 

Phil glanced at me. I knew that he was wondering if he should mention the messaging 

system. I nodded subtly, signaling for him to continue. He told Craig about the 

uncertainty surrounding the messaging system. 

It was a strange feeling. Although the news about the messaging system was just a fact 

and we were in a much healthier position acknowledging the fact, admitting it felt 

somehow like I had failed. I think Phil felt the same. And yet, we shouldn‟t feel bad about 

it. We‟d done everything by the book, the team had worked their butts off, but still we 

might fail all because some cowboys over at Chaste Group had gotten cocky. 

Craig pushed his chair back, stood and moved to his whiteboard. He added two more 

lines to the. 

  

How much rework remains in VSP? 

1. Some bugs have escaped unit testing 

2. No idea how long integration testing will take 
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3. Potential (likely?) showstopper with messaging system 

- 

 

I pushed my chair back from the table, leaned back and gently rocked my body as I 

watched Craig write each letter on the board in his precise handwriting. Once he‟d 

finished writing he returned to his chair. I sat up straight, wondering where this 

conversation was going next. 

Craig said, „I‟m a little confused. According to your V-model you spend considerable 

amount of time in the earlier stages of each project getting the design right. Yet you also 

spend a considerable amount of time integrating. If that‟s the case, then why doesn‟t 

everything integrate easily? If it‟s just a matter of assembling the pieces, shouldn‟t it be 

easy?‟ 

„In theory, yes,‟ I said. „But as we‟ve just discussed, developing software is a complex 

business. The size and complexity of the software system means that we can‟t always get 

the design right, and the only way we know for sure what is the right design is by 

building it, testing it to find where the design doesn‟t work, then fixing it.‟ 

Craig thought for a moment. „So integration testing isn‟t just like assembling a piece of 

flat-packed furniture, a bookcase, say?‟ 

I screwed up my nose as I thought about his question. „Well, it is in many respects – 

but it‟s just much more complex.‟ 

I paused before continuing, trying to find a way of explaining. „I take it you have 

assembled flat-packed furniture before?‟ 

Craig nodded. „I‟ve tried to with varying success. I usually get my wife to do it – I own 

a laptop and PDA, she owns a hammer and several screwdrivers. That‟s why I married 

her.‟ He smiled. 

I said, „Have you noticed how it always looks simple to assemble the furniture in the 

diagrams – assuming that you read the instructions that is – but it‟s always much harder 

when you actually go to do it? I always seem to find bits missing or bits left over.‟  

Phil added, „Or you find that part A doesn‟t nicely join to part B like it says – and so 

you need to resort to tool C – a hammer.‟ 

„Exactly,‟ I say. „It‟s the same with our integration testing. We always find a number of 

defects during integration. There are bound to be problems – after all, we‟re only human.‟ 

Craig asks, „But I imagine that assembling software is a couple of orders of magnitude 

more difficult than assembling a bookcase?‟ 

„Precisely,‟ I say. „But over the years we – our industry that is – have learned ways of 

reducing the complexity of software systems significantly by designing them in a way that 

minimizes the interactions between the components.‟ 

Craig frowned. „In that case, I still don‟t understand why it‟s so hard. If you design it 

properly, surely it should fit together easily.‟ 

„It just is, okay?‟ I said, firmly. „Don‟t take offence, Craig, but it just is.‟ I was feeling a 

little defensive. „Software development is a very complex thing. It‟s also a hard thing to 

explain to someone not from the industry.‟ 
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I looked Craig directly in the eye, trying to judge his reaction, challenging him. He 

looked back at me and smiled.  

Neither of us spoke. I wondered which of us would break the silence. 

 

- oOo - 

 

Phil broke the silence. „There is at least one huge differences between assembling flat-

packed furniture and software,‟ he said.  

Craig and I both looked at him. 

„When you assemble your flat-packed bookcase, it has effectively already been 

assembled many, many times before. That is, when it was being designed the 

manufacturers will have designed it, built the components, tested the design by 

assembling the components, then tested the bookcase as a whole. They‟ll repeat this cycle 

many times during their design until they get it right. Then once they are happy with the 

design, they start manufacturing it, then they sell it.‟ 

„And the bookcase will still be hard to assemble when I buy it,‟ I added cynically. 

Phil ignored me and continued. „Although the V-model doesn‟t show it, we essentially 

go through the same iterative process that the furniture designers do. We design the 

software, we build the components, then we try to assemble it for the very first time. But 

as we do this we find all sorts of problems with our design, just as the bookcase designers 

will. So we correct our design, change the code and integrate again. And so on, and so on. 

We repeat this process until we get it right. This is what we call testing.‟ 

Phil, forever helpful, added, „In reality we keep designing – and analyzing, and 

building, and testing – right up until we ship – or manufacture – the final product.‟ 

„So, are you saying that as a software developer your work is more like the work of the 

furniture designers than the work of the customer trying to assemble the flat-pack?‟ asked 

Craig with what I suspected was feigned naivety.  

„Yes. That‟s it exactly,‟ I said. „In our business, the equivalent of manufacturing the 

flat-pack would be when we prepare the software to be implemented into our production 

systems or shipped to the customer. The equivalent of the end-customer assembling the 

flat-packed chair would be the user installing the program on their computer.‟ 

That’s a great analogy, I thought, rather pleased with myself.  

Craig smiled. „Well done, Steve,‟ he said. „You‟ve almost made it.‟ 

I looked at him, unsure of just what he meant. I raised my eyebrows, bemused, 

requesting an explanation. 

„You‟ve just described the root of your quality problem: your V-model lifecycle 

assumes that software development is a form of manufacturing, but it isn‟t, it‟s a form of 

product development.‟ 
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Rock 15 Crosby, Defects and Nash 
 

 

Craig asked, „Have you heard of Philip B. Crosby?‟ 

My mind rolled back to the quality courses put on by Craig‟s department.  

„Yes. He was one of the three quality gurus we learned about on your department‟s 

quality training courses. The other two were Deming, who you mentioned yesterday, and 

Juran,‟ I said. „Crosby said that “quality is free” and that we should aim for “zero 

defects”.‟ 

„That‟s him. Your V-model is based on Crosby‟s teaching. I can see how your industry 

leaders in the seventies and eighties liked his teachings, but they picked the wrong guru. 

Crosby‟s approach is fine for manufacturing, but not for software development. 

„Crosby was very influential in the West. His argument was that quality is essentially 

free because the cost of achieving higher quality pays for itself in reduced rework and 

warranty costs, plus improved sales due to having a superior product. “Quality is Free” 

was Crosby‟s sales pitch to get managers to take quality seriously; it helped them to 

realize that quality and productivity were not to be traded-off against each other, but 

rather that improving quality led directly to improving productivity.‟ 

I told Craig that I agreed with him. It almost always takes more effort to fix a mistake 

after the fact than it does to prevent the mistake in the first place, or to fix it the moment it 

is made. The cost-of-change curve confirmed this. “Right first time” had long been my 

motto. 

Craig continued, „Remember that this was back in the days when low-quality, defect-

ridden goods were common. Do you remember how common it was to return consumer 

goods back then and how important warranties were?‟ 

„Yes, I do,‟ I said. I recalled the appliance retailer in the town where I grew up whose 

motto was “It‟s the putting right that counts”. The owners were very astute because, at the 

time, when customers bought a new refrigerator or television, they expected that it would 

break down and need to be fixed. Therefore, the shop capitalized on this and told them 

that they would “put things right”. It won them lots of business. 

Craig said, „Low quality was tolerated because there didn‟t seem to be any other 

choice. Thanks to the quality revolution during the eighties and nineties though, as 

consumers we now expect goods and services to be of high quality. 

„Crosby said that businesses should aim for zero defects. He defined a defective 

product as one that didn‟t “conform” to its specifications. Or, to turn that around, a 

quality product was defined as one that “conformed to specifications”.  
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„Now, put yourself in the shoes of a car manufacturer. I talk about cars for a moment 

because that‟s where the majority of modern quality thinking has come from, but this 

really applies to all manufacturing.  

„It takes years from the moment a new car starts being designed until the first real car 

is manufactured and sold. During that time – called product development – the product 

design teams design and specify, in detail, both the product – that is the car – and the 

process to manufacturer the product – i.e. the factory and supply chain. Whether you are 

talking about a flat-pack or a car, the product development work involves many design, 

build, and test iterations. 

„The business must also build the factory, employ and train the staff, set up their 

supply arrangements, establish their distribution, marketing, sales, and support processes, 

and more before they can, finally, manufacturer the first car.  

„One of the reasons why Crosby‟s notion that “quality is conformance to 

specifications” is so important is because once you‟ve finished designing a new car, 

started building your factory and so on, it becomes horribly expensive to change the 

design.‟  

Craig asked, „Can you imagine the effort involved in making even a small change to, 

say, a side mirror?‟ 

I thought about this for a moment. 

„Let‟s see,‟ I said and started to count off the trickle of effects on my fingers. „Once 

they‟d changed the design of the mirror then they‟d have to redesign their manufacturing 

process. If the factory was up and running, then they would have to change some of the 

machines in the factory and they might even have to redesign their production routings. 

They might have to renegotiate with their suppliers and, of course, they‟d have to obsolete 

any old mirrors that they‟d already built up.‟ 

„Exactly,‟ said Craig. „And depending on when the change happened they might also 

have to distribute spare parts around the world for both the new spec mirror and the old 

spec mirror.  

„So you can see that even simple changes are very expensive. Bigger changes, such as 

changing the shape of the car, which would require modifications to the factory‟s huge 

multimillion-dollar stamping machinery are inordinately expensive. That‟s why they put 

so much effort into getting the designs and specifications right, up front, before they 

build.‟ 

Craig asked, „Does this reasoning sound familiar to you, Steve?‟ 

I answered. „Absolutely. We have a similar cost structure in our industry.‟  

I drew Boehm‟s cost-of-change curve.  
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„You can see from the curve that it gets very expensive to make changes late in the 

project, which is why we spend time getting the specification right before we build 

anything. Just like you say they do in manufacturing.‟ 

„I‟ve seen the curve before, Steve. One of your managers showed it to me when I first 

started my research. 

„Now,‟ he said. „The problem, as we‟ve discussed, is that software development is 

product development, not manufacturing.  

„On the one hand product development is an iterative process, Steve, with lots of 

testing. Its output is the specification of both the product and of the manufacturing 

process. On the other hand, manufacturing is not iterative, it is repetitive – these are two 

quite different types of process. Manufacturing‟s input is the specification produced by 

product development.‟ 

He paused and looked directly at me, then across to Phil, to check that we were 

keeping up. I thought about what he had said for a moment before saying, „Okay.‟ Craig 

glanced at Phil and he nodded his understanding. 

Craig pushed his chair back from the table, leaned over towards his bookshelf and 

pulled a book from the top shelf.  

He looked at it with what I took for fondness, patted it gently and said, „This is one of 

my favorite books, ever. It is about product development, but it contains many lessons 

that are equally applicable and valuable to software projects. Software development is, 

after all, just a subset of product development.‟  

He opened the book, turned a few pages then passed it to me. I held the book open 

with my thumb, then turned it around so I could see the cover. The book was by Don 

Reinertson and it was called Managing the Design Factory. I turned it back to the page Craig 

wanted me to look at and placed it on the table so that both Phil and I could see it. Then 

we both looked at the diagram in front of us. 

„Have you seen this curve before?‟ asked Craig. 

Both Phil and I shook our heads. 
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Phil leaned closer to the book and studied the page. „The curve makes sense, Craig. We 

learn as we do the project. Everyone knows that.‟  

I agreed with him. It wasn‟t rocket science. 

Craig said, „These two curves – Boehm‟s and Reinertson‟s – represent another deeply 

ingrained conflict within your software development system – a conflict between how you 

computer boffins assess quality, and how your customers assess quality. 

„Your industry incorrectly uses Crosby‟s “conformance to specifications”, which 

means you have to complete the requirements well before you start the build. Now, Steve, 

can you point to where – approximately – on this curve that happens.‟ 

I pointed to a spot where about 20% of the work was completed.  

Craig continued, „Now, your customers want the best product – obviously. Although 

they won‟t use the term, they assess quality instinctively using Juran‟s definition of 

quality, which is that quality is assessed according to “fitness for use”. 

Phil asked, „Juran was the third quality guru, right?‟ 

 „That‟s him,‟ Craig confirmed. 

I contemplated the definition and concluded that it too made sense – from the 

customer‟s point of view that is; I wasn‟t sure how we could make it work from our end 

though.  

I looked at the spot where I was pointing to on Reinertson‟s curve. I didn‟t know what 

the exact percentage was, but that didn‟t matter because Craig‟s point was quite clear. A 

hell of a lot of learning happened before that point and a hell of a lot more happened after 

that point. All of the learning after that point meant change, which meant rework, 

expensive rework. 

I glanced across at the V-model diagram that Phil had drawn earlier and said, „And, 

sadly, they usually ask us to change the requirements near the end of the project where 

the cost of rework is very high, and when we are usually running short of time. You 

know, our customers don‟t like us very much, but we project managers do try very hard 

to accommodate as many of their changes as we can, but we always end up rejecting 

many requests too – otherwise our projects would never end.‟ 

I sighed. „It‟s a real problem for us – as project managers,‟ I say. „I mean: do we make 

the change or not? Do we build the best product or do we meet our schedule?‟ 
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I looked at Craig and he was smiling at me. It dawned on me that I‟d just described an 

extremely common conflict. I sat down at Craig‟s table, turned his notepad to a blank 

change, and using the two conflict clouds that we had prepared earlier in the day as 

models, I quickly constructed the conflict cloud. 

 

A

(in order to)

Have a successful project

B

(in order to)

Deliver a product the

customer desires

C

(in order to)

Deliver on time and on

budget

D

Allow change

D'

Don't allow change

we must

we must

we must

comply with

we must

comply with

 
We discussed the cloud for some time.  

Craig moved to the whiteboard and added another line.  

 

How much rework remains in VSP? 

1. Some bugs have escaped unit testing 

2. No idea how long integration testing will take 

3. Potential (likely?) showstopper with messaging system 

4. Potentially many changes or clarifications to original requirements 

- 

- 

 

Phil frowned, his forehead deeply furrowed, „Let me get this right, Craig. The primary 

output of product development is a correct specification, right?‟  

„Absolutely,‟ said Craig, nodding. 

„And product development is an iterative process with lots and lots of testing?‟ 

Craig nodded. „That‟s right.‟  

Phil said, „In contrast to manufacturing which is repetitive, product development is 

iterative.‟ He considered his words then said, „It has to be – doesn‟t it? – because it‟s a 

learning process.‟  

Craig said, „That‟s right. The testing gives feedback – learning, if you like – and the 

iterative nature allows them to incorporate the learning and feedback into the product. 

That‟s how they develop the best product.‟ 

„But let me make sure I‟ve got this absolutely clear: they do lots of testing before they 

finalize the specification?‟ 

„Of course they do. They have to,‟ said Craig. „You surely don‟t think a car 

manufacturer would wait to discover if their new chassis design works until after the first 

car rolls off the production line, do you?‟ he said, smiling at Phil. 

I watched Phil digest this. „No, no, of course they wouldn‟t.‟ 
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Phil continued. „And yet what we are saying they wouldn‟t do is exactly what we‟ve 

done with our messaging system, isn‟t it? By following our V-model we have delayed the 

testing – the learning, the feedback that is until it‟s very expensive to incorporate into the 

product.‟ 

Phil put his hands together, nodded very slowly, then looking up into space, running 

the logic through his head. He quietly and almost imperceptibly rocked in his chair.  

I watched him as the thoughts churned through his head. Eventually, he turned to me. 

„Steve, we do product development, but we don‟t do any testing before we start 

building. How stupid are we?‟ 

I bit down on my lip as I gently nodded in agreement with him.  

We sat like this for a few minutes, both of us thinking unfamiliar thoughts.  

I disappeared amongst my thoughts until a few moments later when Phil spoke again.  

„I feel like a fool,‟ he groaned. 

I looked at him and took another sip of my coffee. Phil‟s neck had turned bright red. I 

played poker with Phil and this was one of his many telltales. While he had a sharp mind, 

he simply did not have the body for poker. He couldn‟t bluff in cards or business because 

his body always gave him away. This was one of the reasons why he‟d never moved into 

management; he just didn‟t have the constitution to play and win the political games. 

„It‟s so obvious now that I think about it,‟ he said. „We software developers are product 

developers, not manufacturers – the hint is in the word “developers”. Product developers 

do heaps of testing before they finalize their product‟s specification and start 

manufacturing it; we do none. Their processes are iterative; ours are serial. They get 

feedback quickly and frequently; we don‟t get it until it‟s expensive to fix. It‟s no wonder 

we get so many defects and spend so much time doing rework. We literally force the 

feedback to happen in the most expensive possible part of the project.‟  

I glanced at Craig and he smiled softly back at me. I acknowledged his smile with a tilt 

of my head. I sensed that his secret ingredient was almost out. 

„But,‟ he said to Phil, „your process is iterative too, isn‟t it?‟ 

Phil looked at him blankly. 

I thought about it for a moment and realized he was right. Our V-model didn‟t show 

it, but he was right. 

„Craig means the testing phase,‟ I told Phil.  

He looked back at me blankly and shrugged his shoulders. He didn‟t get it. 

„It is iterative. The testing phase is iterative. We may call it the testing “phase”, 

implying that is all we do during the phase is testing, but it really is an iterative process 

made up of all the activities we normally call phases – we test to find defects, we analyze 

defects, we design a solution, we build code, we test the code, and so on, and so forth, 

repeating until we have a product that‟s good enough to ship.‟  

It had been a long day. I sighed loudly. Thoughts raced around my mind crashing into 

each other loudly. I closed my eyes and concentrated. I was nearly there, but not quite.  

Phil grinned back at me. „Of course it is. The testing process is iterative. And, in actual 

fact, we even manage it as an iterative process.‟ 
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I opened my eyes again and my focus fell on a roughly torn newspaper clipping which 

Craig had stuck to the bottom of a whiteboard labeled “To Do”. The headline read “Jobs 

blow can be reversed”. Without reading the article I safely surmised from the headline 

that it could only be about one thing: a politician speaking positively about the recent 

economic downturn. I didn‟t need to read the rest of the article. I recalled something I‟d 

recently read in a fascinating book called Made to Stick, which talked about how journalists 

had to invent a new way of writing articles when they started using the telegraph to 

quickly send their stories long distances to their editors.  

The problem with the telegraph was that it was an unreliable technology and the 

journalists often couldn‟t send their entire article before losing their connection. To solve 

the problem the journalists prioritized the order of the paragraphs in each article, starting 

with the most newsworthy paragraphs at the top and ending with the least newsworthy 

paragraph at the bottom. That way, even if their transmission was interrupted, their 

editors still had a useful article. In fact, the editors had the most useful article and – if they 

needed to – they could cut further to fit into whatever space they had available at printing 

time, and give their readers the most useful article. The new way is still used and is 

commonly known as the “inverted pyramid format”. 

A small smile revealed itself at the corner of my lips as, at that precise moment, the 

light bulb came on and I saw our first glimmer of hope. No, it was more than hope: I knew 

what we had to do to rescue VSP. I knew how to rescue VSP! I didn‟t know exactly how to 

do it, but I knew we could work at that. The team had already unwittingly taken the first 

step in the war room, and we were ready to take the next step.  

I turned to Phil. „We need to invert the pyramid, Phil.‟ 

He nodded and beamed his biggest smile at me. 

He‟d got it. 

But then he frowned and screwed up his face.  

„What?‟ he said. 

He hadn‟t quite got it after all. 

I got up out of my chair and moved to look out Craig‟s window. I looked across the 

road at our neighbor‟s offices and noticed that they were now empty. I guessed that the 

folks I‟d seen celebrating earlier were now celebrating in the pub. I wished for a moment 

that I were with them. I checked my watch and discovered that it was far later in the day 

than I‟d thought. I stood as tall as I could, stretching my back, then I put my hands behind 

my head and stretched my neck from side to side. 

Damn, I thought. This day may not have been a waste after all. A spiteful part of me 

had hoped all along that Craig was wrong, that there was no way to save VSP. In a way 

failure would be an easier option – and one that everyone would understand, if not 

forgive – but Craig had just led me far enough down the tunnel of despair that I could 

now see the glimmer of light at the far end of the tunnel, the glimmer of hope that we 

could do something. However, that healthy but paranoid part of my psyche was still alive 

and well, and still suspicious that the light I could see was really the headlights of an 

oncoming train. 
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I turned back to face Phil and Craig. I looked at Craig and he acknowledged me with a 

single nod. He knew that I‟d got it. I could see that I‟d lost Phil, but I‟d sort that out in a 

few moments. 

Craig stood and moved to the whiteboard. He pushed a button and the contents of the 

whiteboard were scanned and printed off below. He picked up the paper and sat back 

down at the table.  

„Steve, does Phil know about your discussion with Eleanor?‟ 

I was surprised at his question. I presumed that he meant the discussion where she 

told me my job – all of our jobs rather – were on the line.  

I said, „Yes. You can talk freely, if that‟s what‟s concerning you.‟ 

„Now, crises don‟t come along every day and save your butt. But this one has, it gives 

you the impetus to change. Please don‟t waste it.‟ 

He handed me the whiteboard printout and then picked up the various pages that 

were scattered across the table and handed them to me.  

„Steve, I take it that you now know enough know to rescue VSP?‟ 

I nodded and thanked him. Phil and I gathered our thoughts and papers before 

leaving.  

I explained my cunning plan to Phil in the elevator as we left the building. It only took 

a few moments for him to “get” it, finally.  
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Rock 16 Three Weeks Later 
 

 

Three weeks later. 

Catherine clicked the “Finish” button, and the cursor turned to an hourglass.  

We watched and waited.  

She was wearing a paper hat with “CSR” – which stood for Customer Service 

Representative – written on it in thick black marker pen. She had just keyed her first 

customer application form into the software, and we watched and waited for the dialog 

box confirming that the transaction had completed successfully. I knew it would work 

because I‟d seen it work the previous evening, but I was still nervous. A lot – our team‟s 

confidence and my credibility – was riding on everything working properly.  

Three weeks earlier, the day after my meeting with Craig, I met with VSP‟s 

management team and together we chose a small subset from the top of Catherine‟s 

highest priority features and committed to deliver them…ummm…two weeks ago.  

We were running later than we committed, but I wasn‟t bothered because we all 

agreed – Catherine included – that we didn‟t know how long this “chunk” of work would 

take to deliver. There were too many uncertainties. The important thing was that we 

picked a chunk that , first, was at the top of Catherine‟s list, second, would challenge the 

messaging system, which was my biggest concern, and third, was small enough that we 

thought we could deliver it in about a week.  

If anything I was thrilled. During those three weeks we had discovered that there was 

indeed a serious problem with the messaging system. If I hadn‟t met with Craig and 

subsequently changed our approach to testing, then we wouldn‟t have found the problem 

until much closer to our December 1st deadline. As it was, we found the serious problem 

in time to get my big hitters working on it and to call in the vendor‟s specialists and fix it. 

We had learned a lot during those three weeks, we had found a big problem and fixed it 

while there was still time, and my confidence that we would meet our deadline was 

growing. We weren‟t there yet though. 

Our plan was simple. Catherine had prioritized the features in our war room, and we 

were going to build first one chunk, then another chunk, and another, and so on, until we 

reached December 1st and – all things being equal – continue after that until the business 

said we should stop.  

An important point here is that each chunk had to be potentially deliverable into 

production to be used by real staff with real customers and their real money, not delivered 

to the QA department for testing. It was a different way of working and we‟d struggled a 
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little, but by working this way, when we reached December 1st we would have the most 

valuable piece of working software we could. 

Obviously, Catherine didn‟t want to go live with this first release – it only covered a 

tiny slither of the functionality – but the point was that we could go live with it, or any 

subsequent chunks, if she wanted to. Our new process depended on it – that‟s how we 

were building quality in. 

 

- oOo - 

 

In preparation for this demo we had made two paper hats – one labeled 

“CUSTOMER”, the other “CSR”. 

A few minutes earlier Catherine had put on her CUSTOMER hat, taken a pen from her 

handbag and filled out the paper application form. Keeping with our principle that the 

software was potentially releasable, Catherine‟s team were responsible for keeping the 

application form in synch with the software so that it could be sent off to the printers as 

soon as we went live.  

Catherine took off the CUSTOMER hat and replaced it with the CSR hat. Pretending 

she was one of her staff, she keyed the customer‟s data from the application form into the 

working software. She clicked “Finish” and we watched and waited.  

A few seconds later the cursor returned to its normal shape – it felt like minutes, but it 

was only seconds – and a small dialog box popped up, confirming that the customer‟s 

application form had been processed. Catherine clicked “Okay”, dismissing the dialog 

box, then turned to Developer Dave as she put her “CUSTOMER” hat back on.  

„Now, where‟s my confirmation letter?‟ she asked Tim, our testing manager. 

It was normal CCXCO practice for the test managers to take over day-to-day running 

of a project once they reached the testing phase, so Tim was running the project now 

rather than Paul, VSP‟s official project manager. Paul had made too many enemies with 

his own staff and under these extraordinary circumstances I couldn‟t afford a civil war. I 

had considered firing him. I didn‟t want to do that because he was good at many parts of 

his job, just not the bits involving staff. Thankfully, when I drew out the conflict – to fire or 

not – I saw a simple solution. So now Tim was running the internals of the project while 

Paul focused his efforts on the equally important project management tasks of working 

the politics of rest of the organization and easing VSP from development into production. 

Tim turned to Phil and nodded his go ahead. Phil pressed a key at his workstation and 

the laser printer behind him hummed into life.  

Phil explained to Catherine, „Since this isn‟t in our production environment yet, I‟ve 

had to redirect the customer‟s confirmation letters to print out locally rather than through 

the mail center.‟ He reached over, took the papers from the printer, passed them to 

Catherine and made a drum roll on his desk with his free hand. „And here they are!‟ 

Catherine took the papers and picked up her application form before comparing the 

two. She took her time inspecting them before nodding her approval.  

„Good. Now, show me the money, Dave,‟ she said. 
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Dave turned to Colin, who was sitting on the other side of Catherine. Colin said, „If 

you‟ll look at this screen here, Catherine, I have CCXCO‟s payments system open.‟  

„We haven‟t needed to touch this for VSP so what you see here is exactly the same 

software you‟d find in production, except that it‟s not actually connected up to the 

banking system. Now, before I refresh the screen, can you check that we haven‟t cheated 

and that the screen currently shows no payments for this customer?‟  

We all checked the screen. Catherine said, „Okay,‟ and Colin refreshed the screen. I 

checked it and it now showed the new payment, for the correct amount and into the right 

bank account, queued up and ready to go.  

Catherine nodded, „Good.‟  

Not wasting any time, she said, „I‟m Catherine the CSR again now. Can I see the 

servicing screens?‟  

We switched our attention to Dave‟s screen and watched as Catherine clicked another 

button, launching another application. A few seconds passed as the application started. 

When it did Catherine examined the screen closely, nodding her approval. „Okay.‟ 

Catherine was a bright cookie and ever vigilant. She pointed to a button on the screen 

that wasn‟t part of this chunk and asked, „Okay. What happens when I click here?‟ 

Tim, our testing manager, jumped in. „In theory nothing.‟ He smiled and pointed to 

the “product backlog” – a spreadsheet listing the product features in priority order, with 

an estimate of effort required to finish each – projected from the conference room PC onto 

the wall.  

„It‟s not part of this iteration so in theory it doesn‟t exist. But in practice, the button is 

still there because it was already built and it would have taken too much effort to remove 

everything that isn‟t in this iteration.‟ 

„Hang on. You told me that this iteration is potentially shippable. But I can‟t go live 

with these buttons still here. What if someone clicks on this button?‟ asked Catherine. 

Tim said, „You‟re right – these buttons are messy. If you‟d like us to remove them, then 

you can add “Remove unwanted functionality” into the “product backlog” spreadsheet. 

We‟ll do it according to the priority you assign it.‟ 

„Okay,‟ she said, reconsidering. „I will add it, but I‟ll put it low down the list for the 

moment. There are many features I‟d rather have first. I would prefer not to go live with 

them, but I‟ll make that call depending on how we progress over the next few months. ‟ 

„Great,‟ said Tim. „You can change or add anything you like to the product backlog at 

any time. We‟ll always deliver what‟s at the top of the list.‟ 

Catherine turned to me and said, with a serious tone to her voice, „Steven, I‟m really 

pleased with what I have seen – I‟ve added a new basic-level customer, added their funds, 

set up their first application and seen the papers and payments come out. The 

functionality is – understandably – very limited, but it does now contain our most 

important features.‟ 

She smiled and looked around the room. We all watched her. „You know, I was 

beginning to wonder if I‟d ever actually see a real live system. I mean how long ago did I 

sign off on the specifications for these screens? Was it nine months? Twelve?‟ 
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No one answered, assuming that the questions were rhetorical. 

„I can‟t tell you how good this feels to finally get my hands on something concrete after 

all this time. I‟m happy with everything that I‟ve seen and I‟m really looking forward to 

the next chunk.‟  

I watched the faces of my team as she spoke and I was secretly thrilled as I saw the 

tension in their faces dissolve and be replaced with tentative smiles. 

„But,‟ she continued. „This iteration is late – you told me one week and it took three. 

The software does have more features than you promised me three weeks ago, but how 

are we going to meet our dates if you keep being this inconsistent? I can‟t see how we can 

make December 1st if we only deliver such tiny chunks of functionality every three weeks.‟ 

She was looking at me for an answer. I could answer this, but… „Tim?‟ 

„Catherine, that‟s a fair point. This first chunk was always going to be the most 

unpredictable and the slowest. When we started this iteration, we didn‟t know how long it 

would take so we had to guess. When we uncovered the problem with the messaging 

system, we knew we couldn‟t finish the chunk until we‟d it fixed. This took three weeks. 

During the extra time we continued testing and fixing the next highest features from your 

product backlog. Since we‟ve now overcome the messaging problem I expect we will 

deliver more functionality in much less time in the next chunk.‟  

Catherine bit her lip gently, nodding. „You still can‟t guarantee that we will make the 

December date.‟  

Tim glanced at me, but I indicated he should answer. „No, not yet. But in a couple 

more chunks we will have a much clearer idea of how fast we can deliver. That‟s the best I 

can tell you at this stage.‟ 

Catherine didn‟t answer straightaway. She looked uneasy about Tim‟s answer. Even 

though it made sense logically, it didn‟t give her the false comfort and confidence that a lie 

would have. 

„Look, Catherine, you know that when new teams start working together, or even 

when someone joins an existing team, the team goes through the four phases of “Forming, 

Storming, Norming, and then – hopefully – Performing” as the people in the team learn 

how to work with each other.‟ 

„Of course.‟ 

„Well, we‟ve just changed our process, and we‟re learning how to work with this new 

process. The people haven‟t changed, but the process has. We are going through the 

“Forming and Storming” phases now, but we will soon hit the “Norming and 

Performing” phases too. We‟ll get faster and our predictions of what we can achieve in 

each chunk will get better too.‟ 

A few moments later she nodded, accepting my answer, for the moment.  

She said, „I guess the proof will be in the pudding.‟ 

She looked around the room, making sure she caught everyone‟s eye, finishing with 

me and she said, „Thanks, everyone. This feels good.‟ 

I distinctly heard the rooms old-fashioned windows rattle as everyone breathed out 

and the tension quietly slipped away. The room came alive. The developers all had big 
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grins on their faces. Actually, everyone did – even Anne. I watched as Paul, sitting in the 

corner of the room at the PC, all business, updated the “product backlog”, marking this 

chunk‟s features complete.  

It had been a busy three weeks. 

 

-oOo- 

 

Later that evening as I showered after my run, I noticed that my shoulders were still 

tense despite the strenuous workout. It‟d taken me several decades to recognize it as such, 

but whenever I got sore shoulders it meant that I was stressed. But shouldn‟t I be thrilled, 

not stressed, considering the giant leap forward we‟d made in the last few weeks?  

I tried breathing in slowly then exhaled even slower a few times. I tried to stop 

thinking about work by focusing my attention on a bead of water running down the front 

wall of the shower, but my mind kept racing. I knew that these sorts of things were 

supposed to help me out whenever I was stressed, and I guess they worked a little, but not 

a lot. Over the years I‟d realized that my stress normally went away shortly after I realized 

that my shoulders were sore and then recognized that the sore shoulders meant I was 

stressed. The sore shoulders were a symptom that I had a problem I needed to solve. 

So why was I stressed? The moment I asked the question, I knew the answer. In three 

busy weeks we had pulled off a near miracle, but we still didn‟t have what we wanted – a 

definitive statement that we could deliver an adequately functional VSP product by 

December 1st. I truly didn‟t know if we‟d make it.  

Sure, I could have told Catherine and Mark Richmond, the project sponsor, that we‟d 

hit a homerun with this iterative approach, but then there was a high chance that in late 

November I would be found out to be a liar. Not that it would make much difference to 

me – if I failed, then I was definitely out. I had to deliver, or else. And even if I did deliver, 

I was probably out anyway.  

The irony was that four weeks earlier, many months into the project, I had reassured 

both Catherine and Mark that we would deliver on April 1st. Then Phil went out for a few 

drinks with some old friends and all hell had broken loose. Whether they believed my 

promise back then, I don‟t know. With our track record of making but not often meeting 

commitments, they had good reason not to. I hoped that with the improved visibility she 

had of our process Catherine would learn to trust us. That was, as far as I could see, the 

best that I could do.  

I smiled as I realized that all my troubles and stresses would be whisked away if only I 

had a time machine. I could have figured out a way to go back in time and cause this 

minor crisis with VSP to happen a few months earlier. We would now be several iterations 

into our new approach, things would have settled down into a nice natural rhythm, and I 

could reliably say whether we would hit the date or not.  

I cranked the heat and the pressure on the shower up until it was almost too hot to 

bear, then I turned and rested my head against the back wall of the shower as the hot 

needles dug into my shoulders. I stayed that way until my wife came to check that I was 
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okay. That was just enough time for the voices in my head to settle down and for me to 

accept that the only thing I could do was to wait and see. 
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Rock 17 Still not fast enough 
 

 

A few weeks later. 

I took my jacket off and hung it from the coat stand in my office. I powered on my PC 

and while it was booting I made myself a good strong coffee using my own personal 

cafeteria and the supply of very strong ground coffee I kept discretely in my desk drawer. 

It was 6:30 in the morning and despite starting this early for as long as I could remember, I 

had never functioned efficiently until I had that first cup of coffee in my belly. 

As I logged into the computer and waited for the coffee to brew, I contemplated my 

current position. Eleanor hadn‟t mentioned anything about the outsourcing situation, and 

I‟d been far too busy focusing my attention on saving VSP to contemplate, let alone 

formulate, any strategy concerning my future. To be fair, saving VSP was my default 

strategy, and although we‟d made excellent progress in our rescue attempt, we weren‟t 

there yet. And, according to my calculations, unless we could find some way to 

significantly speed up our progress…we probably weren‟t going to make it. 

We‟d just completed our third iteration – we‟d dropped the word “chunk” because it 

seemed, well, too informal – two days ago and we were a lot faster now compared to the 

first iteration since we‟d obliterated a number of obstacles and issues. Finding them early 

meant that we were able to test and rework the subsequent iterations much more quickly. 

We‟d learned a lot from each iteration. 

However, would we meet our December 1st deadline?  

The day before, I‟d met with the VSP management team to discuss this exact question. 

We‟d taken Catherine's prioritized list and re-estimated how long we thought it would 

take to deliver each feature assuming we kept working at roughly the same velocity we 

had achieved in the last two iterations.  

In fact, we made three estimates for each feature – optimistic, realistic, and pessimistic. 

We then added the total estimates up for all of the “must have” features and divided that 

by the number of days remaining. If everything went according to the optimistic 

estimates, then we would have a workable system a week or so before or after our 

December 1st deadline. But if we hit the realistic total, then we‟d deliver sometime during 

April or May, and if things went poorly…well, it was academic, wasn‟t it?  

I didn‟t even consider the possibility that we would be impossibly lucky and hit the 

optimistic estimate for each and every task. So, unless we found some way of dramatically 

speeding things up, then we were screwed. And that left me feeling sad because I knew 

that everyone on the team was working their hardest to save the project. I just didn‟t know 
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how to squeeze any more work out of them. 

I pushed down the coffee plunger and poured myself a nice strong cup. By this stage 

my PC had finally logged in and my email was sitting in front of me. Top of the list, 

received at eleven p.m. the previous night, was a reply from Craig Lally to an email I‟d 

desperately sent the previous evening.  

I clicked open the email. 

 
From: Craig Lally 

To: Steve Abernethy [Steve.Abernethy@CCXCO.com] 

Subject: Re: I think we’re still screwed 

Hey Steve, 

I’m emailing from a conference in Hong Kong otherwise I would have 

popped by your office. 

From your description I’m not surprised you are nervous.  

Optimism won’t overcome such high levels of uncertainty…  

… but curiosity just might.  

If this were a factory and you had a problem with a machine or a 

process, then I would recommend that you go and look at the machine and 

study it for as long as it took to see the problem, and shortly after 

the solution. But, unfortunately, your “machines” are people and if you 

– or anyone, for that matter, but particularly you – go study them then 

their behavior will change. So it’s a pointless exercise.  

Instead, since it’s a people thing, you’ll need to ask the people 

doing the work what’s slowing them down. Look for the conflicts and the 

blockages. What’s pissing them off?  

Only trouble is…who do you trust to tell YOU the truth? Who trusts 

you? You’re their boss after all… remember that they knew VSP was going 

to fail long before you did, but no one was brave enough to mention it 

to you.  

Craig. 

p.s. Did you ever read Goldratt’s “The Goal” as I suggested? If not, 

then Phil has. I suspect it contains the answer you are looking for. 

  

I sipped my coffee. I had read The Goal. I‟d liked it and understood it, but I couldn‟t see 

how it – a novel set in a factory – could apply in a software development environment. 

After all, Craig had already pointed out painstakingly that software development wasn‟t a 

type of manufacturing. 

It was now 6:50 a.m. Who trusted me enough to tell me the truth and was also 

working at the coalface? Phil and Anne, of course. Neither would be in the office for 

another couple of hours so I typed out an email to them, asking them to come to my office 

as soon they read the email. Just before I sent the email I added Tim to the list – he was 

managing the testing after all, and although I hadn‟t known him as long as the other two, I 

had a good feeling about him. I thought I could trust him. 

I took another sip of my coffee. 

 

-oOo- 

 

Phil and Anne arrived first just after nine a.m.  



Rolling Rocks Downhill 1.0 

 

83 

Anne said, „I saw from the email that you invited Tim along too. Did you forget that he 

chairs the test management meeting every morning from 8:30? He normally arrives just in 

time for the meeting to start so he won‟t have opened his email yet. The meeting usually 

runs for sixty to ninety minutes.‟ 

I felt silly because I already knew that, but it never crossed my mind when sending the 

email earlier. I put my forgetfulness down to the fact that I hadn‟t finished my coffee 

when I sent the email.  

In fact, I could easily see the conference room where he held the meetings if I was 

sitting at my visitors‟ table at the other end of my office. I stood up from my desk and 

moved to the table, gesturing Anne and Phil to join me. „Let‟s get started without Tim,‟ I 

said. „We can always interrupt his meeting if we need him.‟  

From my new seat I could see the test management meeting in progress. The room 

was overflowing with a mixture of testers, developers and analysts all staring at defect 

tracking software which was projected onto the wall. 

I looked back towards Phil and Anne. „So, here is our problem. I‟m convinced that we 

won‟t finish VSP on time unless we can get faster.‟ 

„We‟re already working hard. All of us,‟ said Anne glumly, defensively even. 

„I know that, Anne, but – forgive my cliché – we need to find a way to work smarter 

not harder.‟ 

Anne rolled her eyes at my choice of words. How many times had she been told to 

work smarter, not harder in her working life? Great advice that – up there with “Just ask 

her out…what have you got to lose?”, “Next time don‟t drink so much and you won‟t get 

a hangover” and “Losing weight is simple physics: Eat less, exercise more” in the easy to 

give, but not so easy to do stakes. How the hell does one systematically work smarter? I 

didn‟t know how to solve this problem, but I decided to keep that to myself.  

„Let me put that another way, Anne,‟ I said. „I‟m confident that we can do this. We‟ve 

already started working smarter on VSP – far smarter even – and that was a fairly radical 

change for us. I‟m confident that now we just need to fine-tune our way of working. After 

all, we‟re still learning how to work this way.‟  

Anne said okay, begrudgingly. I handed both her and Phil a copy of Craig‟s email, 

which they both read.  

Phil looked up first, waited for Anne to finish then asked me, „What do you want to 

know first?‟ 

„Ummmm,‟ I improvised, re-reading the email for suggestions. „What‟s pissing you 

off, Phil?‟ 

He didn‟t answer for a moment while he thought. I knew he wouldn‟t mince his 

words with me and he didn‟t. 

„Oh that‟s easy,‟ he said. „There are too many reality-TV shows on in the evenings. I 

pay too much tax and don‟t get enough back from it. My daughter fancies a guy with a 

motorbike. And my left knee has been acting up of late. How‟s that for a start?‟ 

I looked at him with a friendly frown. 

„Okay. Seriously, this time. It‟s Tim,‟ he said. „Tim‟s pissing me off.‟ 
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Oh joy. I thought they were getting along fine. There didn‟t seem to be the agitation 

and friction in the team as there had been when Paul was driving it. 

Anne nodded in agreement and said, „Me too. Except it‟s not really Tim – he‟s a nice 

guy, competent, very genuine, the staff trust him, I trust him. What‟s pissing me off is the 

way he‟s running the project.‟ 

That surprised me. „What‟s wrong with the way he‟s running the project? He seems 

very organized and efficient. We‟re finding plenty of bugs, aren‟t we?‟ 

„What‟s wrong is that he‟s running the testing phase of the project the same we always 

run the testing phase of every CCXCO project.‟ 

Huh? I raised my eyebrows. 

Phil sighed and said, „This is nothing new, Steve. It happens on every project. 

Whenever we begin the testing phase of a project, we‟re always running late. So, the 

testing manager always starts under huge pressure to make up the time, and so they do 

whatever they can to make the testing phase work as efficiently as possible.‟ 

Anne adds, „Unfortunately, that means that the rest of us end up bending over 

backwards to their special testing phase rules.‟ 

„Such as?‟ I asked. 

„Such as long, boring morning meetings each day to go over and over and over the 

outstanding defects,‟ said Anne, pointing out of the office and across to the conference 

room. „Meetings which require several of my analysts and several of Phil‟s developers for 

over an hour each day, despite each of them only having a few minutes input each into the 

meeting. When you add up cumulative time taken reviewing defects, they would – in my 

opinion – be better spending their time fixing the defects.‟ 

„And,‟ said Phil, his voice rising an octave in frustration. „And in order to keep the 

testers happy, my developers have to release code fixes and updates during their lunch 

times or early in the morning or late in the evening…just so we don‟t interrupt the tester‟s 

precious schedules. It‟s not as if the developers aren‟t busy enough as it is.‟ 

I nodded my understanding, but I wondered if it were just a tribal thing. There was an 

unspoken hierarchy in the CCXCO software development world with me – obviously – at 

the top, the king of the jungle if you like, and the testers sharing the bottom rung with the 

business analysts. I could understand why the analysts and developers didn‟t like playing 

second fiddle to the testers, but this was business, I thought, and sometimes we had to 

subordinate ourselves to the needs of others. We were testing – the hint was in the name 

“testing phase” after all. The purpose of testing is to find defects and then fix them. If we 

didn‟t find „em, we couldn‟t fix „em. I had always felt a little sorry for the testers I worked 

with. They did a very important but often under-appreciated job.  

I made a time-out gesture with my hands.  

„Hang on a minute,‟ I said. „I can see your frustration guys, but before we go any 

further, in fairness, we should get Tim in here to tell his side of the story.‟ 

I got up from the visitors table and walked to the conference room where I interrupted 

Tim‟s test management meeting and asked him if he would prematurely wrap up and 

come join us. He said that he‟d be with me in less than ten minutes. 
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Rock 18 The Silo Conflict 
 

 

While we waited for Tim to join us, I asked Anne and Phil what they thought of the 

current initiative – testing iteratively, that is. 

Anne said quickly, „Look, first, I don‟t want you to misunderstand me, Steve, but as 

you know from past projects, I normally hate – no “hate” isn‟t a strong enough word, 

despise is better – I despise testing.‟  

„I‟m an analyst, not a tester, Steve. My strengths come into play during the start and 

middle of each project when we‟re creating the product, not near the end where we‟re 

trying to break the project. That‟s when the testers come into their own. We‟re two 

different types of people, different types of brains and personalities.  

„Previously, for me, doing the testing phase was like working on an assembly line in a 

very dull factory. But now, working iteratively has taken away a lot of the pain for me 

because we‟re actually getting to finish something each week or so. Psychologically that‟s 

important. I wouldn‟t say I‟m loving it, but I am borderline enjoying it.‟ 

Phil chimed in. „My developers have said the same thing. We may not currently be 

moving fast enough for the deadline, but at least now, every few working days, we have a 

little psychological success. Each time we finish an iteration and show it to Catherine and 

her team, it‟s like getting a little pat on the back.‟ 

Catherine had said much the same thing to me earlier in the week. She‟d said that it 

finally felt like things were flowing. In fact, she‟d used a rather more coarse comparison, 

saying that the change had been like adding a good dose of fiber into one‟s diet. 

Thankfully, she hadn‟t needed to elaborate. I‟d not thought about the psychological 

quality of the work before. Happier staff were generally more productive staff, weren‟t 

they? Or was it the other way around?  

I looked out of my office towards the conference room and saw that Tim‟s meeting 

was wrapping up. I mulled over Anne and Phil‟s comments as the team emptied out of 

the room and I watched Tim cross the floor to join us. 

 

-oOo- 

 

Once Tim was seated at the table, I explained our scheduling situation and the 

discussion that I‟d had with Phil and Anne, but, of course, I put it a little more 

diplomatically – I didn‟t want it to look like I was blaming him.  

I asked him if he had any suggestions about how we could speed up the testing. 
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Tim bit his lower lip gently and looked down at the table as he gathered his thoughts. 

„There is one thing,‟ he said tentatively. Then he turned and looked at Phil. „Phil, I 

don‟t want you take this the wrong way because I know that you and your developers are 

working very hard. But my biggest concern is that my testers are suffering an awful lot of 

downtime. Yesterday, for example, we only got three good hours of testing for the whole 

day because the system was unavailable.‟ 

I hadn‟t heard about this. I glanced at Phil to gauge his reaction.  

„That‟s right,‟ Phil said, turning to explain this to me. „The vendor finally came 

through with the final patch to the messaging system and we needed the downtime to test 

their fix and to remove our own temporary fix which Colin and I had put in during the 

first iteration. We had to do it during the working day because it required staff from 

several operations teams and two of the vendor‟s staff had flown up for the day.‟ 

I looked back to Tim without saying anything. 

Tim said, „Don‟t get me wrong, Phil. I know the work was vital. And I know that you 

and two of your developers were in the office very early yesterday morning in order to 

minimize the downtime, but how can we find the defects in the system if we can‟t test the 

damned thing?‟ 

None of us spoke for a few moments. I couldn‟t offer anything to the conversation just 

yet so I was content to wait for one of them to fill the silence. “Deliberate silence” was – 

apparently – a management technique I was renowned for with my staff, but the truth was 

that I often really didn‟t have anything to say. 

Tim continued, „Look, guys, this is nothing new,‟ he said. „Every project I‟ve ever 

tested suffers from excessive downtime. It‟s a well-known phenomenon in the test-

manager world. So, on every project where I‟m test manager, as soon as we start testing, I 

have my guys keep track of how much downtime they suffer each day. The first three-

week iteration was exceptionally bad, of course, because it was exceptional circumstances, 

so I‟ll ignore that. But during the last two iterations we didn‟t have a single day where we 

had more than 70% up time. It is not good enough.‟ 

I glanced at Phil to see his response. Silence.  

I made deliberate eye contact, one by one, with the three of them. Each of them looked 

back at me calmly. More silence. Then some more. Anne smiled at me and raised an 

eyebrow subtlety towards me, mocking the silence.  

The trouble with these three was that they were all calm, levelheaded, mature people 

who liked and respected each other. They weren‟t holding back, but they were discussing 

the problem like grownups. It wasn‟t helping. If I – I mean we – were going to solve this 

problem then we needed a hotheaded, no-holds-barred argument. That was how things 

were supposed to work: draw the conflict out with a good argument. A bit of hissing and 

spitting, maybe some teeth gnashing and a little wailing. Then, having heard the evidence, 

I made a decision, one side left happy, the other licked its wounds for a while and we got 

on with it. But they weren‟t giving me that. I guess it was why I liked working with each 

of them.  

If they weren‟t going to give me an argument in exchange for my silence, then I was 
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going to have to provoke one. Apply some heat to the boil until it burst. But where should 

I poke first? Before I could make a choice, Phil saved me. 

He said, „We could sort this out in a couple of minutes with an arm wrestle.‟ 

Tim just chuckled.  

Phil looked at me and said, „No? In that case, I suppose that you want us to draw a 

conflict cloud.‟ 

Phil had embraced Craig‟s whole “cloud” technique much more than I had. 

I smiled and nodded my head knowingly. „Indeed,‟ I said, as if that‟s what I was 

hoping he‟d say. 

I got some paper from my desk and handed it to him. He took a pen from his pocket, 

drew the cloud structure, and asked Tim, „Do you mind if I go first?‟ 

Tim said, „Go for it. I‟m intrigued as to what you‟ll write.‟ 

Phil started filling out the D entity, speaking slowly as he wrote the words. „What I 

want is that “Developers don‟t subordinate their work to the testing team” and the reason 

I want it, in the B entity, is in order to “Keep the developers busy reworking defects and 

releasing fixed software”. Now, I‟ll fill in the D‟ entity with the opposite of the D entity, 

“Developers do subordinate their work to the testing team” and you can fill in the C entity 

if you like.‟  

He slid the paper across the table to Tim, turning it 180 degrees in the process, then 

passed him the pen. Tim looked at the incomplete cloud and his lips moved slightly as he 

read it using the “in order to…I must…” format I‟d shown him previously.  

I studied it too. When I read the word “subordinate”, I immediately understood what 

the real problem was and I knew the solution too. Craig was right. The answer was from 

Goldratt‟s first book, The Goal. 

Tim said, „I don‟t like the word “subordinate” so much, Phil. It sounds like I‟m 

treating your developers as lower-class corporate citizens, which is certainly not my 

intention. But since I‟m among friends here, I think I know what you mean. You‟re 

meaning that I am asking your developers to go out of their way in order to keep my guys 

as busy as possible, right?‟ 

Phil said, „Yup.‟ 

„Okay. In that case, I can live with your D and D‟, but I‟d not want to show this cloud 

to anyone else without rewording it slightly. Now, let‟s see…the C box. Why do I want 

developers to subordinate their work to the testing team? Well, that‟s easy, isn‟t it? It‟s in 

order to “Keep the testers busy finding defects and retesting fixed defects.”‟ said Tim as he 

filled in the box. 

Then he moved his pen to the A box, which represented the mutual purpose in 

common between both sides of the conflict, and asked, „Are you guys all happy with “A 

highly productive testing process”?‟ 

We all nodded and Tim wrote it in the box. We each studied the cloud. 

 

 

 

- A – 
A highly 

productive 

- B – 

Keep the developers 
busy reworking 

defects and releasing 
fixed software 

- D – 

Developers don‟t 
subordinate their 

work to the testing 
team 
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After a few moments, Tim summed up the cloud. „It looks like both of our teams just 

want to work very hard and do a good job. There‟s nothing wrong with that, is there? The 

inter-team conflict we‟ve just discussed is inevitable, isn‟t it?‟  

„No, no,‟ Phil said. „Tolerating a problem is no different to insisting on it.7 It‟s not 

inevitable. That‟s why we drew the cloud – in order to solve the problem.‟ 

Tim still looked doubtful so I said, „Say you needed to know the exact time one day 

because you had a very important meeting at two p.m. – if you make the meeting on time, 

then you get a big pay rise, but if you miss it, you get fired. Now, say that your watch tells 

you it‟s 12:30, but when you look at the clock on your PC it says it‟s 1:50. Would you 

compromise between the two and say that it‟s 1:10?‟ 

„Of course not. I‟d ask around and find out what the real time was.‟ 

„Well, this conflict cloud is showing us a somewhat similar situation: we are currently 

compromising between two requirements that conflict with each other. We can‟t 

satisfactorily compromise between the two – if we could, then we wouldn‟t need this 

meeting – so we‟ve got to investigate in order to resolve the conflict.‟ 

I added, „Hidden somewhere in the cloud is a gift to us. A gift that points us to a 

powerful solution to the problems caused by the conflict.‟ 

Since my first meeting with him, Craig had taught me and Phil more about Goldratt‟s 

conflict cloud technique.8 To start with the conflict cloud is a technique for simply 

drawing a problem, or if you like, for representing the forces and tensions that keep a 

problem alive. If the conflict didn‟t exist, neither would the problem, and that is the key to 

the cloud‟s power. By first surfacing the assumptions that live under each of the arrows in 

a cloud, then challenging the assumptions, you can break the cloud‟s structure, or 

“evaporate” it, to use Goldratt‟s term. In other words, by evaporating the cloud, the 

problem or problems caused by it disappear too. 

I asked Tim if there was a particular arrow that bothered him. I wasn‟t sure if his 

intuition about the conflict would be strong enough to use this shortcut, but I figured I 

wouldn‟t know if I didn‟t ask. 

He pulled the paper closer to him and studied the cloud closely once more.  

„None of the arrows stand out as being particularly bad, Steve. I mean, the whole 

cloud seems solid to me.‟ 

I didn‟t ask Phil the same question because I knew he would point to the same arrow 

that I would, the A-C arrow. The moment Phil used the word subordinate – a word that 

has special importance in Goldratt‟s Theory of Constraints – I knew that Phil‟s intuition 

about this cloud was very strong. But since the A-C arrow was on Tim‟s side of the cloud, 

I didn‟t want to jump straight to it. I didn‟t want it to look like we were ganging up on 

him. I didn‟t want to tell Tim what to do to solve this problem; I wanted him to figure it 

out himself. 

So it looked like we were going to have to do this the slow way, surfacing the 

                                                 

7 To tolerate a problem is to insist on it. – Jim and Michele McCarthy, Software for Your Head. 
8 Which first made it into broad public view in Goldratt‟s second business novel It’s Not Luck. 
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assumptions under each arrow. Pity because the quick way would have saved us about 

twenty minutes and I had an important meeting I needed to prepare for. 

„Fair enough. Let‟s just start at the top with Phil‟s side of the conflict. The A-B arrow. 

Let me read it out, then I want you, Tim, to tell me as many reasons why it‟s true as you 

can.‟ 

I turned the paper towards me and read, „In order to (a) have a highly productive 

testing process we must (b) keep the developers busy reworking defects and releasing 

fixed software because…‟ 

I turned the paper back to Tim, then looked at him and asked, „Give me some 

“becauses”, Tim.‟ 

As he listed them I jotted them down. 

„Because, because…1. Bugs don‟t get fixed unless the developers work on them.  

„Because, 2. The developers are the only people who can fix the defects. 

„3. Because you made it very clear that quality is key to this whole exercise and we 

can‟t go live with any outstanding defects. 

„Because…4. We currently have a large backlog of unfixed defects and 5. Because it can 

take a long time to fix each bug. 

„This is getting tricky now. Oh I know, 6. Because the developers are the only people 

who can release the code into production. 

„Because…ummm…I can‟t think of any more off the top of my head, Steve.‟ 
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Rock 19 Triage, Bottlenecks and Time-Traps 
 

 

I quickly read then re-read Tim‟s six assumptions that lay behind the AB arrow. I 

expected I could get another two or three well-hidden assumptions out of Tim for this 

arrow before his ears started to bleed, but I‟d only do that if the current assumptions 

weren‟t adequate. I didn‟t think I‟d have to. 

„Okay,‟ I said. „That‟s a good start. Let‟s work through them now to see if we can find a 

reason why each assumption may not necessarily be true, or an action that we could do to 

make it untrue. 

„Let‟s start at the top of the list. 1. Bugs don‟t get fixed unless the developers work on 

them.‟ 

Tim looked at me and then at Phil. „I can‟t see any reason why that is false or how we 

could make it false.‟  

He looked at me for reassurance that he was doing okay. He was.  

„Fair enough. How about 2. The developers are the only people who can fix the 

defects?‟ 

„Hmmm. None of my testers can write or fix code, but if they could, I‟d happily hand 

them over if we thought we could fix more bugs. I suppose we could get more developers 

in from another team, or contactors, but surely they would only slow everyone else down 

at this stage of the project. None of those sound very useful, do they?‟ 

„I agree. What about 3. Quality is key to this whole exercise and we can‟t go live with 

any outstanding defects.‟ 

Tim frowned. „Well, that is what you said, Steve. Building quality into each iteration so 

that the software is good enough to ship is the basis of our whole approach here, isn‟t it?‟ 

He paused, considering his words.  

„I mean to say,‟ he continued, cautiously. „This rule about having no defects 

whatsoever does bother me a bit, Steve. Don‟t get me wrong, mind you. I am totally 

bought into the iterative approach, but I do wonder if perhaps we could delay fixing some 

of the defects until after we‟ve gone live. I know it‟s not true to the spirit of our approach 

but…‟ 

He didn‟t finish his sentence. He didn‟t need to.  

I leaned forward in my chair and nodded approvingly. It seemed my high-level 

directive on software quality had low-level side effects that I hadn‟t considered. „Give me 

an example Tim,‟ I asked gently. 

„Well. That‟s easy. Just this morning we‟ve already discussed several defects that were 
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cosmetic in nature. For instance, one of my testers had logged a defect because fields on a 

couple of the screens didn‟t follow the correct corporate formatting standards. These are 

valid defects, but in prior projects we wouldn‟t have tackled those types of defects until 

much later in the project. Now, I know the standards are there for a good reason, but no 

customer ever sees these screens and considering our deadline….‟ 

„Okay, I understand,‟ I said, a little frustrated with myself. „That is a great example and 

I expect you or Phil or Anne could come up with a large variation of other examples of 

defects that could be delayed until after shipping.‟ They tilted forward expectantly, 

wondering how I‟d react. „Which is brilliant, guys! That‟s a whole lot of work we can 

avoid now, and that alone may be enough to get us to the finish line on time.‟ 

„Now, Tim, once we‟ve finished this meeting can you define the criteria to distinguish 

between defects we work on prior to December 1st, and the defects we delay until later? 

We also need to ensure that we track these defects so that we can get back to them later 

on.‟ 

Tim nodded and made a quick note to remind himself. 

„Not so quick,‟ said Anne. 

Huh? 

„Look, Anne,‟ I said with a patient-but-only-because-I‟m-disguising-my-frustration 

sort of tone. „This is a good approach, but we‟re going to have to make some small 

sacrifices….‟ 

„Stop talking for a moment, Steve, you big doofus. You didn‟t let me finish. The 

solution is good, but Tim shouldn‟t be deciding the criteria. None of us should. That‟s 

Catherine‟s job. She should make the call on whether each defect is worth working on, not 

us. If she wants a defect fixed, then it will take us time and effort to do the rework, which 

in turn pushes other work further down the queue. Triage is her responsibility.‟ 

She was right. We – IT – were the vehicle and Catherine was the driver. I told Anne 

that she was right and asked Tim to make the appropriate arrangements with Catherine. 

 

-oOo- 

 

„Okay. Returning to the cloud. We were up to number 4 and 5. They seem to go 

together. But first, we may not need to go any further if the introduction of defect triaging 

evaporated the cloud. What do you think, Tim?‟ 

„No. It didn‟t. It has eased the pain a little, though.‟ 

I used my pen to tap the paper with the cloud sketched on it and read out loud, „In 

order to (a) have a highly productive testing process we must (b) keep the developers 

busy reworking defects and releasing fixed software because… 4. We currently have a 

large backlog of unfixed defects and 5. It can take a long time to fix each bug.‟  

I looked to Tim for his thoughts. 

„Okay,‟ he said. „Both of these are indisputably true. Now, if we didn‟t have any 

defects at all, then the AB arrow would indeed be evaporated, and the cloud with it. But 

what we‟re going to find is that with every iteration we will start with an empty defect 
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backlog, it will quickly fill up as we test it, then it will more slowly shrink as the 

developers close the defects. As the developers fix them, we testers may find a few new 

defects, but we‟ll always be quicker at finding defects than the developers will at fixing 

them.  

„Nope, Steve, I can‟t find anything we can do with these two obstacles. The defect 

backlog is going to grow quickly, then shrink slowly. My testers can find defects much, 

much, much faster than Phil‟s guys can fix them.‟ 

That was it! That was what I was looking for! I asked Tim to repeat his last sentence, 

which gave me a few moments to think. 

„My testers can find defects much, much, much faster than the developers can fix 

them,‟ he said with a look of surprise on his face.  

He hadn‟t read The Goal so he didn‟t get it. Why would he? He was just trying to do 

the best job he possibly could within his own neatly defined silo. The Goal teaches a new 

way of thinking about work which overcomes the silo problem. I asked Phil if he would 

explain the main ideas from The Goal for Tim and Anne, and secretly as a quick refresher 

for myself. 

Phil sat up straight in his chair and said, „The Goal is a novel, a business novel to be 

exact. It tells the story of a factory manager who has to make some big changes to rescue 

his factory from closure.‟ 

„Sounds eerily familiar,‟ said Anne under her breath. 

„The manager, Alex, discovered that the entire output of his factory was determined 

by just one resource, the NCX10 machine, which he nicknamed “Herbie”. It was the 

factory‟s bottleneck, which meant that it had the least capacity of all the machines in the 

factory. It meant that the only way for the factory to produce more was to figure out how 

the NCX10 machine could produce more.‟  

Tim‟s face was blank. Phil noticed this and said, „Let me give you an example. Imagine 

that you run a factory with five machines in it.‟ 

He held up his left hand and fanned out his fingers, his palm facing towards Tim. 

Pointing to the thumb on his left hand he said, „This machine can produce 100 units per 

hour which it then passes on to the index figure machine.‟ He moved to the index finger, 

then across the other fingers, one at a time, „This one can do eighty, this one seventy, this 

one 120 and the little pinkie can do 200.‟ 

Phil glanced at Tim to see if he was keeping up. „So, what‟s the most the factory can 

produce?‟ 

Tim points to Phil‟s middle finger and says, ‟Seventy, obviously. It‟s the bottleneck.‟ 

„And if you wanted to get more output from the factory, where would you have to 

focus your efforts?‟ 

„The middle finger. Obviously.‟ 

„Good. Now in Alex‟s factory, he improved his factory‟s output by doing things like 

making sure that the NCX10‟s operators were replaced whenever they took a break so that 

the machine kept operating. They also moved quality control inspectors in front of the 

machine so that the machine didn‟t process materials that would eventually be binned. 
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And they scheduled work through the machines ahead of the NCX10 in the 

manufacturing process so that there was a pile of work in front of it so it was never 

starved of work.‟ 

Phil pointed back to his middle finger again and asked Tim, „Now, what happens if we 

improve the output of any of the other machines? Perhaps you bump the thumb‟s capacity 

up from 100 to 120.‟ 

„Nothing. Obviously. The entire factory‟s output is determined by the output of the 

middle finger.‟ 

„And what happens if all of the machines keep producing at their maximum output?‟ 

„Well, you‟d produce a big, growing pile of work in front of the bottleneck middle 

machine and its predecessor, the index finger. The two machines following it couldn‟t 

possibly work at full output because the bottleneck is starving them of work. I bet the 

operators would always look busy though! Otherwise they‟d get their butts kicked by 

their bosses!‟ 

„Great,‟ I said, smiling. „You should read this book Tim. I didn‟t realize it initially, but 

as you can see, it‟s totally applicable to our situation here at CCXCO.‟ 

Tim looked at me blankly, then he looked at Phil blankly. „Why?‟ 

He hadn‟t realized that the developers were…ahem…the middle finger in this 

example. 

I cleared my throat and said, „Let me tell you a little story, Tim. It‟s a true story. Each 

weeknight evening, we have a routine in our house whereby my wife cooks dinner 

because she gets home long before I do, then after dinner I clean up with help from my 

two oldest daughters. They are eight and ten years old.‟  

I pointed to a picture of my family sitting on my desk. „I wash the dishes and they dry. 

I think that they‟re too young to wash. And both of them are too short, to be honest with 

you. I‟m much, much faster at washing dishes than they are at the drying, even with two 

of them. So what happens is that the dish rack tends to get filled up quickly, and while 

they are drying from the full dish rack, I have time to clean up the dining table, the rest of 

the kitchen, put out the rubbish and so on. So long as I keep a bit ahead of them, then they 

don‟t get grumpy with me for holding them up. By the time I‟ve cleaned everything else, I 

still have time to pick up a tea towel and help them dry the last remaining dishes.‟  

I paused to check that Tim was following me. 

He said slowly, „And this works fine because you, Steve, can wash the dishes much, 

much, much faster than your daughters can dry them,‟ echoing his own words from a 

moment ago. 

„Exactly,‟ I said, waiting for him to figure out the rest. 

„So, the only way to speed up the after-dinner-clean-up in your house is to either find 

more dryers or find ways to speed up the existing dryers?‟ he asked without waiting for 

an answer. „Your daughters are the bottleneck. And because they‟re the bottleneck, it 

would make no difference if we bought you – the washer-upperer – a super-dooper high-

speed scrubbing brush because making you go faster would just give you more spare time 

to do nothing. Actually, I suppose you could start helping your daughters to dry sooner if 
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you were finished washing sooner, but that approach doesn‟t help us in VSP because 

we‟ve already decided that the testers can‟t switch over to being developers. 

„Hmmmm. How else could you speed up the clean-up process?‟ he asked himself. 

„Apart from waiting for the two kids to grow older and more adept at drying, I can‟t see 

how you can make them dry more quickly. It‟s the same here on VSP – we‟ve already 

figured out that we can‟t realistically squeeze more work out of the developers. They‟re 

already highly motivated and working as hard as they can sustain.‟ 

He continued thinking out loud. „Steve, I imagine in a simple example like your clean-

up that you‟ve got it running pretty smoothly; that you‟ve intuitively gone through the 

thoughts I‟m going through now. So, so…so now I want to change tack slightly and 

consider what you could do to make the clean-up take longer.‟ 

Nice move, I thought.  

He thought for a moment before mockingly slapping his forehead. 

„Doh! And it‟s fairly damned obvious, isn‟t it! If you made your two daughters help 

you to clear the table, put out the rubbish, sweep the floor and so on, then your whole 

clean-up would indeed take longer because they‟d not being doing their bottleneck job of 

drying. In fact, even if they were faster at the other clean-up work than you were, Steve, it 

would still slow down the entire process because the drying is the, I mean THE, 

bottleneck. Once you‟ve identified your bottleneck you not only have to get it (or them in 

this case) working as efficiently as possible, but you‟ve also got to subordinate – there‟s 

that darned word again – everything else in this process to the needs of the bottleneck.‟ 

He sighed. „I see the problem now, Steve. The developers are the bottleneck in this 

process. That‟s obvious because they have a large backlog of work in front of them, and if 

it ever shrinks, then my testers have the capacity to fill it up quickly, even if we do 

experience a lot of downtime when the system is available for testing. Consider the cloud 

evaporated. 

„We testers should be subordinating ourselves to the developers, not the other way 

around. That‟s the way to optimize the output of our process. Of course, when we get to a 

point where it‟s hard to find new bugs and we have only a very small backlog of 

outstanding defects, then we will be the bottleneck, and we‟ll have to reconsider our 

position.‟  

Tim sat back in his chair. He bit down gently on his lower lip while his eyes searched 

in his head for problems with his analysis. After a few moments he leaned forward again 

and looked at the three of us.  

„Guys, I have one problem with this,‟ he said in a low, almost conspiratorial voice. 

„Have any of you ever tried to read a newspaper at your desk? During the working day, I 

mean. Not at lunch.‟ 

We all shook our heads. 

„Well, what do you think would happen if you did? Except for you, Steve, the rest of 

us would get our asses kicked. If there is one thing we don‟t tolerate in CCXCO, it‟s 

looking like you‟ve got nothing to do. But that‟s exactly the situation my testers will find 

themselves in if they do subordinate to the developers. They‟ll have excess capacity, so 
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they‟ll have times when they won‟t have any work to do. What do I do about that?‟ 

„Hmmm,‟ I said. „The obvious thing to do is get them testing the functionality in the 

next iteration, but I‟m loath to do that. I don‟t want them finding defects, or – God forbid – 

bringing down the system, distracting the developers from the current iteration, which is 

by definition the most important work they can be doing. And even if they do find defects, 

as you‟ve said yourself, it‟s not as if they couldn‟t find them very quickly when the next 

iteration starts. So that‟s a nonstarter.‟ 

I looked down at my hands and gently massaged my fingers as I thought. 

„So, here‟s what I want you to do, Tim. Your testers need to subordinate themselves to 

the developers. That‟s the bottom line. Everyone needs to understand that. I personally 

don‟t care if they sit around writing poetry so long as they don‟t break any laws or distract 

those sitting around them. But they‟d better be one-hundred-percent prepared to jump 

when testing needs to be done. I‟ll leave the details for you to figure out.‟ 

„Like firemen?‟ asked Anne. „They sit around a lot of their day not putting out fires 

and not rescuing cats from trees, but no one complains about that, provided they act 

quickly when the alarm bell goes off.‟ 

„Exactly,‟ I said definitively, smiling knowingly, as if I had that exact analogy tucked 

up my sleeve ready to use next. 

Tim pursed his lips as he absorbed all that we‟d discussed. 

„Right then. I‟ll figure out how to put this change in place this afternoon.‟ 

„How‟s that with you guys?‟ he asked, making eye contact with each of us smiling 

back at him from around the table.  

„Good on you, Tim,‟ said Phil. „I reckon that with the defect-triage in place, we‟ll 

probably cut our development workload by 30 – 50% before December 1st. And, with the 

new subordination rules, I expect that we‟ll increase our developers‟ productive hours by 

20 to 40%. I truly don‟t think the December 1st date is an issue now.‟ 

„I agree,‟ I said. „But let‟s keep this to ourselves for at least two iterations, just to be 

sure.‟ 

Phil turned back to me. „There is one other area which needs to subordinate more 

effectively to our project, Steve.‟ 

Let me guess. „The DBAs?‟ I asked, grinning at Anne. Her husband managed the DBA 

team. 

„Yup. Our archenemies in the Data Administration Group. They‟re a real time-trap. I 

freely admit that they are more responsive to us since VSP became corporate priority 

number one and, just like everyone else in this company, I know that they are very busy, 

but we are very dependent on them and each request we make to them currently takes a 

minimum of three days, usually more – unless Anne asks nicely, of course, in which case it 

takes over a week!‟ 

Anne stuck her tongue out at Phil and he made a face back at her. Very professional. 

Still, I thought, three days was a massive improvement over projects that weren‟t 

corporate priority number one; they counted their waiting time in weeks, not days. 

Phil continued, „It means that at any given time within an iteration, each developer has 
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several incomplete fixes on the go and most of them are waiting for a DBA to do work for 

them. It‟s not just the time delay, Steve, but the extra co-ordination and mental juggling 

required. It slows us down a lot.‟ 

„Do you want me to ask Paul to get a DBA brought in to sit with the team, Phil? We 

can do that easily enough.‟ 

„That would be great, Steve, but there‟s another thing that would make us even more 

productive. It‟s just a small thing…but it‟s against corporate policy.‟ 

Oh dear, here we go. I raised one eyebrow curiously, then the other cautiously. 

„It is quite simple really. It‟s an 80/20 thing, Steve. Most of the DBA work that we need 

done is incredibly straightforward and easy to do. Any one of my developers is able to do 

the majority of the DBA work without needing any further training. But they don‟t have 

security access to make any changes to the databases on the development subsystems. 

Even the simplest things like, say, changing a field name has to be done by a grossly 

overqualified DBA – and it takes a minimum of three days to get each done. That said, a 

few of the things we need done are way beyond our capabilities and need the expertise of 

a DBA.‟ 

„I understand, Phil,‟ I said. „It‟s very sensible suggestion and I don‟t know why we 

don‟t do it across the board, but it isn‟t such an easy policy to change. But have no fear, I‟ll 

set Paul on to it immediately, and he‟ll have it sorted out by lunchtime tomorrow. I‟ll also 

get one of them moved up to sit with us. It‟ll be much easier to sell the policy change to 

the DBAs once they‟ve agreed that one of their own is sitting amongst us. That way they 

can keep an eye on us.‟ 

I picked up the page with the cloud on it, pushed back my chair and said, „Good work, 

guys. I feel real good about what we‟ve achieved here this morning. I‟m out of the office 

this afternoon, but I‟d like an update from each of you at 9:30 tomorrow morning.‟ 

 

-oOo- 

 

Once they had left my office I took the cloud, double-hole-punched it and added it for 

safe keeping to a folder I‟d been building up. The technique was simple but the 

discussion, examination and thought it generated was astoundingly powerful. 

I was relieved with the progress we‟d just made, but there was one thing that still 

worried me about the VSP project, and it was a biggie. If we didn‟t start to show 

significant progress soon, then I was expecting to see some of my best staff hand in their 

notice. They were the ones with the best options in the marketplace, the ones who would 

find the best new jobs easily, and also the ones with the good sense to start looking now. 

I knew for certain that at least one of my key players had his résumé tidied up. 

 

-oOo- 

 

I was scheduled to spend the rest of the afternoon off for “personal time”. I was 

meeting with my executive recruiter friend, prepping me for a job interview the following 
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month. I‟d had a few tiny bites since I first began my search, but this was the first that 

looked like it was a move up, career-wise. If I took the job, then I‟d effectively be doing 

Eleanor‟s job, but in a company much smaller than CCXGroup.  

If I was going to desert my ship and abandon my crew, I wanted to make damned sure 

that I didn‟t leap into another leaky boat. I was in two minds about the job though. While 

the job was a natural career progression for me with a respectable company. According to 

my friend, I was “just what they were looking for”. Apparently my résumé contained 

many of the buzzwords they were looking for. They were very impressed with the work 

I‟d done during the last few years at CCXCO and had, in fact, seen a video recording of 

my keynote presentation from the conference I‟d attended earlier in the year. My suntan 

had faded, but apparently my reputation hadn‟t. They felt that their own software 

development practices were at about the same maturity as my division‟s had been when I 

took on this role, and they wanted to bring them up to date with industry best practices, 

just as I had done. 

They were so impressed that I was scheduled to meet with none other than their CEO 

the following month while he was in the US touring one of their installations.  

One of my main concerns was that the company was based in Europe, with its 

headquarters in Paris and just a few smaller interests stateside, so I would have to relocate 

my family to Europe.  

While I didn‟t really want to do that to my family, it wasn‟t my major concern: my 

friend had made me specifically promise NOT to mention the changes we‟d made with 

VSP to the my prospective employer‟s CEO; he didn‟t want me to scare them off with my 

voodoo practices; it was the best practices they were interested in.  

I was very happy with the majority of those “best practices”, but I realized in 

retrospect that they were really just painting lipstick on a pig. So long as the underlying 

development model was broken, the pig was still a pig. 

But then again, as I kept telling myself, I had to keep my options open. At the moment, 

all of my eggs were in this one, slightly holey basket. 
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Rock 20 Good News, Bad News 
 

 

A few weeks later. 

„We‟ve now completed five iterations and I‟m feeling pretty good,‟ I told Craig. 

„Thanks to the changes we‟ve made I am now confident that we will meet our December 

1st deadline.‟ 

It was 7:00  a.m., Monday morning, and I was sitting in an uncomfortable chair around 

a small table in a coffee shop with Craig and Eleanor. I‟d just bought three very large 

coffees in thanks and celebration. It made me giddy to watch Eleanor drinking coffee from 

a big mug which looked more like a trough – it really wasn‟t her style.  

Still, this was a good news session and so much nicer than the last major meeting I‟d 

had with Eleanor, when she‟d given me the impossible deadline for VSP and told me I 

was going to be outsourced. I was hoping that with the good news about VSP and the 

bribe of a very large coffee, she might reconsider her position about the outsourcing, but I 

wasn‟t going to push it. My main purpose was to keep them up to date with VSP. 

I‟d just finished explaining all of the changes we‟d made. Not that there were that 

many in retrospect. Looking back, the changes all seemed obvious, simple and not nearly 

as radical as they seemed at the time. 

Eleanor put down her cup and said, „The feedback I‟ve been receiving from marketing 

has improved considerably in recent weeks. They were terrified when the first iteration 

took three weeks to deliver rather than the one week you promised. They wanted me to 

close you down.‟ 

And yet you stood behind me, I thought. That was promising. 

„The first chunk was like slashing a path through an uncharted jungle. Each day we 

came across alligators and snakes, impassable rivers and impossible cliffs; we traveled 

many false paths only to have to retreat and start again. But we had to work like this to 

discover the path through the jungle, and now we can cross the jungle very quickly.‟  

Eleanor smiled and frowned at the same time. „So, you are now faster and more 

predictable too?‟ 

„Yes.‟ 

I kept talking, probably too much, but I was excited about our progress and I wanted 

to tell the whole world about it. 

„Working iteratively means that so long as Catherine prioritizes our immediate work, 

and so long as we provide an efficient and effective “machine”, we are able to always be 

working on the work most valuable to CCXCO. It also means that throughout the testing 
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phase of the project we have much clearer visibility on the quality of our code and of our 

true progress. It‟s amazing how much more confidence we all have once we can actually 

see and use the working software. Much more confidence than nicely drawn design 

diagrams, comprehensive – but wrong in the long run – documentation, and pretty 

looking Gantt charts ever gave us. The map, after all, is not the same as the territory. 

„The biggie is that I can confidently predict that we will meet our December 1st 

deadline. What‟s even better is that we could potentially go live earlier than December 1st. 

When was the last time we‟ve ever given our customers the option to go live early, 

Eleanor?‟  

She shrugged and a restrained smile snuck out from her otherwise formal façade.  

I chuckled, „What am I talking about? We could even deliver today! Or we could 

deliver after December 1st, with more features, even, if that‟s what Catherine wants. Not 

only does she determine what we work on, but also she determines when we ship. It‟s her 

call now. She‟s the driver, my department is the vehicle, and my job is to make the vehicle 

as efficient as possible.  

„Ahhh, Eleanor,‟ I sighed contentedly. „You should have seen Catherine‟s face when I 

told her this! The first thing she did was threaten to dance a wee jig on my office table. 

Most un-CCXCO-like behavior, I know, but I forgave her. The second thing she did, once 

she‟d settled down, was to test me by moving a change control which was previously 

rejected – a number of times – to the top of our work list.‟ 

Eleanor smiled, „I know. That was CR111 – the customer level income feature. Mark 

Richmond called me yesterday to tell me how thrilled they were. He says it‟s a market 

beater. He said he was astounded at your new found agility.‟ 

I didn‟t realize that. I didn‟t tell Eleanor that I had tried to talk Catherine out of 

reprioritizing it. Old habits die hard, as they say. It was just that it seemed a bit rash to 

introduce a sizeable piece of new work to the top of the list, pushing all of the other 

features down the list. But she insisted on it, as I‟d just told her that it was her call. 

Besides, she said, the original estimate to complete the change was seventy-seven days, 

which reflected a lot of uncertainty in what needed to be done, but since then her lead 

business analyst had simplified the requirements considerably and with a little help from 

Anne and Phil they‟d reduced the estimate to be between twenty and forty days.  

„The team is working on it now and it will be delivered at the end of this iteration.‟ 

„I know. I saw it on your plan. Mark has it pinned to his wall. It‟s different…but once 

Mark explained it to me, I liked it.‟ 

Our plan looked subtlety different to most project plans. The moment we started 

working iteratively, we realized that our old plan had become redundant. It simply didn‟t 

reflect how we were working any more so, just before we started our fourth iteration Paul 

asked Catherine what she – as a customer – really wanted to see in the plan. She said it 

was simple: she wanted to know what features she was going to get and when she was 

going to get them.  

So Paul produced a simple Gantt chart using the same scheduling software we used 

throughout CCXGroup. But instead of technical tasks running up and down the page, 
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Paul‟s plan showed features. The features were ordered according to Catherine‟s 

prioritization – the order in which we would tackle them. Instead of showing the 

durations of the tasks on the plan, we showed the date range where it was likely to be 

delivered to the customer. Catherine had insisted on that; if we couldn‟t commit to an 

exact date for a feature, then we should show the range of likely dates. The plan showed 

the features which we had already delivered as milestones that happened on their actual 

delivery date. It showed features we‟d be working on soon with very narrow range 

durations, and tasks which wouldn‟t happen until much later with much wider range 

durations to reflect the higher uncertainty. 

The plan had caused a bit of debate and confusion when Paul had first issued it, but he 

tackled that by tweaking the formatting in our software so that the Gantt chart looked 

subtly, but not considerably, different to other plans and he spent a lot of time walking 

and talking with the project‟s various stakeholders to ensure that they understood why 

our plans were different. That was, after all, his job. And he was rather good at it. 

I smiled and said, „Good.‟ 

Eleanor said, „Mark said that the progress we had made during the last few weeks has 

gone a long way towards improving your team‟s credibility within CCXCO. He told me 

that, provided you do deliver VSP – as you have promised to him and I – then he‟ll put in 

a good work for you with your boss too. The project‟s finances are looking surprisingly 

healthy right now.‟ 

„I take it Mark has decided to reduce the VSP headcount then?‟ 

Mark had proposed to cut down the number of staff working on VSP after it was 

bedded in but continue running it with the reduced team until the end of March, as 

planned. We were throwing a little bit of cash back into the CCXCO coffers. That‟s 

precisely the sort of thing that CFOs like.  

„He has, but not as much as your boss wanted,‟ Eleanor said. 

„Just a couple of days ago, I was involved in a very heated discussion with Mark, 

Harry and the rest of the senior management team about whether we should close down 

the VSP project entirely at the end of January rather than the end of March. VSP is a big 

project and it‟s currently using over half of your staff. The rest of the committee were very 

keen to stop VSP, free up those staff, and move them onto their own pet projects. They 

painted a pretty convincing argument.‟ 

„But they can‟t do that…,‟ I said. „Catherine wants to conduct focus groups with the 

customers who come on board during December and January, as well as the folks selling 

the product, to discover how we can polish the product so that it sells better.‟ 

Catherine had told me that although they did a lot of market research when they were 

preparing the product spec, that there was still a good bit of guesswork involved, and that 

the best way to learn what the customers really wanted was to give them the product and 

let them use it.  

Eleanor held her hand up, „I haven‟t finished yet, Steven. You can‟t blame them. The 

great majority of their improvement initiatives require IT work so it is very hard for them 

to improve when they can‟t get IT resources.‟ 
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Craig said, „I was at that meeting too. Billings was very keen to save two months 

worth of development cost too. What‟s VSP costing each month?‟ 

„All up it‟s costing around two million dollars each month to develop the product.‟ 

Craig said, „That‟s what Billings said. He was very excited that VSP could save 

CCXCO around four million dollars in development costs by finishing at the end of 

January rather than the end of March. That‟s a lot of money – even in a company this size. 

He said that saving would have a significant effect on the project‟s profitability.  

Eleanor scowled, „He said, in a very polite but condescending tone, that it was nice to 

see an IT project finishing ahead of budget for a change. It would be, he said, a shame to 

waste it.‟ 

Eleanor then grinned. „I probably shouldn‟t tell you this, Steve, but Harry, of all people 

slapped him down. Harry had been very quiet for most of the meeting – unusual behavior 

for your fearless CEO, I know, but he‟s got a lot on his mind – when he suddenly sat up in 

his seat, leaned forward and showed our poor CFO how to do condescension properly. He 

gestured to Mark then said, “That man there has just won us the grand prix and here you 

are effectively telling him well done but watch your fuel economy in future. You glorified 

accountants will be the ruination of this company. You and your granny were both wrong, 

CCXCO will go broke if we continue to look after the pennies, assuming that the pounds 

will look after themselves”.‟ 

„He actually said that about the man‟s granny?‟ 

Eleanor chuckled, „He did.‟  

I didn‟t envy Billings one bit. I‟d been on the sharp end of Harry‟s displeasure during 

the first three our four months of his tenure CCXCO. It got so bad that we normally 

communicated via either Billings or Eleanor.  

Eleanor added, „And then he looked straight across the table at Mark and demanded 

that he tell us all how much we‟ll actually save when we launch VSP on December 1st.‟  

Craig asked, „How much do you think he said, Steve?‟ 

I quickly ran the numbers through my head. Mark‟s original proposal was to reduce 

headcount by 20% from December 1st and run with that until the end of January when 

he‟d cut it down to half what it had been. So, that meant that in December and January 

he‟d save $400,000 each month and during February and March he‟d save a cool 

$1,000,000 each month.  

„Two point eight million dollars,‟ I said. 

Eleanor smiled. „No. Mark said that by forcing us to deliver four months early, Chaste 

had actually saved us twenty million dollars. Approximately.‟  

“Twenty million dollars?” I repeated. That didn‟t make any sense at all. 

Craig said, „Mark was talking about the cost of delay, Steve. The original business case 

for VSP predicted revenues of $120 million a year, but that was assuming we were in a 

one-horse race – a rather naïve assumption in retrospect – and after Mark learned about 

Chaste Group he reduced that to a more conservative $60 million a year. VSP isn‟t going 

to be nearly as lucrative as Mark originally estimated, but it‟s still a good investment.‟ 

Eleanor said, „So, the “cost of delay” for one month is one twelfth of sixty million 
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dollars or five million. Four months delay is twenty million.‟ 

I said nothing. I was too busy wondering if I should mention that, although we were 

always “confident” that we would have originally delivered VSP on April 1st, we weren‟t 

always confident about which year. If we had delayed by another year – and we could 

well have – then CCXCO would have lost not just the $24 million in extra development 

cost but another $60 million in lost revenue. Some things are best not said. 

I took another sip of my coffee, lest the expletive which currently sat on the tip of my 

tongue escaped and embarrassed me in front of Eleanor.  

I wondered, briefly, how different our projects might be if I‟d been held accountable 

for both “winning the grand prix” as well as managing the car‟s fuel economy. 

„So,‟ I said after putting my coffee cup down. „We did good.‟ 

Eleanor nodded, but said nothing.  

After a few moments she said, „So far.‟ 

Craig finished a small bite of croissant then said, „It‟s not just Steve‟s customers who 

are happier, Eleanor. I‟ve recently spoken to Phil and Anne, and they both say that the 

mood of your department has improved greatly too. They‟re not just talking about since 

they mutinied on you, but they say things are a lot happier than they can ever remember 

them.‟ 

I blushed a little. I was happy to hear that, but I was also responsible for much of the 

prior staff dissatisfaction. 

Eleanor put down her coffee and cleared her throat. She waited until she had both my 

attention and Craig‟s. 

„Now, enough of the good news. Let‟s talk about the bad news,‟ she said.  

Huh?  

„Steve, while you‟ve achieved a lot during these few weeks, the VSP rescue is only 

phase one from my point of view. You‟ve still got a long way to go.‟ 

I looked up at her, unsure how to interpret what I‟d just heard. 

Like a tag team wrestling match, Craig took over. He put down his coffee before he 

spoke. „Eleanor and I couldn‟t believe our luck when the VSP crisis first occurred. For 

months we‟d been looking for ways to engineer a sense of urgency within one of our IT 

departments, so we were just thrilled when you discovered Chaste Group‟s dirty little 

secret. The double whammy of the challenge of saving VSP and the threat of outsourcing 

seems to have been very motivating for you.‟ 

I looked Craig directly in the eye. „You are an asshole, Craig. Is this just some game to 

you?‟  

I turned to Eleanor. „Is the outsourcing deal just a bluff, Eleanor?‟ 

She answered, calmly, „No, Steve. The outsourcing situation stands. This wasn‟t a 

game, it still isn‟t a game, it is deadly serious stuff. The good news is that if this was a 

game, we‟ve just reached half-time.‟ 

I nodded calmly. I was pissed off, but I was trying not to show it. I wondered if this 

was why Craig had suggested we meet in a public place. 

„Let me get this straight, Eleanor. We‟ve just discovered a way of efficiently and 
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reliably delivering software development projects, big and small, on time – something 

we‟ve never been able to do before and something our industry has consistently failed to 

do over the last forty years – and you‟re saying it‟s only phase one? What more do you 

want from me?‟ 

I glanced around for something lethal to throw at her but settled on a sarcastic. „Would 

you, for instance, like me to turn your coffee into wine?‟ 

„No, thanks. I‟m driving later.‟ 

Then she used my “say nothing” technique on me. She said nothing. I said nothing.  

I blinked first. „What‟s phase two then?‟ 

Eleanor picked up her handbag.  

She stood up, paused, and looked at me coolly.  

„Phase two is where you give me more ammunition to protect you. You need to prove 

that this wasn‟t just a one-off. You need more than just marketing singing your praises. 

You need none other than Harry Nelson patting you on the back and telling you what a 

good boy you‟ve been.‟ 

She pushed her chair in, looked towards the door, then leaned down towards me so 

that her mouth was just inches away from my ear.  

„And finally, Steve,‟ she whispered. „Phase two is where you make damned sure you 

don‟t fuck up what you‟ve accomplished in phase one.‟ 



Clarke Ching 

 

104 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rock 21 The Core Conflict? 
 

 

Craig watched Eleanor leave the coffee shop then turned to me and said, „Dare I ask 

what that was about?‟ 

I smiled and shook my head. „No point. You wouldn‟t believe me if I told you.‟ 

I sat back in my chair and sulked for a few minutes. Craig politely left me alone with 

my thoughts. 

Craig and I planned to spend the next few hours working from the coffee shop, 

continuing the “analysis” which we‟d kicked off when we prepared the three conflict 

clouds what seemed like months, but was really only weeks, before. I cleared the mugs off 

our table to make some room. Craig pulled a large notepad and a plastic folder from his 

briefcase and put both of them on the table, then he removed a single sheet of paper from 

the folder and passed it to me. 

„This table shows the three conflict clouds we constructed together when we first met. 

I‟ve taken them out of the cloud format and put them in a table format. I want to conduct 

a little experiment.‟ 

 

 
A Objective B Need D Want C Need D‟ Want 

Deliver a high quality 

product on time and 

budget 

Prevent Expensive rework 

late in the project 

Developers check in 

code once it is 

completely unit tested 

Meet their Management 

Commitments (and avoid 

punishment) 

Developers check in 

code before it is 

completely unit tested 

An efficient 

development process 

Get feedback as soon as 

possible (so we can fix 

defects cheaply and have 

good visibility) 

Start integration 

testing as soon as 

possible 

Simplify scheduling of the 

integration of many 

components 

Don‟t start integration 

testing until all code is 

built. 

Have a successful 

project 

Deliver a product the 

customer desires 
Allow change 

Deliver on time and on 

budget 
Don‟t allow change. 

 

„Steve, can you draw me THE core conflict of software development projects?‟ he 

asked, passing me the notepad. 

I opened the notepad and turned to a blank page, then I picked up the pen and half-

heartedly drew a blank conflict cloud. I placed the nib of the pen in the D box, wrote the 

letter “D”, then took a deep breath and put the pen down. „Honestly, Craig, I don‟t know 

where to start.‟ 

„Good,‟ he said. „Don‟t forget this little experiment for at least fifteen minutes.‟ 

He cleared his throat. „Over the years of using clouds, we‟ve discovered that they tend 

to be fractal in nature. The three you constructed are hidden just below the surface of your 
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everyday life. But they are manifestations of another deeper, almost hidden cloud, a root 

cause conflict, if you like. It‟s that conflict cloud I want to find now. It‟s a quick and simple 

process which is easier to do than to explain.‟ 

He passed me the paper and instructed me to draw a blank conflict cloud in the space 

underneath. „Start with A. Now look at all three of the objectives in the A column and 

you‟ll see they are all somewhat similar. What I want you to do, Steve, is to figure out a 

sentence which generically describes all three.‟ 

I must admit that I was skeptical, but I had been all along with Craig‟s lessons and 

things had turned out pretty damned good so far, so I decided to give it a go. 

I read the three A entities and decided that “A – Deliver a successful project” seemed 

to generically describe all three of them. I added that to the A box.  

Steve then asked me to do the same with the B box. This was a little trickier. The first 

two were clearly about delivering high-quality software code base, but the third, “Deliver 

a product the customer desires”, was somewhat different. But really, when I stopped 

thinking too hard about it, all three were about delivering a high-quality product – it was 

just that there were two different types of quality being talked about. I write “B – Deliver 

the best product”. 

Steve then directed me to the C box. It was easier than the last one. I quickly added “C 

– Deliver on time and on budget” to the diagram. The D box was trickier, but not because I 

couldn‟t see a pattern, rather because it seemed to be exactly the same pattern as the B box. 

After a few moments thought, I realized that the B box was talking about the quality of the 

product as a whole, and the D box was talking about the activities we do to achieve that 

quality. I wrote in “D – Do things to ensure we deliver the best product”. The D‟ box was a 

no-brainer. I wrote in “D‟ – Do things to ensure we deliver on time and on budget”. 

Steve looked at my cloud and suggested that I change the word of the two D boxes 

from “Do things to ensure…” to “Focus on…”. He said it would make the conflict clearer 

when reading it out loud. While he was telling me this, I read the cloud out loud then 

rewrote it on a blank page.  

 

I read through the cloud again. I was totally under-

whelmed.  

I mean, wasn‟t it just obvious? Really, everyone knew 

that this was the big problem we faced in project 

management. We had a name for it – the “iron triangle”. 

Everyone knew it. The BD arrow represented the needs of 

“the business”. The CD‟ arrow represented the needs of 

the project manager. The tug of war between building the 

best product and meeting schedule was pervasive. 

Marketing wanted to get as much out of us as they could. We wanted to give them as little 

as we could get away with. It was a constant, never-ending negotiation. 

My contempt must have showed on my face because Craig had a cautious tone to his 

voice when he asked me, „What do you think of it?‟ 

- A – 
Deliver a 
successful 

project 

- B – 
Deliver the best 

product 

- C – 
Deliver on time 
and on budget 

- D – 
Focus on 

delivering the best 
product 

- D‟ – 
Focus on 

delivering on time 
and on budget 
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„To be frank with you, Craig, I could have told you this without going through the 

fancy process. It is PM101.‟  

„Oh really? When I asked you fifteen minutes ago to draw the core conflict of software 

development projects, you drew a blank.‟ He made a sweeping gesture towards the cloud. 

He had me there. „Okay. It‟s just that it‟s so obvious.‟ 

„That‟s great, Steve. I call what you are experiencing “The paradox of simplicity”. Your 

brain sees the simplicity of the process and of the end result and assumes that because it is 

simple the result is simplistic, and you therefore undervalue it. You must see this all the 

time in your industry – where an elegant design is mistaken for a simple one.‟ 

He had a point. I told him about a very clever chap I once worked with who would 

often present two designs for a solution. The first was the complex design he had when he 

was halfway through the design process. It always impressed people that he was able to 

come up with such a complex and complicated solution. Then he‟d present the second 

design, which was based on and functionally equivalent to the first, but much simpler and 

more elegant. His audience were even more impressed because it was obvious how much 

skill and effort was required to go from the first design to the second. Yet if he‟d only 

shown them the second, final design then they would have been under-whelmed. Very 

clever chap. 

„To help you overcome the “simplicity paradox”, Steve, can you think of another 

common cloud and just quickly confirm whether or not it matches this pattern?” 

I quickly recalled a conflict I‟d recently noticed in another project. In fact, it happened 

in most projects when the developers wanted to start coding before the customers and 

analysts had finished the specifications. I quickly constructed the cloud in my head. Why 

did the developers want to start coding quickly? Because they were focusing on meeting 

the schedule. Why did the customers and analysts want to wait? Because they were 

focusing on getting the product definition as good as possible. It was indeed a more 

specific instance of the root-cause cloud. 

As final “proof”, Craig opened his briefcase and with a theatrical flourish pulled a 

sealed envelope from it. He told me that he had done the same “three-cloud” technique 

many months before when he was doing his initial research based on different clouds then 

put it in a sealed envelope. I opened the envelope and compared his cloud with mine – 

they had the exact same meaning, if not the exact same words. Bravo! 

And yet I remained cynical. „Okay, maestro, what do we do with this cloud then?‟ 

 „The first thing we need to do is derive a “core problem” statement from the cloud. 

The core problem is a statement – a sentence or a few sentences – that summarizes the core 

conflict cloud.  

„So let‟s start with the core-problem statement. I want you to stare at the D and D‟ 

boxes, keeping both of the conflicting ideas at the front of your mind, then answer this 

question, out loud, “What is MISSING? The presence of which would make the 

difference.” Repeat the question out loud then answer it out loud. I‟ll scribe what you say.‟ 

I stared at the two boxes, trying as hard as I could to keep the conflict at top of my 

mind, and asked myself, out loud, „What is MISSING, the presence of which would make 
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the difference?‟ 

Nothing came to me. What’s missing, I asked myself. What would we need to do 

differently to allow us to produce both the best product while keeping our schedule and 

budget commitments?  

This wasn‟t magic, this was hard work.  

What was missing? 

I spoke off the top of my head, „We are missing a mechanism to allow our customers to 

incorporate changes into the software we build…‟ 

But, that wasn‟t enough on its own. „AND, at the same time, keep to the schedule and 

budget commitments we make,‟ I added. 

Craig quickly finished scribing what I said then asked „Is there anything else missing?‟ 

he asked. 

I read what he had written and said „Yes. EFFICIENTLY – it‟s got to be an efficient 

mechanism. But otherwise that‟s it – that‟s what is missing.‟ 

 

 

We are missing a mechanism to allow our customers to EFFICIENTLY incorporate changes 

into the software we build AND, at the same time, keep to the schedule and budget commitments 

we make. 

 

 

„Good, Steve. Good. Now tell me, what would your world be like if you had that 

mechanism?‟ 

„Well, it‟s obvious, isn‟t it? Our customers would love us. To start with they‟d get the 

best product because they could EFFICIENTLY incorporate their learning into it. They‟d 

also get a reliable schedule and budget commitments from us which makes their job 

easier. As it is, any change is very expensive and our customers struggle to keep their own 

commitments because they can‟t rely on our commitments to them. Do you know what 

this magical mechanism is, Craig? Are you going to tell me?‟ 

He looked at me with unhidden disappointment.  

„I thought I already had,‟ he said dryly. 
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Rock 22 Requirements are Forecasts and (usually) Forecasts 

are Wrong. 
 

 

Silently, I picked up the notepad and made two small alterations to the core problem 

statement, turning it from a statement of what was missing into a goal, a description of 

what we needed, something to aim for.  

I read it out loud. Slowly. 

 

 need to build the best product & 

We are missing ^ a mechanism to allow our customers to ^ EFFICIENTLY incorporate 

changes into the software we build AND, at the same time, keep to the schedule and budget 

commitments we make’ 

 

 

„You say that you‟ve already told me how to do this, Craig?‟ 

He said nothing. 

I thought back over our discussions and said, very slowly, „Software development is 

product development, therefore it should be developed iteratively… Iterative 

development is the secret ingredient, isn‟t it, Craig?‟ 

„Is it?‟ he asked, evasively. I think we both knew it was, but having read a little more 

of Goldratt‟s work – much of which was written as business novels – I guessed he was 

being Socratic with me. 

I gathered my thoughts, then spoke from off top of my head.  

„We are already developing VSP iteratively, but only in the testing phase. It has given us 

a mechanism to meet our schedule commitments. So long as the schedule isn‟t crazily 

ambitious, then we can always meet our delivery date by shipping the most recently 

finished increment of working software. That‟s a good start. 

„And, in a way,‟ I said, focusing on the core problem statement, „we do have a 

mechanism to incorporate change and still meet our schedule commitments. Catherine‟s 

change request 111 is an excellent example of this. She just moved it to the top of the 

features list, essentially reprioritizing every other feature. In fact, she could easily have 

moved any of the features up and down the list as she desired for free, and we would 

always just work from the top of the list.‟ 

A thought struck me. I picked up Craig‟s page with the table of the three original 

conflicts on them which I had used to induce the generic conflict cloud and studied the 
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change conflict. “Approve the change” or “don‟t approve the change”. Did giving 

Catherine ownership of the feature backlog and allowing her to prioritize it as she saw fit, 

then delivering iteratively, evaporate this cloud? 

I pointed to the conflict and said to Craig, „Lately, I‟ve been referring to this conflict as 

“The Project Manager‟s Conflict” because it puts the PM right in the middle of it, but now 

that Catherine owns the feature backlog we‟ve handed the conflict from our project 

manager to her. But instead of being annoyed with us, she loves it! She doesn‟t see it as a 

conflict at all. Previously if she wanted to make a change then she had to virtually beg us 

to do the work, and often we turned her down. But now she makes the call. She decides 

what we work on and when, not us. It works because she now recognizes that we have 

finite capacity and she trusts that we‟re not slacking.‟ 

„Does it also evaporate the core conflict cloud?‟  

I considered his question. „No, it doesn‟t… But only because we‟d already built most 

of the features we are changing. It is still very INEFFICIENT to make changes during the 

very expensive rework phase of the project.‟ 

I‟d recently decided to call it the “rework phase” rather than the testing phase. I was 

hoping that one day we could honestly call it the proving phase. I wasn‟t just playing with 

words – if we ever got to the point where we would test the software purely in order to 

prove that it worked, rather than to find where it didn‟t work, then I would be a very 

happy man. 

Craig remained silent. In retrospect I‟m still not sure if he knew what we had to do 

next and he was just forcing me to figure it out by myself, or if he simply had so much 

faith in his Theory of Constraints process that he knew I would be able to figure it out 

myself. 

As it happens, I already knew what we had to do next. I‟d turned my attention to it as 

soon as I was confident that VSP was going to make it. I‟d thought of little else since then.  

I told Craig, „Eleanor is right; I have to prove this isn‟t a one-off. And to do that, I have 

to figure out how we can start working iteratively on all of our new projects, but starting 

much, much earlier than the testing phase.‟  

How many weeks since I had angrily listened to Craig‟s rant about how the key to 

quality – and therefore our efficiency and productivity – was to “build quality in to your 

processes, not inspect defects out of your product”? The lesson was still very much in the 

front of my mind. Sure, we would undoubtedly rescue VSP by working iteratively, but we 

were still “testing defects out”. We still had to figure out how to build quality in to our 

software development processes – from the start. 

My gut said we could do this, but another part of my body was still very nervous – 

perhaps it was my pancreas. Starting a fresh project iteratively, from the very start, was a 

massive change compared to what we‟d already done with VSP. I truly did not know if it 

would work. CCXCO really, really didn‟t like big change. But not only did we need to 

figure out WHAT to do, but HOW to cause the change to happen in this environment and 

how to make the change “sticky” so we didn‟t roll back to our old inefficient ways once 

the pressure was off. 
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I explained my concerns to Crag and asked him what he thought. He answered my 

question with another question. 

„Thinking of this in terms of the core problem, tell me: why do you think working 

iteratively from the start will help you EFFICIENTLY incorporate change?‟ 

„To start with, our current approach builds grossly bloated products. I‟m convinced 

that by working iteratively we can build much smaller systems which will save a huge 

amount of work – perhaps half even. We can use that saving to absorb the extra effort 

required to make changes and still come out ahead.‟ 

Craig perked up – perhaps it was the coffee kicking in. 

„Really?‟ he said. „Intriguing. Tell me more.‟ 

I stretched my arms above my head and rolled my neck full circle around my 

shoulders. 

I sighed and said, „I‟ve been in this business for a couple of decades now, Craig, but it 

wasn‟t until Catherine prioritized every single feature during the war room that it 

occurred to me just how much low-low-low-value functionality was included in VSP‟s 

requirements specs. She had, understandably, included many features that were “nice to 

haves” or “we might needs” knowing that she only get one chance to prepare her list.  

„Now that we are delivering iteratively and according to Catherine's prioritization, 

those low-value features will never be delivered and no one will miss them. Catherine has 

told me as much. We will stop the project before we get to them and move the staff to a 

new project. Someone will love us for that because the backlog of projects waiting to start 

is big enough.  

„If Chaste Group hadn‟t reared its ugly bearded head, then those low-priority features 

would either have been built – and never used – or they would have been brutally and 

expensively de-scoped. If only we had discovered Catherine's priorities much sooner, we 

could have saved a hell of a lot of work, and we would probably have gone live already.‟ 

Craig said nothing. I kept talking. Thinking out loud. 

„Let me give you an example. VSP is a pension product, right? One of the highest 

priority features is to pay customers‟ retirement income into a local bank account. So, 

obviously, Catherine put that feature near the very top of the list, and we delivered that in 

one of the earliest iterations. But also included in the original VSP requirements was the 

ability to pay into overseas bank accounts. Now, I‟d never read the spec in detail, and it 

was only when I closely examined the prioritized feature list that I noticed it. And, 

obviously, it was one of the lowest priority features on the list because very few customers 

would ever want to use it, and even those that would could just as easily have their 

income paid into a local account and then do the transfer overseas themselves.  

„But. But. But…but, before the VSP crisis, we would not have delivered any working 

software to Catherine‟s team until both of those payment mechanisms were built and fully 

tested. And you know what? Because it‟s so much more complex, the overseas-payment 

feature is much more expensive and time-consuming to build! 

„We are now discussing when to halt development on VSP. It will be sometime around 

March because CCXCO can get a bigger bang-for-our-buck by moving the development 
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team to another project. That‟s great news of course, but if we‟d been able to convince 

Catherine to prioritize the features at the start of the project and we‟d then delivered 

iteratively from the start, then we would probably have finished this project months ago. 

Do you hear what I‟m saying, Craig?‟ 

„Loud and clear, Steve. In fact, if you hadn‟t brought this up, then I was going to.‟ 

He reached into his briefcase, pulled out another sheet of paper and handed it to me. 

„Here‟s the result of some research I had Phil do for me while I was preparing my report 

for Eleanor.‟ 

It only had a few lines on it. 

 

Analysis of BXCH10 system page usage: 

Percentage of pages NEVER USED  4

0% 

Percentage of pages RARELY USED 2

0% 

Percentage of OTHER 4

0% 

  

If it said what I thought it said, then Craig was suggesting that 60% of features built 

for the BXCH10 web application – a product we launched a couple of years ago – were 

never, or rarely, used. 

Then Craig asked me a very odd question. 

„Steve, would you agree that your requirements documents are a forecast?‟ 

„What…like a weather forecast?‟ I asked. „A prediction? A “best guess” even? Is that 

what you mean?‟ 

„Exactly that.‟  

I considered his question carefully.  

„I‟ve never heard it put that way before, Craig. Officially, the requirements are a 

definitive specification of the final system that are subject to strict change control 

procedures. But we all know that‟s not true. So, yes, I would agree with you. They‟re a 

forecast – a good guess – of what the customer thinks they want based on what they think 

they know when they write the document.‟ 

„Good answer. Longwinded, but good. Now tell me, what‟s the one thing you know 

about forecasts?‟ 

I thought about the local weather forecasts, which were accurate according to the 

season, but rarely accurate according to the day. 

„They‟re almost always wrong?‟ 

„Right. Now some forecasts are more accurate than others. For instance, forecasting the 

Saturdays in July when you will have a sunny outside barbeque is much easier in 

Southern California than it is if you live in Greenland, say. The reason I bring this up is 

that manufactures who rely on long-range sales forecasts are markedly more wasteful and 

less profitable than those that don‟t. 
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„Most traditional car manufacturers, for instance, make their sales forecasts many, 

many months in advance, and they base their production schedule on these forecasts. 

They have to use forecasts because the lead-time from scheduling the production, then 

shipping each vehicle, then getting it on to the car sales yard is many, many months. The 

problem with relying on forecasts is that they‟re always wrong – usually to a large extent – 

and the car sales yards end up with a shortage of the popular cars and an excess of the 

less-popular configurations. So they miss out on sales of the popular cars and have to 

discount – often severely – the less popular cars. It‟s a very costly problem for them.‟  

„And,‟ I added. „I bet it‟s far worse in industries like shoe sales which are subject to the 

whims of fashion.‟ 

„Exactly. The lean-thinking gurus describe the resulting overproduction – producing 

things you can‟t sell – as the number one waste in manufacturing. The lean solution is to 

cut production and distribution lead-times by so much that instead of producing to 

forecasts they can produce to actual or almost actual demand. In doing so they produce 

almost exactly what their customers actually want.‟ 

„And you think we software people have the same problem?‟ I asked, struggling to see 

how the two situations were analogous. 

„Of course, I do. You force your customers to make a forecast of what they want. The 

forecast is wrong and it misses many features that the customers eventually want or need. 

Once the customer learns that they want these missing features, they make expensive 

change requests – many of which are rejected. The forecast also contains many features 

where the customer guessed wrong and they don‟t really want them. Add to this that the 

customers always hedge their bets and ask for as many features as they can think of 

because they know how hard it is to get them included as change requests. The end result 

is you end up with bloated – overproduced if you like – software that is missing many of 

the features the customers actually wanted.‟  

He had a point. He reached across, pick up the single page report and waved it at me. 

„This is why I asked Phil to produce this report – for evidence.‟ 

He passed the report back to me. 

I took it from him and quickly scanned the page again. If Craig was right – and I had 

more than an inkling that he was – then our traditional way of building software was 

incredibly wasteful. 

Craig continued. „When I explained this overproduction problem to Phil during my 

research, he quickly produced a program that ran through the server logs of the BXCH10 

application. I don‟t have the technical details of what he did, of course, but he calculated 

how often each page in the web application is served. What you see is the result.‟ 

„Sixty percent of pages are rarely or never used… ,‟ I muttered. 

„Damn! That‟s a hell of a lot of waste!,‟ I exclaimed. „Of course, some of those pages 

that are rarely or never used could be functionality we‟ve had to build to cope with 

exceptional circumstances; functionality we don‟t ever want to use, but we have to build 
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just in case. But…surely only a few of them.‟ 

I couldn‟t, of course, extrapolate from just one application,9 but the figures were in line 

with my gut feeling that VSP would only ever deliver less than half of the features 

originally asked for – without the customers ever noticing or caring. 

„So,‟ said Craig, summarizing. „Developing the product iteratively, in accordance with 

your customer‟s prioritization, would remove much of the waste you see.‟ 

„Yes.‟  

„And you are suggesting that you could use the time saved to incorporate the 

customer‟s change requests as we go? Am I right?‟ 

„That‟s what I‟m thinking.‟ 

                                                 

9 See ROI it’s your job, Jim Johnson, © 2002, The Standish Group, page 5, which studied a large number of 
software applications and discovered that 7% of features and functions were always used, 13% often used, 
16% sometimes used, 19% rarely used, 45% never used. 
http://web.archive.org/web/*/http://http://xp2003.org/xp2002/talksinfo/johnson.pdf  
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Rock 23 Batch Size is Important 
 

 

I was comfortable that developing the software iteratively would remove a lot of 

waste, but would the man hours saved on each project be enough to cover the extra work 

required to incorporate the customer‟s changes? 

Something was bugging me. 

Craig caught a waitress‟ attention.  

While we waited for her to come over and take our order, he asked, „So what‟s holding 

you back?‟  

Good question. I couldn‟t immediately explain why, but my intuition was telling me to 

be cautious.  

The waitress arrived and took our orders.  

„I‟ve got this strong unpleasant feeling in my gut that it simply MUST BE more 

expensive to build things iteratively. It just must be.‟  

„More expensive than what, Steve?‟ 

Good point, I thought. Could working iteratively possibly be more expensive than the 

waterfall approach we used? The waterfall approach, that is, which forced massive 

amounts of rework to happen in the most expensive part of the project. The approach that 

produced applications bloated with unneeded features. The approach where, according to 

the Standish report, around one fifth of all projects were cancelled before any working 

software – in other words, value – was delivered. 

I didn‟t speak for a few minutes as I thought about what was bugging me. Craig drank 

his coffee as if he didn‟t have a care in the world. Perhaps he didn‟t.  

As I thought about the problem, the intuition slowly turned into an inkling, then the 

inkling turned into an idea, then the idea into a reason. It was a good, simple reason in 

retrospect – the best kind. 

„Here‟s the thing, Craig. It‟s the cost-of-change curve. We both know that it gets 

increasingly more expensive to make changes to a software application as we get further 

into a project, right?‟ 

„Correct.‟ 

„Now, let‟s say we are delivering working software iteratively once every two weeks. 

That means that we‟ve traveled the full length of the curve‟s X axis very quickly, and by 

the start of week three we are in the “maintenance phase”. Does that mean that we‟re 

stuck working in the maintenance phase forever? That‟s my concern.‟ 

Steve asked me, „Is that how it works for traditional projects, Craig? Once you‟ve 
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delivered the software to the customer you‟re in the maintenance phase – with the highest 

cost of change – forever?‟ 

 I nodded and said, „Yes. Most applications spend the majority of their lives in 

maintenance. The first application I worked on, straight out of college at the ripe old age 

of twenty-two, was older than I was.‟  

If this was the case, every change to the code base, from the first iteration onwards, 

would cost over a hundred times as much to make as if we‟d figured out the requirements 

correctly to start with, designed it correctly, then built it according to the design. And that 

100x cost wouldn‟t only happen near the end of the project, it would happen from the start 

of the project. It would quickly eat up any gains we‟d made by eliminating the low-value 

features. In short, iterative development would be devastatingly expensive. 

But that argument wasn‟t gelling with me. There was something missing, but I simply 

couldn‟t put my finger on it. 

Craig screwed up his nose in thought. „If the mechanism you use is changing, would 

the cost-of-change curve remain the same?‟ 

„I don‟t know. I don‟t think so. I need to find out, don‟t I?‟ 

Craig looked at me with intense concentration on his face. 

„Before you go,‟ he said slowly. „Let me tell you about a couple of ideas from lean 

thinking which may help you when you attempt to solve this problem.  

„The first is batch size. The waterfall approach is a LARGE-BATCH process – it 

processes all of the product‟s features in one go – but the iterative approach is a SMALL-

BATCH process – because it processes far fewer features at a time. 

„You may recall in Goldratt‟s book The Goal that one of the first things Alex did in his 

plant was to halve the size of each batch he put through each machine. What this means is, 

say that the person who scheduled the work in the factory previously instructed a 

machine‟s operator to produce 10,000 units of one particular part before switching the 

machine to produce another 10,000 units of another part, then afterwards they‟d switch to 

doing batches of 5,000 instead of 10,000.‟ 

Craig continued, „I still remember how surprised I was when I first learned about 

batch size. I couldn‟t easily see why it was even remotely important. It all comes down to 

queuing or waiting time – one of the seven major lean wastes. The bigger the batches in a 

factory, the longer each part spends sitting around waiting to be processed or waiting for 

the other parts in a batch to be processed, even though the time spent processing the part 

remains the same.‟  

He said, „Let me tell you a story.‟ 

„A long before I joined CCXCO, I spent three years working in an old family-owned 

and run manufacturing business. In fact, I joined the company when I was seventeen – it 

was my first job out of school and it was where I first learned about lean. I was there 

during the period when the family sold it to a much larger corporation. The new owners 

forced us to switch from using traditional manufacturing methods to lean manufacturing 

techniques.  

„One of the products we produced was a type of industrial-strength tray which 
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restaurants and cafeterias used to cook heavy meat roasts in their large commercial ovens. 

The trays were made of thick stainless steel which we bent into shape.  

„Now, during the manufacturing process each tray needed to be processed by our one 

machine four times. In other words, the machine had four different types of setup. If, say, 

we manufactured just one tray at a time, then we would have had to set up the machine in 

the first configuration, process it, switch to the second configuration, process it… and so 

on.  

I said, „So each tray would only spend a few minutes being processed, but a lot of time 

waiting for the machine to be reconfigured?‟  

„That‟s right – each tray spent less than a total of three minutes being processed by the 

machine. The trouble is, it took a substantial amount of time – hours – to change the 

machines from one setup to another. The angles had to be sent just right, the equipment 

was old and the process was manual. The operators also had to do a lot of checking after 

switching from one configuration to another.‟ 

I nodded, imagining the machines at work. „So processing one tray at a time would 

have been very time-consuming, not because of the processing time, but because of the 

switching time.‟  

„Exactly,‟ said Craig. „In order to keep the machines busy and avoid downtime, we 

used to run the machines in very large batches, each of which took about four days to 

run.‟ 

I did a quick calculation in my head then asked, „Did that mean that it took sixteen 

days – four setups times four days each – from starting working on one individual tray 

before it was finished and ready to be moved to the next process?‟ 

„More or less. Sometimes it took a bit more.‟ 

I said, „But that‟s sixteen working days – virtually a month – to get three minutes work 

done.‟  

„Correct. And it‟s important to note that we didn‟t just use the machines to make trays. 

They were only one of several products manufactured using that machine. And each 

product had similar problems with set-up times. What it meant was that we might spend 

one month building trays, the next month building something else, and the next building 

another product, and so on.‟  

He paused for a moment before asking me, „Don‟t tell me your answer to this 

question, Steve, just think about it for a moment. Can you imagine how different things 

would have been if we could achieve the seemingly impossible and switch from one setup 

to another in, say one second?‟ 

I briefly pictured a very flexible factory – with very little inventory, but able to 

respond to customers‟ orders very, very quickly. 

„I worked with an engineer brought in by the new owners, and it only took a couple of 

days for him to design a tool which cut the time it took to switch from one setup to 

another from several hours down to several minutes. It cost about $3,000 to have the tool 

built from an outside engineering company. But because we could switch the machinery 

between setups with so little downtime, we were able to cut the batch sizes by about a 
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tenth and reduce run time from four days to four hours. 

„The engineer used a technique called SMED – Single Minute Exchange of Die – which 

was invented by one of the least well-known, but incredibly influential, quality gurus 

Shigeo Shingo. He was chief engineer at Toyota while they were inventing the Toyota 

production system.  

„The lesson from SMED is that switching times in factories can be cut drastically by 

first recognizing that you need to cut them, then focusing your attentions on figuring out 

how to. The specific techniques aren‟t so relevant to you though. The word FOCUS is vital 

however, now that you know what you need to achieve.‟ 

It wasn‟t hard to see how the lesson applied to my situation. We knew that if we 

wanted to work iteratively, then we needed to have a low cost of change. That was key. 

That was how we could work in small batches. Now we just needed to focus on achieving 

it.  

If we believed that we could do it, I thought, then we probably could. 

It was time to focus. 

And time to conduct an experiment. I was getting sick of all this talking. 
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Rock 24 Keeping your options open & when in doubt, conduct 

an experiment. 
 

 

Time to focus indeed, I thought as I made my way back to my office. I was high on a 

combination of caffeine and adrenaline.  

Although my meeting had been fruitful, I still didn‟t understand exactly where I stood 

with Eleanor and Craig. I liked where I was going, but felt that I was being manipulated 

with brute force into getting there. I couldn‟t tell if Craig already knew where we were 

heading and was just nudging me along in the right direction, or if he truly didn‟t know 

where we were going but was relying on me finding the way while he supplied me with 

the tools, concepts and ideas.  

By the time I had walked across town to my office, my thoughts were clear. I asked my 

PA to cancel my afternoon meetings and to call Catherine, Phil, Anne, Tim, Dave and Paul 

and ask them to do the same and meet me in the conference room at 1:30 on the dot. I 

needed to learn more about our new approach. I needed to learn by doing. I needed to 

kick off this experiment.  

 

-oOo- 

 

I arrived in the conference room at 1:25 to find everyone there already. I took my seat 

and gave them a very quick summary of my morning‟s meeting with Eleanor and Craig. 

They took the news well.  

I passed them each a single piece of paper and said, „This is last week‟s press release 

from Chaste Group announcing their new “VSP Killer” product to the world.‟  

I knew that most of them had already read and discussed it, but I gave them time to 

reread the half-dozen paragraphs. 

„Catherine, we‟ve already discussed this, but can you share your assessment with the 

others?‟ 

„Well the details are a bit sketchy – as you would expect, our own announcement was 

very high-level too. All in all, there‟s not much for me to comment on. It does look like 

they don‟t have customer-level income in their product, so we are ahead of them on that – 

I‟m very pleased we were able to include that change request. But they do have a web 

interface, which we don‟t. That‟s disappointing, but hey, that‟s life. What can ya do about 

it?‟ 

„Catherine, that‟s what I want to talk about. The web option. I know that we all agreed 
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quite specifically that it wasn‟t in scope at the start of the project, but back then we 

thought this was a one-horse race. Things have changed and I want to know from you, do 

you think it would add significant value to the product if we added it?‟ 

„Absolutely. Many customers consider that kind of thing to be very important when 

comparing products nowadays.‟  

I thought she‟d say that. I hoped she‟d say that, the meeting would have been rather 

dull otherwise. 

„Well then. We have seven weeks until VSP goes live. Here‟s what I propose.  

„I want you, Dave, to lead a team of two other developers, and I want you to spend the 

next seven weeks building a web interface for VSP. I want you to build it iteratively – like 

we‟ve been doing with VSP, but this time, obviously, you‟ll be building it from scratch. I 

want each iteration to last about a week and to use the same criteria as we used in VSP, 

that an iteration delivers “working software”. It‟s very important that on December 1st we 

have a high-quality, but not necessarily highly featured, web interface for the VSP 

product.‟ 

Dave looked like he‟d just won the lottery. He was one of our best off-mainframe 

developers, and he‟d shown a lot of initiate in the past despite his young years – or, 

perhaps, because of them. This was a big vote of confidence in him and a great 

opportunity. I knew he‟d do well. 

„Paul, as project manager, I‟ll need you – this afternoon – to work with Dave to find 

me two of our better off-mainframe developers to start working on the project tomorrow. 

They don‟t need to be as good as Dave, but we need people-friendly developers. They 

have to be taken from a project other than VSP so you‟ll have to do some smooth talking.‟ 

Paul acknowledged me with a nod. I suspected he would have preferred to salute, but 

he held back. He said, „Okay, Steve. If they give me any issues I‟ll remind them that this is 

Corporate Priority Number One.‟ 

„Tim, I want you to help Dave with the team management. I like the way you‟ve 

adapted to working iteratively, and I think it is vital that we continue to work the same 

way. But above all I want you to use this as a chance to learn more about managing 

iterative development.‟ 

Tim said, „Great. I look forward to it.‟ 

„Catherine, I need just one thing from you to make this work. If you can‟t give me this 

thing, then I‟m afraid this won‟t work,‟ I said, somewhat mysteriously. 

„What is it, Steve?‟ 

„I need you to supply me with one of your staff to work very closely with Dave and his 

team. They must be very people-friendly. They need to 120% available to Dave‟s team 

because we are going to dispense with almost all of the paperwork we‟d normally have 

and replace it with face-to-face communication and fast feedback. The key word here is 

“collaborative”. We want to make a baby together, and it will be far easier if we‟re 

sleeping in the same bed.‟  

Phil said, „That‟s my kind of collaboration, Steve!‟ 

Catherine nodded slowly. „I know the perfect person. Everyone likes her and she‟s just 
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come free this week. Susan – she‟s really bubbly and friendly. I‟ll speak to her this 

afternoon.‟ 

I knew Susan. True, everyone liked her, but she had always struck me as, what my 

Scottish mother would have called a “numpty”, and my Irish father would have called an 

“eejit”.  

I was disappointed that Catherine would even consider dumping the numpty on an 

important project. It was a common pattern within our projects and one of the prime 

causes of rework and failure; our project sponsors, when asked to supply us with staff, 

often dumped their weaker staff – the numpties, the inexperienced, the staff they‟d least 

miss during the business-as-usual work – on to our project work. The result, as always, 

with garbage in was garbage out.  

I chose my words carefully, „I‟d rather not have Susan, Catherine. I don‟t think she‟s 

got the experience or skill required to carry off this role. To be frank with you, I think she‟s 

a lightweight. The person we need is going to “own” the software and needs to make 

some fairly heavy decisions.‟ 

Catherine looked taken aback. „Steve. I understand your concern, but your assessment 

of Susan is ungrounded and untrue. I‟ve worked with her a lot over the last half-dozen 

years, and she can do the heavy lifting when required.‟  

She looked me square in the eyes. „Besides, I wouldn‟t offer her to you if I didn‟t think 

she were up to the job.‟ 

Her reaction surprised me. Perhaps I‟d prejudged her and mistaken her easygoing 

personality – and I‟m embarrassed to admit it, her blonde hair – for low competence.  

Dave then spoke up. „Catherine is right, Steve. Susan would be a good choice. I could 

work with her.‟ 

We all turned towards Dave. Dave was more of a listener than a talker, so I tended to 

listen to him when he talked. 

His face turned bright red with embarrassment.  

To save him further embarrassment, I said, „Okay,‟ then I turned to face Catherine and 

apologized. „You‟re right, I don‟t know Susan all that well. My assessment is ungrounded. 

I‟d be happy to have her on the team.‟ 

Catherine smiled nicely at me. Nicely as in, “I‟ll let you off this time, because I‟m nice, 

but don‟t do it again.” 

I smiled at Dave then nodded.  

Dave looked at me, then Tim, and said, „I think I‟ll need a dedicated tester to join my 

NSSP team too.‟ 

Tim nodded. „Of course. I‟ll find you someone.‟ 

I tidied up the papers in front of me and turned back towards the table. 

I looked at the faces around the table. „Good old-fashioned people skills and 

collaboration are vital here, everyone. This mini-project is going to be under severe time 

pressure, but I don‟t want you guy‟s working overtime unless you truly feel that you can 

comfortably sustain it. Instead, we‟ll pick up our pace by dispensing with much of the 

formality and documentation that we normally use.  
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„It will feel strange at first, but I have two choices here: in seven weeks time I can 

either have a nicely formatted and signed-off document describing the web application, or 

I could have the web application itself working and being used by our first customer.  

„I am confident that either of those options are feasible, but I think you‟ll all agree 

which is better – but don‟t tell anyone in our methodology department just yet. 

„Finally, we‟re going to use the remainder of the afternoon to determine two things: 

first, our prioritized feature list, which we will deliver top down and iteratively; second, 

we need to think through the obstacles we‟ll encounter and will have to overcome in order 

that this mini-project succeeds.‟ 

I‟d been thinking about how this process would work for about three weeks now, but 

it was only this morning that I‟d decided to bite the bullet. I would be winging it from 

here on out. 

„Here‟s what I want to do. First, this afternoon, we will brainstorm a list of features 

which we need in the product. But only to a high-level – we don‟t need to define the user 

interface or go into too much detail because Dave and his developers will work with 

Susan to thrash them out as they go.  

„Second, Catherine, you and Susan will prioritize this list.  

„Which, brings us to the third step. Dave, you and your team will build the software 

up in iterations, each of which lasting about a week, and you will always work off the top 

of the list. If you want to work on anything other than what is on the top, you must talk to 

Susan first. She owns the feature list, and if you can convince her, then she will reprioritize 

as she sees fit. 

„Fourth, Catherine, you and Susan can add to, delete from, or reprioritize this list 

anytime you like – just like you did with VSP. But I don‟t want you to change what‟s in 

the iteration Dave‟s team is currently working on. They need time to concentrate. 

„Finally, fifth, each iteration will deliver “working software”. It must be potentially 

releasable into production at the end of the iteration. That said, in this case we will make 

the first actual production release during the last week of November, along with the rest 

of VSP. 

„Any questions?‟ 
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Rock 25 Working Software vs. Released Software 
 

 

I looked around the table, assessing their reaction from the looks on their faces. I was 

lucky that these guys were currently on a high from their work with VSP – which was 

unusual for the final stages of a big project – and they looked keen and eager. 

There was only one question. 

Paul asked, „Steve, I like what you‟ve suggested, but I have one concern. Our release 

process is slow and time-consuming. You know that our SLA with the operations team for 

any release is to give them six weeks‟ notice. So, my question is, when you say that the 

code will be “potentially released” at the end of each iteration, does that just apply to us in 

development or do you also want me to tackle the operations department and have them 

prepared to release at the end of any increment to?‟ 

„I don‟t know,‟ I said.  

It was a good point. So far we‟d managed to keep this experiment within my domain, 

but if our little experiment succeeded and we did decide to do iterative development on a 

broader scale, then we would need to tackle issues on a bigger scale – beyond my 

immediate circle of control. 

My overwhelming instinct was to avoid meddling with the operations department if 

at all possible. To let the sleeping dog lie. But then I thought of Craig‟s story about SMED 

– Single Minute Exchange of Die – and the high change-over costs in factories. Where 

would Toyota be today if it had let sleeping dogs lie? They‟d be producing in costly big 

batches just like their competitors – or, perhaps, we‟d never have heard of them.  

Since I didn‟t know the answer, I asked Paul, „Why do you think I want the software to 

be potentially releasable?‟ 

He looked at me as if this were a trick question. „Well, obviously, so that we can 

release the software at the end of any iteration, and the business can start to use it and get 

value from it.‟ 

I then used my famed silence-when-I-don‟t-know-what-to-say management technique. 

Paul filled the silence for me. „It also forces us to keep the code clean. Potentially 

shippable software is also working software – as defect-free as we could make it.‟  

I acknowledged his answer with a nod. 

„It provides a forced synchronization point, so that the process is easier to manage.‟ 

Now that was an excellent point. I thought back to my second ever conflict cloud. The 

one I drew with Craig while discussing how the size and complexity of a large waterfall 

project made it impossible to schedule the work in a way that we could efficiently 
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integrate as we went, resulting in the need for an extensive integration testing phase.  

Working in small iterations allowed us to work on a much smaller and simpler chunk 

of work, making it easier to integrate as we went. I knew this instinctively, but I liked the 

way Paul described it as a synchronization point. 

I allowed a small smile out and raised my eyebrows as if to ask, what else? 

„It also provides us with valuable feedback. We can demo the software without the 

embarrassment of it failing in front of our customers – and then Catherine and her team 

can give us feedback, not about defects, but about the state of the current software. It helps 

them figure out what we need to work on next.‟ 

I wanted to speak now, but I bit my lip and continued listening to Paul. 

„And that‟s about it.‟ 

„That‟s a good list,‟ I said. „So we get all of those benefits provided we continue to 

build the code “as if it is potentially releasable”, even if we don‟t intend releasing it until 

December 1st. So, let‟s keep operations out of this for now. If, in the future, we do more 

projects iteratively, then we‟ll talk to them. Is that okay, Paul?‟ 

„Yes,‟ he said. 

„No, it‟s not,‟ said Dave. 

I looked towards Dave, intrigued to hear his reason. 

„Just because something is “potentially releasable” it doesn‟t mean that it will be easy 

to release,‟ he said. 

We all turned towards Dave again. „Don‟t you remember how much grief we went 

through with BXCH10 last year? We‟d spent months testing it. We finally got it signed off 

on by the users. Then we released it into production and it went belly up.‟ 

I remembered it well. There was a subtle difference between our testing environments 

and the production system. So subtle it took my guys over a week to find it. It took them 

about two seconds to identify it when they saw it, less than two minutes to fix it, and no 

more than two hours to have the fix in production. 

This kind of problem didn‟t happen on every project, but it happened often enough. 

Anne reminded us of another project with a painful, drawn-out release. Phil suggested 

two more. Dave another. Some of them, like BXCH10, were caused by differences between 

the production and development environments, others because of the differences in usage 

volumes which our performance testing didn‟t catch; some were due to rare scenarios that 

weren‟t fully thought out or tested during development and were only uncovered in the 

high-volume production environment where the uncommon happens every day; others – 

to be fair – were due to our own incompetence. 

Phil concluded with a wry smile, „There‟s nothing like running the software in 

production for ironing out the rough spots.‟ 

I screwed up my nose and contemplated my navel at the same time.  

Catherine said, „So another benefit of releasing the software is that you fix up the 

problems you can‟t find while you‟re developing it.‟ 

I said, „Yes,‟ glumly. Reliving our prior failures had dampened my mood. 

„In that case,‟ said Catherine. „I know that you‟re planning to stop development on 
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VSP a week before we go live in order to release the software. But from what I‟ve just 

heard, I don‟t have absolute confidence that a week is enough.‟ 

I knew what she was going to say next. We simply could not afford the humiliation of 

only “sort of” going live on December 1st. The media had been watching us closely ever 

since Chaste Group had announced their competition product. Chaste were sexy and good 

copy, CCXCO was boring, and a great target. If we so much as dropped the ball once, the 

media would use it as an opportunity to shoot us down. 

Catherine frowned and declared, „I want VSP released into the production 

environment immediately after this current iteration is complete, and then every iteration 

afterwards.‟  

All the heads around the table, except for Catherine‟s, spun to face me. This wasn‟t 

really her call, was it? Wasn‟t it a technical decision? Hadn‟t she just crossed the boundary 

into my silo? 

I felt the muscles around my shoulder tighten defensively. I recognized my 

defensiveness as pride. Sure, she had made a good point, but it should have been me that 

had said it, not her. It didn‟t feel good when your customer pointed out the bleeding 

obvious. But Catherine was right. It was better to bite the bullet now and get the feedback 

we needed early, when it was easy to react. And after all, weren‟t we partners in this? 

Weren‟t we trying to make a baby together – so to speak? 

„I agree,‟ I said as I looked around the table. „That‟s a great suggestion, we should do 

it.‟ 

Phil and Paul offered to work together with operations to kick things off, but they 

asked me to contact my counterpart in operations to clear the way first. We all knew that 

she wouldn‟t appreciate me meddling in her business, but she did appreciate that VSP 

was Corporate Priority Number One. And that was all the leverage I‟d need.  

I suggested we take a ten-minute break for me to set up the meeting with her later in 

the afternoon. I returned to my office and made a quick call to set up the meeting. Her 

assistant cleared a fifteen-minute gap in her calendar later that afternoon and I snapped it 

up.  
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Rock 26 Introducing: The Not So Secret Project 
 

 

„Naturally,‟ I said, „the most important thing we need to decide is, what the name for 

this project is. In order to speed things up I propose “NSSP” which stands for “Not So 

Secret Project”. Anyone want to risk their career and disagree with me?‟ 

No one did, so NSSP it was. 

I said, „Let‟s brainstorm the requirements first. Would you mind leading this Anne?‟ 

Anne said she would be happy to. She stood up and went to the whiteboard, picked 

up a pen and said, „You start, Catherine. Just shout out what you think the customer 

would want to do if they had online access and then I‟ll write them up.‟ 

Catherine quickly rattled off a list of features. Some would be easy to build, others less 

so.  

 

Customer details – name, customer number, address 

Display current value of retirement savings.  

Display current income payment details. 

Change bank account details online. 

Change address on line. 

Change investment mix. 

Display investment mix. 

Show a statement of past transactions. 

Show a statement of future transactions. 

Marketing-related details. 

Automated telephone call back 

 

Dave quickly suggested three more. 

 

Login 

Register 

Logout. 

 

„Gosh, yes. They are important,‟ said Catherine. 

We tended to take the non-functional requirements – like security, usability, and 

scalability – for granted. But it was important to talk about them early in any project 
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because they could have very big implications on how we built each of the features, and 

on the architecture. They could be very costly to add as an afterthought. 

Anne asked Catherine several questions to draw out any important non-functional 

requirements which wouldn‟t be covered by our normal standards and infrastructure. 

Anne then turned back to the board and said, „I‟ve never worked this way before, but 

how about if we prioritize these features first, quickly, then we can come back and 

estimate the effort required to do each one.‟ She looked around the table for any signs of 

disagreement and found none. 

Paul made a suggestion. „How about while you‟re prioritizing these if I type them into 

my laptop? They‟ll be easier to manipulate that way.‟ 

Anne nodded her approval of Paul‟s suggestion then turned to Catherine. „Okay, 

Catherine, what‟s the most important feature here?‟ 

 „Well, the customer can‟t use the system if they can‟t log in, so I guess it should be 

number one. But then again, they can‟t log in until they‟ve registered, so that should be 

number one and login is number two. Will we be able to use the existing security structure 

that all of the other secure web interfaces use?‟ she asked. 

I said, „That‟s right. All of the registration and log-in functionality will come almost for 

free from the LOGIN team – they look after the whole integrated log-in and registration 

system and the first step will be hooking VSP into their systems. It saves us writing our 

own log-in and registration system.‟  

Catherine said, „Okay, so we‟ll have to add VSP as a new product type to the LOGIN 

system so that the customer can register for it. Should we add that to the list of features?‟ 

Good question.  

Anne answered, „No, I don‟t think so. This is a list of features, what you‟ve described 

is a task. You ask for the feature “customer can register” but “add VSP to central security 

team‟s system” is a task in order to build the feature. I think we should keep the two 

separate.‟ 

Made sense to me.  

„Okay,‟ said Catherine. She screwed up her face and said, „I‟m a little confused. How 

do I know how to rank each feature if I don‟t know their relative effort and cost?‟ 

She continued, „Do you remember change request 315? It was a small change to the 

addressing of the statements we mail to the customers. I thought it was easy, but it turned 

out to be hard. If I‟d known how much effort it would take, then I wouldn‟t have asked for 

it. Forgive my bluntness here, but to use Steve‟s analogy, you guys are the car and I‟m the 

driver. I have many potential journeys, but I need to know how much the fuel will cost for 

each trip before I decide where I want to go.‟ 

Anne said, „Okay. I understand. In that case, let‟s quickly go through each feature and 

estimate how many days it will take to finish. Let‟s start with the “Register” feature. Dave 

and Phil?‟ 

Dave looked confused. „Why do we need to bother? We haven‟t been doing this for 

VSP?‟ 

Dave worked in the trenches and wasn‟t aware that Catherine, Paul and I had been 
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planning at a higher level. That‟s how I was able to predict that we would deliver VSP on 

time. I couldn‟t predict exactly what was going to be in the product, but I knew that we 

were going to be well past Catherine‟s minimum feature set. I explained to Dave that we 

needed to plan to a high level so that we could be certain the project was viable 

commercially – and not just as an experiment – and so that Catherine and I could track 

once he and his team started working on the project that it remained viable. 

Paul said, „We should decide how we‟re going to record our estimates. Should we use 

“best-case”, “most-likely-case”, or “worst-case”? Or should we record all three?‟ 

I knew immediately that we shouldn‟t use the low estimate because the only way that 

we‟d have any form of productivity would be if we were extremely lucky, and that was 

extremely unlikely.  

I also knew that we shouldn‟t use the high estimate because they were self-fulfilling. 

By the process of elimination, that left the most-likely estimate. 

Paul seemed to agree with me, „I‟d prefer most-likely. I need to aggregate the numbers 

to predict how much work we can do before December 1st and the best and worst cases 

should cancel each other out – to a certain extent.‟ 

Or would they? I wondered. My mind raced as I recalled how the distribution of a task 

estimate was considerably skewed to the right. This meant that a task estimated as most 

likely to take two days could easily balloon out to ten days, but it was unlikely to shrink 

back to less than say half a day. They wouldn‟t break even. If we chose most likely, then 

we were setting ourselves up to consistently underestimate the duration of our iterations. 

Therefore, I changed my mind. We couldn‟t use the low, the middle or the high 

estimate.  

I was missing something. I had to be. The method we used to estimate and how we 

treated estimates had a direct effect on behavior during the project, and project duration, 

and the probability of finishing on time.  

I cast my mind back to a time, not all that long ago, when I sat watching the city‟s two 

tourist trams circle our fine city‟s central park. For the price of two cups of coffee, Craig 

had just taught me an interesting lesson about treating commitments and estimates 

differently. I recalled that the problem was that if we treated estimates as commitments, 

then we ended up with bloated task estimates. I just wished that I‟d continued the 

discussion with Craig at the time, but I never did, I hadn‟t needed to for VSP – our focus 

had been on speed, delivering as much product as we could by December 1st. 

Bummer. 

Then Dave saved us. 

„Isn‟t this discussion pointless right now?‟ 

Huh? 

„What I mean is that we‟re working in a completely different way – that is almost 

certainly going to be slower than we are used to in the first few weeks, and then faster 

than we are used to thereafter. The trouble is that we don‟t know how fast we will be, or 

how productive. We can‟t. We may be twice as fast, but there is a chance that we may be 

half as fast as we estimate. So it doesn‟t matter which number we use right now to predict 
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how many features we‟ll deliver on December 1st. We may guess twice as many or half as 

many features and we have no idea which way we‟ll go. Besides, isn‟t this meant to be an 

experiment, Steve?‟ 

He had a point. 

Catherine held her hands up in a timeout gesture then said, „Wait a minute, guys. I‟m 

hearing too much detail about too many things I don‟t care about. Can you just give me 

quick estimates that allow me to prioritize the features? That‟s all I need. Is the feature 

going to be easy, moderate, difficult, or damned near impossible to build?‟ 

Dave said, „Sure, we could do that.‟ 

„Good,‟ she said. „I am not asking you to commit to delivering a specific set of features 

within a specific amount of time. That approach has gotten us into too much trouble in the 

past. So long as, by the time we leave this session, you can give me confidence that this 

project gives me enough value for the resources we‟re putting into it, then I trust you to do 

your best.‟ 

„Good point,‟ said Dave. „That could be useful. Why don‟t we record best, most likely, 

and worst estimates? But let‟s just do it quickly. It should only take a few moments to 

agree most numbers.‟ 

Paul said, „And if we can‟t agree, then we can take just a few moments longer to clarify 

our differences.‟ 

Dave said, „Just for clarity, now; no one is going to hold me or my team to these 

numbers, are they?‟ 

Catherine and I said „No,‟ in unison.  

We were asking for estimates, I thought, not commitments. If we asked for 

commitments, then it caused way too many bad consequences. Besides, we didn‟t need 

fixed commitments for each task. It was the end-date commitment that was the most 

important. We just needed to ensure that we delivered good-quality software as quickly as 

we could and that Catherine and her team had clear visibility of what features were 

definitely going to be in the software when it went live, as well as what features definitely 

weren‟t, and what might be. 
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Rock 27 Planning NSSP 
 

 

We returned our attention to the list of features which Anne had neatly scribed on the 

whiteboard.  

I said, „So just to be clear – we are giving estimates which we believe our developers 

will be happy to commit to delivering ninety to ninety-five percent of the time.‟ 

Everyone agreed so we moved on. 

Anne said, „We were going to start with the “Register” feature. Dave and Phil – what 

tasks need to be done and what time estimate do you think the team would be willing to 

commit to.‟ 

Dave said with an upbeat tone, „Most of the work for this will need to be done by the 

LOGIN team. I‟d guess it could take between half a day and two days effort to have VSP 

added. Normally it would take three to six weeks from logging a request with them to it 

being finished.‟ 

„I‟ll sort that out,‟ said Paul. „VSP is Corporate Priority Number One, after all. There 

aren‟t any big projects going on with that team so we won‟t be nudging anything 

important.‟ 

Phil added, „Before you make the request to them, Dave will have to supply them with 

a web address which they can redirect the customer‟s browser to following successful 

registration. Dave, you should be able to add a simple page at that address in less than an 

hour and, Catherine, you can add the wording to the page once you‟ve prepared it.‟ 

Anne said, „Is that all there is for registration?‟ 

„Yes. Login will take about the same amount of effort too. We‟ll also have to add a 

blank “VSP homepage”.  

Catherine said, „This has reminded me of another high-priority feature. If a customer 

already has a user id which they use to access a different product, then they will need to 

be able to add VSP to their user id rather than register fresh.‟ 

„Good catch,‟ said Anne, as she added “Add VSP to existing ID” to the whiteboard. 

Dave said, „So long as it‟s going on at the same time as the other tasks, it‟ll only take 

about an hour.‟ 

He looked at the feature list on the board and added, „Plus another thirty minutes to 

add the log-out option.‟ 

Paul had been busily typing all of the information into his laptop. He connected it to 

the digital projector and displayed a spreadsheet on the screen above.  

„So, so far we have just three technical tasks for our team – adding the new blank 
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pages. We have one co-ordination task which is to get the LOGIN team to make their 

changes. What do you reckon, Steve? If I pushed them, do you think they could have all 

three changes done by the end of tomorrow?‟ 

I answered, „You‟d be pushing it, but it‟s feasible. It might pay to arrive bearing gifts of 

muffins when you go to visit though. I‟ll make a quick phone call later which should 

help.‟ 

Paul nodded and made a note to himself. 

„Right,‟ said Anne. „That‟s all of the easy stuff done. Looking through the list, it looks 

like Dave‟s team will have to do most of the work on the other features. What do you 

mean by “Display customer details”, Catherine?‟ 

„I imagine that there‟ll be things like name and address on the home page. The other 

products have that kind of stuff on their home pages.‟ 

Dave said, „The customer number and their name are easy. We can get those by calling 

one of VSP‟s business services. The business services have already been built as part of the 

main project so all we will have to do is call them and extract the data from the XML, then 

display them on the main screen. If this is the first feature to use a business service, then 

we‟ll have a bit of set-up time to write the code to work with the business service – 

perhaps two days – but all of the other features will benefit from that work when we get to 

them. 

„The address is a little harder. What address do you want to use, Catherine? Their 

home address, their work address, the address their statement is sent to? If it‟s a joint 

husband and wife account, which address should we send it to? In fact, should the 

husband and wife each have separate user ids?‟ 

Catherine said she didn‟t know the exact answer to all of these questions right then 

and there, and this was followed by a lively discussion about the details. 

After five minutes they still had no answer, so I said, „Guys. How about if we break 

this “Display customer details” feature into two features – “Display customer id and 

name” and “Display – customer address”? We‟ve already got a two-day estimate on the 

former, but rather than trying to thrash out the details of the latter, Dave, can you give a 

high-level estimate of how long it would take? That way we can prioritize the features. 

Your team can work with Susan to fine-tune the details later on.‟ 

Dave said, „Okay, I think it would take five days, roughly.‟  

Catherine queried what must have seemed to her a gross overestimation. 

Dave explained, „It would mean that we would have to use the address component of 

the CORETRAN system. The CORETRAN system used to be diabolical to work with, but 

these days it‟s only agonizing. Even though we can access its data using Business Services, 

they are hard to work with. It just takes a long time to set up and use it, and to make any 

changes on it.‟ 

Hmmm, I thought, the CORETRAN system has a long set-up time. I bit my tongue, not 

wanting to break the flow of the conversation. I‟d come back to this. I wondered how hard 

we would have to focus to reduce that set-up time. 

Catherine said, „In that case, at five days effort, I don‟t really want it. I can spend 
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CCXCO‟s money better. It can go at the bottom of the list for now.‟ 

We spent the next ninety minutes, working our way through the feature list and 

coming up with an estimate for each of the features. We added several new features and 

even removed a couple. We broke some features into several smaller features where it 

seemed appropriate. At the end we had a solid-looking list which Catherine then 

prioritized, on the understanding that she could reprioritize, add and delete at any time 

she liked. 

We were exhausted and so, once again, I suggested we take a thirty-minute break. I 

hoped we could wrap this meeting up before sunset, but first I had to talk to someone. 
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Rock 28 Operations 
 

 

I used the time to talk with Cherie Sheridan, CCXCO‟s head of IT operations. I‟d 

known her socially since we met at a training course when we were both in our late-

twenties. We hadn‟t worked together until just over three years earlier when Eleanor 

brought Cherie in to troubleshoot our operations department. Despite having a reputation 

for being a very tough cookie, I knew her to be a kind, intelligent and thoughtful woman. 

Operations had a very important, but often under-appreciated job. They ran our 

“production” environment – the myriad of software applications, networks and computer 

hardware which had become the digital bloodstream of CCXCO‟s business. Whenever one 

of my teams developed or enhanced a software application, the operations team would 

move it from our development environments into “production” and keep it running so 

that staff throughout the company could use it.  

It was their job to not only keep the software running, but also to minimize downtime 

due to the age-old excuse “computer problems”. In a company as big as CCXCO, with 

thousands of staff, a small glitch that caused, say, only fifteen-minute computer 

downtime, amounted to thousands of hours lost time for the company. They was also 

responsible for monitoring the performance of our applications and ensuring that 

adequate computing hardware was available so that the applications were fast enough to 

use. 

Cherie had earned the nickname “Shotgun” very soon after her arrival at CCXCO 

when she‟d made many necessary but brutal changes. Her team had lost a few staff as a 

consequence and they now did a fantastic job of improving our system‟s “uptime” and 

performance.  

One of her first moves was to corner me and convince me – undoubtedly her biggest 

customer – of the need for my development teams to accept much lower service levels 

from her teams than we were used to. These agreements meant that my teams had to give 

much longer notice – six weeks to be precise, except for emergencies – and for us to do 

more thorough preparation for each of our requests. In a way it was a backwards step for 

us, but it gave her team desperately needed time to fix many small problems that 

improved the production systems performance and to automate many of the manual steps 

that chewed up much of her team‟s manpower. 

And it had worked. The downtime decreased noticeably over just a few months and 

the work continued, albeit at a slower pace, once the low-hanging fruit had been picked. 

The downside of all of this was that my development staff had to give notice many weeks 
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in advance to make any changes to the production system. While we were planning to 

review the lead-times – as per our original agreement – I was about to ask her not to 

simply review them but to switch to doing weekly releases of a major system. I wasn‟t 

expecting a friendly reaction to my request, but I knew I could always use my “Corporate 

Priority Number One” stick if I needed to. 

I was surprised though when she answered, „Yes, of course,‟ immediately upon my 

request.  

„In fact,‟ she said, „many of the improvements that my teams have made have been 

with the end objective of automating our release processes. This will give my guys 

something meaty to work on and – even better – your need, Steve, justifies, 

retrospectively, my entire approach.‟ 

I suspected she had another motive. By this stage everyone within CCXCO who cared 

knew that my department was up for outsourcing and that my neck was on the chopping 

board. I guess that Shotgun didn‟t want to be seen holding back “Corporate Priority 

Number One” in case she found herself in the same position.  

As I made my way back to the conference room, I wondered briefly what other teams 

and departments – both within IT and within the wider CCXCO organization – would 

stand in our way.  

How would we get their attention and cooperation when we no longer had the 

“Corporate Priority Number One” stick to wave at them?  
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Rock 29 NSSP2 
 

 

I returned to the conference room and quietly took my seat. Paul was doing some nifty 

work with his spreadsheet while the others waited patiently for him to finish. A few 

minutes later he stood up from the table, left the room and returned with printouts of his 

spreadsheet.  

He then sat down and said, „From my spreadsheet calculations, I predict that although 

we won‟t complete many of the lower-priority features on your list by December 1st, 

Catherine, we will go live with a solid and secure web presence.‟  

He distributed the papers then turned to face me. „Steve, all I‟ve done is take the 

feature list as prioritized by Catherine and divided it up into weekly iterations using the 

most-likely estimates given for each task.‟  

I studied the paper and noted that although the iterations were each shown as taking 

exactly one week, when I added up the task estimates for each iteration, none of them took 

exactly a week. On face value, it looked as if some iterations were overloaded and some 

were underestimated.  

I asked Paul if he expected each iteration to take exactly a week, and he looked 

surprised. „Of course not,‟ he said. „In reality some iterations will take more than a week, 

some will take less. This is the plan, not the reality. I‟m surprised you asked, Steve.‟ 

I was pleased with his answer. When I initially envisioned how the VSP rescue would 

work, I saw a nice neat Gantt chart made up of nice neat one-week iterations. It looked 

nice in my imagination, but we found it impossible to stick to that ideal in reality. The first 

week iteration took three weeks or so, for example, and the subsequent iterations were a 

lot closer to one week – sometimes more, sometimes less.  

Phil and I had discussed – at length and aided by more than a few beers – what we 

could do to reliably work in fixed-length time-boxes, but we got nowhere until he politely 

asked me why I cared – although he didn‟t use quite those words – and the best I could 

come up with was that it would be “tidier”. He suggested that perhaps I‟d be happier if I 

could be satisfied with being “a damned sight better” this year and leave perfection until 

the next year.  

Paul said, „I‟ve also assumed that we won‟t do any development during the week 

prior to December 1st, and so I‟ve put the red line at that point to represent our cut off 

point.‟ 

He turned to Catherine, „We should deliver roughly every feature above that line – 

perhaps a bit more, perhaps a bit less.‟ 
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We discussed what he meant by this for a good while before Catherine was satisfied 

that she was getting the best deal from CCXCO that she could.  

I sensed that she still didn‟t fully trust us, but our relationship was a magnitude better 

than it had been just three months before. 

 

-oOo- 

 

The beauty of experiments is that, provided they are designed well, you can learn as 

much when they fail as you can when they succeed. My experiment was going well so far 

and although failure was acceptable, I desperately wanted it to succeed.  

My gut feeling was that we would be able to deliver NSSP iteratively. It was a small 

project. If, in the old days, I was building the NSSP all by myself, then I was certain that I 

would have naturally built it iteratively. If the project had just one solid developer 

working on it, then they would do it iteratively. It was the natural way of building 

something of this size, and I couldn‟t see why adding two more developers should make it 

any less natural. 

I spoke to the team. „I have a few concerns about building NSSP this way. We‟ve never 

worked this way before and I need you lot to help me figure my way around it.‟ 

„The first is that when working the way I‟ve asked you to work, we could get in the 

situation where we keep churning. Repeatedly reworking what we‟ve already built, trying 

to perfect it, but really getting nowhere.‟ 

„I don‟t understand your concern, Steve,‟ said Anne. 

„What I mean is that if Susan wants to, she can keep changing her mind. Causing us to 

rework. I‟m not saying she will do this, Catherine, but she could.‟ 

Catherine responded, „Don‟t be daft, Steve. Susan won‟t do that because she would 

end up with an inferior product. But I get your point; I‟ll make sure to point out that she 

has different responsibilities than she would have in the past. Rather than begging you 

guys to approve our change requests, we‟re telling you what we want you to do. Oh, and 

if any of your team think this is happening, then don‟t be afraid to mention it – we‟re all 

adults here and we‟re playing on the same team after all.‟ 

„Besides,‟ said Anne. „Many of the changes will be free – Susan can reprioritize, or add 

or delete the feature backlog that hasn‟t been worked on yet by changing the details in the 

spreadsheet. There‟s no rework involved so it‟s virtually free.‟ 

Catherine chimed in. „Besides, we‟ve agreed that Susan is going to be working very 

closely – collaborating is probably a better word – with Dave‟s team to make sure they get 

the software right first time. She‟ll be actively involved in designing what the application 

looks like and how it behaves. They‟ll show her the software as soon as they can and as 

often as they can. She will give feedback immediately, and they will adapt the software 

immediately according to the feedback. They‟ll do this as they build the product, not after 

they‟ve built it. That‟s got to be a far cheaper way of working.‟ 

Tim cleared his throat and said, „That‟s just reminded me of something that we‟ve 

doing in VSP. I think it too might save a lot of reworking.‟  
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My ears pricked up. 

„When we switched to working incrementally in VSP, we were, essentially, just doing 

what we normally do in testing, except in focused, bite-sized chunks, right? One of the big 

advantages for my testers was that by limiting the scope of what was being built in each 

iteration to a short list of features, it was much easier than previously to focus our work 

and write a definitive set of test scripts for each iteration. This was just business as usual – 

I mean, how else could we test them? But it was much easier than normal because of the 

small size of work to focus on. 

„What we found was that we could find a surprisingly large number of defects without 

doing any actual testing. This happened when the requirements were ambiguous or 

misunderstood. Writing the test scripts clarified the requirements. That‟s one of the 

reasons why we‟re so quick at finding defects. 

„With the test cases written and corrected up front, we could find defects without 

testing, but we still had to rework them. Here‟s my idea: why don‟t we write tests for each 

feature before or as we write the code, so that we can prevent defects and avoid the rework 

entirely? The tests will essentially be used instead of an ambiguous specification. As we 

learn more about each feature, we can update the tests. How does that sound?‟ 

How does that sound? Each of us sat back around the table and thought about Tim‟s 

suggestion. On the one hand it was crazy…but only because it was so unusual. But on the 

other hand, it was a profound idea. Why not prevent many defects from ever happening?  

It reminded me of a technique I‟d only just read about in an article about Shigeo 

Shingo‟s work called “Poka Yoke”. I‟d only had time to read the one quick summary 

article, but “Poka Yoke” was the Japanese term for “mistake proofing”. Shingo used many 

simple physical devices in his plants to prevent mistakes from happening in the first place. 

His reasoning was that a mistake didn‟t need to turn into a defect if it was caught in time 

and fixed.  

Wasn‟t this what Crosby meant when he defined Quality as “conformance to 

specifications”? Before you build something, you write the specification in enough detail 

that you can test against it.  

I recalled an example of mistake proofing, which is the use of everyday fuses in 

electric equipment and buildings. A fuse will blow whenever the current exceeds a certain 

amperage, catching problems early and preventing things getting worse, like your house 

burning down. Having different connectors on the different cables of a PC is another 

example. It prevents someone assembling the PC from plugging the wrong cables into the 

wrong place and causing damage.  

Writing the tests up front is another way of preventing defects. Good idea, Tim. 

No one spoke as we all absorbed the idea. 

Suddenly, I felt both elated and exhausted.  

I said, „That‟s fantastic work, everyone.‟  

Paul flipped the lid closed on his laptop as the rest of us tidied up our papers and 

coffee cups.  

Then Catherine surprised me.  
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Rock 30 The Actuaries 
 

 

Catherine looked across at me, obviously confused, as she asked, „You do all know 

that the actuaries do this sort of stuff already?‟ 

We all turned to her.  

The actuaries were our financial experts and defined all of the complicated financial 

rules and calculations which went on inside of our software. They were very expensive, 

very bright people who were – as unlikely as this sounds – far geekier than any of the folk 

who worked for me. They were also a big pain in the butt because there were never 

enough of them to go around all the projects at once. 

„They what?‟ I asked. I didn‟t know what she meant. 

„Long before you lot and your programmers write the code that does the actuaries‟ 

calculations, they also write their own computer programs on their PCs to validate each 

calculation. My team signs off on them before your programmers get their hands on them. 

The actuaries give us the calculations, plus they also give us spreadsheets with specific 

examples for each scenario and we have to check them.‟ 

Phil said, „It is a very similar idea, Catherine, except that the actuaries give us the 

calculation rules, but not the examples. They will give us their test data and run the 

scenarios through our software. They don‟t give us their expected results so we have to 

give our software‟s results back to them, and they then compare our results with theirs. 

Assuming they match the loop‟s closed.‟ 

Catherine said, „Oh, it‟s a shame that they don‟t give you their expected results as well. 

That way your programmers could write their programs based on the same examples the 

actuaries used, and that my team has signed off on. Isn‟t that just what Tim has just 

suggested?‟ 

Phil nodded, then said, „That‟s a good idea, Catherine, but the actuaries would spit 

tacks if we suggested it. They‟re annoyed enough as it is that they have to pass over the 

calculations each iteration. They already complain that it‟s causing them extra work. I hate 

to think how they‟d react if we asked them to also send us their test data and to then check 

our calculations too. They‟re a prickly bunch at the best of times.‟ 

Catherine‟s face dropped. „Do you mean to say that they‟re not currently testing the 

calculations for you?‟ She spun to face me. „Please tell me that your team are doing that 

testing now, in synch with each iteration. You are, aren‟t you?‟ 

I didn‟t know if we were or not. I mean, I assumed that we were, but I looked at Tim 

for confirmation. He looked at Phil. Phil shook his head slowly then bit down on his lower 
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lip and said, „Oops.‟ 

„Oh for fuck‟s sake!‟  

I spun to look at Paul. He should have been looking after this.  

„Paul. Do you really mean to say that we‟ve not yet tested the actuarial calculations?‟ 

Paul looked startled by the vehemence in my voice, „Ah, we are planning to check 

them in early November.‟  

My jaw dropped. 

Paul explained, „They said that they are overworked as it is, and that it‟s impossible to 

give us the test data incrementally. The best that I could negotiate out of them was that 

they‟d give us the whole lot in one big…ah…batch in early November. You know what 

they‟re like: a bunch of self-important prima donnas.‟ 

This had suddenly turned into amateur hour. Shit! The December 1st date wasn‟t 

looking so certain.  

„But, Paul, what happens if there are problems in November? There‟s not a whole lot 

of time to fix any problems that arise, is there? Is there?‟ 

Paul looked down at his hands resting on the table. He shook his head. „No, no you‟re 

right, Steve. There‟s been a lot going on and I‟ve just been trying to do the best I can. 

They‟re not very easy to work with.‟  

„Damn it, Paul! You‟re the project manager. You are supposed to sort things like this 

out!‟ I said angrily. „And if you can‟t, then you need to bring them to me.‟ 

I wasn‟t normally that blunt, but I was very angry. Paul had made a fool out of us in 

front of Catherine. Working software meant that the software was working, that it was 

very unlikely to need further rework to fix it. Hadn‟t I made this clear to everyone?  

„This really, really, worries me,‟ Catherine said. „Nothing matters more than getting 

those calculations right. It doesn‟t matter how much software you ship me if those 

calculations aren‟t one-hundred-percent validated and verified. Nothing else matters.‟ 

We all sat there for a moment, glum-faced, before Tim spoke up in a nice and calm 

voice. „In a way, this is good news.‟ 

Both Catherine and I spun to look at him. I don‟t think he realized the gravity of the 

situation. 

„It‟s good news. We now know something that we didn‟t. It‟s better to find this out 

now rather than later. And besides, now that we all agree just how important this 

situation is, then I‟m sure we‟ll figure out a way to resolve it. We‟re getting pretty good at 

that sort of thing.‟ 

I frowned at his cheery words. 

He said, „You know, Steve, Paul, given what we‟ve just discussed, is it possible that we 

screwed up a few weeks ago? Perhaps it‟s not the developers who‟re our bottleneck – 

perhaps it‟s the actuaries. Maybe we should be subordinating everything to them to 

ensure that they are as efficient as possible within each iteration.‟ 

„Perhaps. Maybe. I don‟t know,‟ I said.  

I screwed up my face as I tried to figure it out. Did they have more capacity than the 

developers? I had no idea. How could I answer a question like that when they‟d deferred 
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some of their work until November? How could I judge what the relative capacity of our 

two teams was when not all of the work that needed to be done was actually being done? I 

couldn‟t.  

But then, I wondered, did it really matter? Catherine had said it a few minutes ago – 

the most important thing for the project right then was to ensure that we removed the 

smog that had suddenly settled over our project. We had to get those calculations verified. 

Once we did that we‟d know where the true bottleneck was and then we could do 

something about it. 

I turned to Paul and said, „Tim‟s got a good point. First thing tomorrow I want you 

and Phil to pick up your big sticks, go visit the VSP actuaries and explain the problem. 

Tell them that nothing else in this project is as important as getting their test cases run 

against our system in synch with the iterations. Tell them that if you can‟t sort it out there 

and then, then tomorrow afternoon Catherine and I will be making a very unpleasant 

conference call to Mark Richmond, and he will be down to visit them.‟  

I turned to Catherine and said, „I‟m sorry about this, Catherine. Can you call Mark this 

evening and forewarn him?‟ 

She nodded then said, „I can hold off on that call until lunchtime tomorrow. No need 

getting Mark all riled up. We keep this little blip between us.‟ 

„No, Catherine. There are plenty of little blips that we can safely keep to ourselves, but 

this isn‟t one of them. We need Mark lined up and ready to kick ass tomorrow.‟ 

„If I do call him this evening, he won‟t wait until tomorrow. You may ruffle a few 

feathers unnecessarily – some of them being Mark‟s.‟ 

„That might not be such a bad thing. Let people know we‟re serious.‟ 

She nodded, thinking. „You‟re right. I‟ll make the call.‟ 

Paul said, „We won‟t leave that meeting until we‟ve got firm commitments to both 

catch up on the calculations that should have already been tested and to ensure that the 

calculations get tested within each iteration. And if there is any way in which we can help 

them out, then we will.‟  

I looked towards Catherine, was she happy with that? She nodded. 

„Good. Let‟s call it quits for now, everyone.‟ 

Catherine remained seated as everyone else shuffled out. I thought she might. 

 

-oOo- 

 

I turned to Catherine and asked her how she thought things were going. Despite the 

progress we had just made, we‟d also shot ourselves in the foot at least twice in the last 

few hours. We were still learning how to do this, and despite the giant leaps we were 

making for CCX kind, we were still fumbling our way.  

Before she answered, she got up from her chair, walked to the whiteboard and started 

to wipe it down. 

A few moments later she said, ‟Good. Things are going good.‟ 

But then she screwed up her face and said, „Goodish. Look, Steve, I feel awful asking 
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this, but I have to. I‟m under immense pressure.‟ 

She suddenly sounded very tired. 

I gestured towards the seat across the conference table from me, indicating that maybe 

we should take a seat. 

She sat down, took her glasses off and rubbed her eyes. „You will hit that date, won‟t 

you, Steve?‟ 

„We‟ll be okay, Catherine,‟ I said. I meant it too. Today‟s little blips were just that: 

blips. In the past we would have hidden those sorts of things from people like Catherine 

and Mark, crossing our fingers that we never had to tell them. We couldn‟t do that now, 

however. 

She sighed. „You do know that my plans and promises go out the window if we miss 

that date. In the past I would have assumed you were going to run late and pad my plans 

accordingly, but I haven‟t had that option this time. Things are tight. There‟s no wiggle 

room.‟  

„I know our past promises haven‟t been very good Catherine, but we will hit the 

December 1st date. The lower priority features in VSP and NSSP act like a buffer, 

protecting it. I‟ve never felt more confident about a project.‟ 

„I know that and so long as you hit that date, then no one – especially me – will care 

about whether you deliver a few features more or less. But can I tell you why I‟m 

concerned?‟  

I nodded. 

„Today was the first time I‟d heard any talk about potential problems with releasing 

the project, and if I‟d not unwittingly mentioned the actuaries, then we may have missed a 

biggie. I‟m glad those two issues are under control, but I am disturbed that we stumbled 

across the problem by pure luck. Why weren‟t they in a plan somewhere? What would 

have happened if Dave hadn‟t spoken up and mentioned the problems you guys had with 

BXCH10? How did Paul lose grip of the calculations. What other traps are lying out there 

which you and your team haven‟t considered?‟ 

It took me a few moments to grasp her words. I don‟t know what made me do it, but I 

took her words of genuine concern and twisted them, inside my own mind, into a 

different question: what was I going to screw up next? 

„What more do you want from me, Catherine? We‟ve made a few mistakes. But what 

we‟ve done here with VSP is nothing less than a miracle. We‟re delivering ahead of 

schedule, we‟re delivering a far better product than you signed up for, we‟re even 

including your all-important change request 111. What more do you want from me?‟ 

„To be quite blunt, I want you to stop acting like the heroic leader for a bit and start 

acting like a manager again.‟ 

„What the hell do you mean?‟ 

„What I mean is that I‟m sick of hearing about how damned clever and creative you 

and your team are. I don‟t care. I am under immense pressure from above for this product 

to launch successfully on December 1st. The key word is here is “Launch” Steve, not 

“Incremental”. We care about the what, not the how. Our bosses will judge this product as 
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being successful based on how well it‟s perceived by the media, by the folks who have to 

sell it, and by the folks who buy it, or not. If we screw the launch up, then I‟ve no doubt 

that CCXCO will end up in the business pages on December 2nd. Today I lost a lot more 

confidence that I gained.‟ 

She was scared. Catherine was scared that we were going to develop this wonderful 

project then screw up the implementation. I heard echoes of Eleanor‟s whispered warning 

to me in the coffee shop earlier that morning. 

„Oh, it‟s not that bad, Catherine.‟ 

„It is. Chaste will be watching us like hawks and if we screw up, then they‟ll make sure 

the news hits the papers. And if we hit the papers – even if it‟s a small technical snafu – 

then all of your good work means nothing. We‟ve seen it before, Steve.‟ 

She was right, but I didn‟t know what to say. My job had been far easier when folks 

had much lower expectations of me. 

„Don‟t you get it? It doesn‟t matter how clever the chef is or how nice the food is when 

the waitress spills the soup all over you.‟ 

Fair point. 

„I understand, Catherine. You need the technical aspects of the launch to be invisible. 

They will be.‟ 

„I need more than a promise. I need some reassurance.‟ 

„Okay. How about if I get Ron and Maria – two of my most experienced managers – to 

review the project? They can do a quick, informal review – bare minimum of paperwork – 

and their fresh eyes will help us spot any potential gotchas. They know their stuff. They 

can start tomorrow.‟ 

I chose Ron and Maria specifically because neither of them beat about the bush. And 

neither of them were fond of Paul either. 

She considered my words, nodded, said, „Good,‟ and put her glasses back on.  

She made to leave, but when she reached the door she turned and asked me, „Is Dave 

single?‟  

„Yes…as far as I know.‟  

She said, „Good, so is Susan.‟ 

She smiled then left.  

I picked up my things then went back to my office. I glanced at my watch. It was 

getting late. I sent a quick email to Maria and Ron, copying in Paul, Tim, Anne, Dave and 

Phil, outlining our urgent need for some fresh eyes to look at the project. I intended 

talking to them face to face the following day, but I wanted to get their thoughts focuses 

on “what could still go wrong?”.  

I put my jacket on and headed to my car. 

Later that night, I sent an email to my recruiter friend. I was supposed to meet his 

client late the following week. I asked him to cancel the meeting. Things were looking up. 
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Rock 31 What do we do with the actuaries? 
 

 

I was in a budget meeting all of the following morning, but when I got back to my 

desk I found a note from Phil on it which said, “Actuaries sorted”. 

I smiled, screwed up the note and threw it in my trashcan. 
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Rock 32 Actuaries part 3 
 

 

I settled back down into my email but less than an hour later I was on the phone to 

Phil. „Do you want some coffee?‟ Then I rang Paul. 

The three of us met in the basement coffee shop fifteen minutes later. 

„Tell me about the actuaries.‟ 

„Not much to tell really,‟ said Phil. 

Paul said, „Mark called their boss sometime after midnight last night. Scared the shit 

out of him. The actuaries who have been working on VSP have been pulled off any other 

projects and he‟s also pulled in a couple of new actuaries from other projects. All of them 

will be working on VSP one-hundred-percent full-time from now on.‟ 

The other projects weren‟t going to be happy, but it just goes to show that you must 

never mess with Corporate Priority Number One.  

„As easy as that?‟ 

Phil said, „Almost. We‟ve got a little bit of work to do. We‟ve agreed to put an 

automatic feed between their small test case database and our development software so 

that we can run their test cases directly against our calculations; cut out all the manual 

work. They‟re going to add an extra field to their data which says whether their test 

scenarios are ready for us to test and we‟ll automatically run those that are, compare our 

results with their expected results and report any discrepancies. It won‟t take much effort 

at all.‟ 

Paul said, „Not only will it save them a lot of manual work, but it will also hugely 

speed up the turnaround time when we find a discrepancy between our two sets of 

results. And since we can run the tests any time we like, we essentially get a whole lot of 

very focused regression testing for free.‟ 

„Good.‟ 

Phil said, „You know, Steve. I‟ve got a feeling we should be doing more of this kind of 

thing. Preparing the tests scenarios before – like Tim suggested – is a wonderful idea, but 

if we could just automate some of those tests – not all of them, necessarily, but some of 

them – well, that‟s huge. My developers will love having specific examples to code 

against, but they‟ll love the fact that the tests are automated and can be run quickly and 

often to see if their code is working. I‟m going to see how this works out and see if we 

can‟t do more of it.‟ 

„Good. But take your time. Catherine and Mark are still nervous about the project and 

we need to show that we‟re one-hundred-percent focused on delivering their project.‟ 
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Phil nodded. „That‟s fine by me. I‟ll need to let this incubate for a good while before I 

figure out whether we can make use of the concept. Besides, testing isn‟t our bottleneck – 

so there‟s no point automating it further just now.‟  

We talked about the review for a little while and I made it clear to both of them that I 

had complete faith in the project, but that since we were learning how to work this way, 

and since so much was riding on it, that we‟d be daft not to do it. 

They both agreed, but I couldn‟t help but feel bad. I also needed to talk to Maria and 

Ron to get them in the right frame of mind. I didn‟t want to upset anyone. 
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Rock 33 Where is that Damned Book? 
 

 

Early the following week. 

I had planned to spend the next week, perhaps more, catching up on the non-VSP 

work which had started to pile up over the last few months. I‟d done my best to free 

myself from my other responsibilities so that I could focus on VSP, but I couldn‟t decouple 

myself completely, and unless I paid the other work some attention, I was at going to 

become a bottleneck for them. I was pleased with how well the other work had gone on 

without my active involvement. I was also somewhat disappointed – it is all well and 

good empowering my staff, but it did, in retrospect, make me look somewhat 

unnecessary. 

I didn‟t enjoy the work, but it had to be done. Next year‟s budgets were at stake, as 

were end-of-year bonuses and promotions. But I had to admit to myself that I was finding 

it increasingly hard to concentrate, and I frequently found my mind drifting off to 

consider important, but less urgent, thoughts such as what shape would the cost-of-change 

curve have in incremental projects? And, what can we do to make the VSP launch technically 

invisible to our customers?  

Eventually, late on Tuesday evening, about half an hour after my mind reached 

saturation point, I logged out of my computer and called Fran to say I would be home 

later than expected. There was one question which was nagging at me, and to answer it I 

had to find a book. The trouble was that I didn‟t have a clue where the book was and I 

didn‟t know how long it was going to take to find it. I just knew that it probably contained 

the answer to a very important question.  

It was an old book, a very thick old book – blue if I remembered correctly – which I 

hadn‟t seen for many years. I was certain that at one stage in the last fifteen years I had 

seen a copy of the book on one of my old-timer‟s desks, but that nowadays – in keeping 

with the clear-desk policy – the book would now be housed down in the basement in the 

corporate library. My car was parked on the lower basement so I put on my jacket and 

took my carry bag with me. 

The library door was unlocked, but the lights were all off. It only took me a moment of 

feeling around in the dark before I found the light switch. I flipped the lights on and then 

made my way to the computing section, which was hidden like some corporate leper 

colony in a separate room right at the back. When I got there I glanced around in despair 

at the hundreds of books and reference manuals which were stacked on nice wooden 

shelves. Thankfully, the books were stacked alphabetically, which should have helped me, 
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but the book wasn‟t there. I figured that the book might just be misplaced so I checked 

every shelf, but I couldn‟t find the damned thing. I searched twice more but it still wasn‟t 

there.  

Hmmm. I stood to go, disappointed, but then I noticed a door marked “Archives”. 

Worth a shot, I thought. I let myself into the archive room and switched on the lights to 

reveal hundreds of cardboard boxes stacked on industrial-style aluminum shelving. It 

looked just like the evidence room from an old seventies police drama. This was going to 

be tricky. And cold – the archive obviously didn‟t warrant heating. After a few minutes I 

found the IT section and I narrowed my search down to the books in the boxes marked 

“B”, which I assumed referred to the author‟s surname. No luck. It took me another thirty 

minutes of searching through all the other boxes to confirm that the book just wasn‟t there.  

I was pissed off because I knew the book should have been there. Oh well, I thought, 

You win some, you lose some. I made my way back to the stairs, intent on heading home for 

the evening when I had a brainwave. I took the elevator up to the sixth floor, but rather 

than going to my office I walked to the far side of the floor and made my way to Ron 

McKnight‟s office. The lights were off, but I could hear the loud clack, clack as he typed 

two-fingered into his computer. I tapped lightly on his door, then poked my head into the 

office  

Ron was sitting at his desk, typing in the dark, his face lit up by the reflection from his 

screen. Without bothering to look up, he mumbled, “Just a moment,” and kept on typing. 

As I waited, I looked at his desk, which – despite our official group-wide clear-desk policy 

– was stacked high with books. CCXGroup‟s clear-desk policy was just one of the many 

rules that didn‟t apply to Ron.  

Ron was – technically – a manager, but he should really have been called Chief 

Programmer, Software guru, Mighty-indispensable-one, or something like that. He knew 

more about CCXCO‟s business and its software applications, and how they all hung 

together than anyone else in the company. He should have done because he‟d been 

working there longer than anyone else. His job title was more of a historical accident 

where once-upon-a-time the only way one of my predecessors could get him a pay rise 

was to promote him into management. He kept the title nowadays and was paid 

substantially more than I was. It irked me, but only a little. I couldn‟t do much to subvert 

the laws of supply and demand.  

Ron took his time, but rather than interrupt him I looked around his office. There, 

right behind him, on the lowest shelf of a floor to ceiling bookcase, sitting next to a pile of 

old journals, was Barry Boehm‟s, big, thick, blue, book, first published in 1981, called 

Software Engineering Economics. If I was correct it contained the original research on the 

cost-of-change curve.  

Ron looked up with a smile on his face, which he quickly dropped when he saw it was 

me.  

„Young Steven,‟ he said. 

„Nice to see you too, Ron,‟ I said. 

„You‟ve come about the VSP review, already? Maria and I said we‟d have it finished 
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for you tomorrow and we will. I‟m typing it up just now.‟ 

I hadn‟t come about the review, but I was intrigued to hear what they had to say. I 

presumed that if there were any major issues, then I‟d have already heard about them. 

„I‟ve actually come about something else. But give me the two-minute version.‟ 

„I‟ll give you the three-word version instead: they‟re fine.‟  

Ron wasn‟t the sort to hold back when he was unhappy, so I nodded and said, „Great. 

Thanks.‟ Then I added, „That‟s two words.‟ 

„Technically, “they‟re” is two words, Steve.‟ 

„Okay.‟ 

„I was expecting something more radical, Steve, but nonetheless, they‟re doing good. 

I‟ve a suggestion though.‟ 

I said, „Sure.‟ 

He gave me the thirty-three-word version. I asked a few questions. He answered them. 

I wasn‟t sure if his suggestion was ridiculous or ingenious…or both. It was both 

blindingly obvious at the same time as being deafeningly unheard of. It might work. It 

might just work. 

Ron and I didn‟t always get along so well, but I did value his opinion. Far more than 

he realized. He wasn‟t a bad old guy, just worn down by the years I guess. Today I didn‟t 

want his opinion nearly as much as I wanted to look at his book. I asked if I could look at 

it. 

He spun around in his chair, took the book from the case and laid it out on his desk in 

front of me. He pointed to a chair and said, „Pull around a pew.‟ 

I pushed the chair around to the side of his desk to sit next to him while he switched 

on his desk lamp, then he opened the book and thumbed through the its index.  

„Here you go Steve. Page 40. The original cost-of-change curve,‟ he said.  

I looked down at the book and I quickly read the page, as did Ron. 

„Heck, the graph has two curves!,‟ he said. 

Wow, I thought. He was right. The first curve was the familiar one which shows that 

the cost of change during the maintenance phase, after the original project has finished, is 

around 140. The second was a much shallower curve which was based on studies of small 

projects. It showed that these smaller projects had an equivalent figure of around ten. 

My first thought was that this meant the NSSP experiment had a higher chance of 

succeeding than if we‟d chosen a larger project. But that wasn‟t a surprise – I had 

deliberately chosen a small project so that I didn‟t have to confront the issues and 

overheads which naturally came with bigger projects. 

Ron cleared his throat, tapped the page, then said, „Smaller projects are obviously 

going to have a lower cost-of-change curve than bigger projects. They produce less code so 

the code is going to be less complex and easier to work with. They have less 

documentation too because, with fewer people, people just talk to each other more often, 

without needing to write stuff down.‟ 

He looked at me and said, „You seem surprised, Steve.‟ 

„I am a little surprised that I had to read it – for the first time – from a book as old as 
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this. Why‟s no one mentioned it before? It is kinda obvious, isn‟t it?‟ 

He didn‟t “tut tut” me like my grandmother used to when I did something silly, but he 

looked like he wanted to. 

„Who says you have to read something in a book for it to be true? You do know, Steve, 

that we have always instinctively used this notion – that smaller projects are more 

productive – when we create the structure of new projects? Even if we‟ve just never 

explicitly said so.‟ 

I frowned.  

„Well…yes,‟ I said, unsure of myself. „We‟ve always broken our projects down into 

smaller teams. But it‟s been mostly – as you say – instinctive.‟ 

Ron said, „I know that it has been a long time since you‟ve been technical, Steve, but 

the principle is simple enough. We always design our project structures so that each team 

within the project is not only highly cohesive but also as loosely coupled to the other 

teams as possible.‟ 

I breathed out slowly as I took in his words. 

Ron said, „We design our teams to match the design of our software. If our designers 

are doing their jobs properly then the software will be made up of highly cohesive, loosely 

coupled pieces, which will be worked on by highly cohesive, loosely coupled teams.‟ 

„Loosely coupled…,‟ I repeated his words out loud. Good software was loosely 

coupled, I thought.  

„For goodness sake, Steve. Look at the VSP project: one half of your core team sits in 

one room and the other half sat in the room next door. One team is building the software 

which brings in and pays out cash to the customer. The other team is working on the 

software which allows the customer to move their balance between the different 

investment funds. The two subsystems are nicely decoupled from each other and can 

work largely independent of the other, provided they only communicate with each other 

by using the few, well-defined, messages. One team doesn‟t care how the other subsystem 

is implemented so long as the messages do as promised.‟  

„I‟m with you, Ron. The two large teams are each further divided into smaller teams 

which, again, reflect the structure of the system.‟  

A thought crossed my mind. Something that I figured Ron might not know. 

„Did you know that after we started working incrementally, we created a smaller third 

team?‟ 

„No.‟ 

„It consisted of just a few of our senior staff from both of the existing teams and its 

purpose was to ensure that the project as a whole worked in alignment with Catherine‟s 

prioritized feature list. They meet each day for about twenty minutes or so.‟  

He thought about this for a few moments. 

„I don‟t get it.‟  

„When Catherine prioritized the software‟s features, she essentially just took all of the 

“Use Cases” which we‟d prepared in the early stages of the project and put the most 

important scenarios at the top of the list, and the least valuable ones at the bottom of the 
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list. Since the scenarios crossed both of the two major software systems, we needed to co-

ordinate the work between them – that was the job of the third team. Prior to working 

incrementally we would have coordinated the construction of the components using a 

Gantt chart. We wouldn‟t have started working on a scenario-by-scenario basis until we 

hit testing. Suddenly we found ourselves needing to co-ordinate around the usage 

scenarios. That‟s what the third team did.‟ 

„Sounds like a management job to me.‟ 

„I suppose it is – but that doesn‟t mean that a manager has to do it. We found it was 

easier if a mixture of people from all roles, not just the managers, did the co-ordination 

work.‟ 

„Makes sense, though. The moment you have more than one small team, you‟re going 

to have co-ordination costs.‟ 

I turned to look at Ron. „This has been a very helpful conversation, Ron. Thank you.‟ 
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Rock 34 Cost-of-change Diagram – Ron 
 

 

I turned to look at the book open in front of us on Ron‟s desk.  

It only took a moment to answer the question which had sent me off on my journey 

into the depths of the CCXCO basement.  

„Look, Ron, this is why I was looking for the book,‟ I said as I pointed to the cost-of-

change graph. „The X axis clearly shows the phases of a waterfall project.‟ 

„Right,‟ he said, not seeing the significance of my observation. 

I said, „This means that the underlying data came from waterfall projects.‟ 

„Well, yes, of course.‟ 

„This means that if we‟re not using the waterfall model – say we‟re using an 

incremental approach like we are with VSP and NSSP – then this curve here in the book 

need not necessarily apply.‟ 

He frowned, „Why on earth would you assume it would apply?‟ 

Ron always spoke to me as if I was an idiot and as if he wasn‟t. It annoyed me – I 

could feel the tightness in my jaw. It meant that sometimes I excluded Ron from 

conversations where he could be helpful. But this time it had been worth it. I had guessed 

that the cost-of-change curve research must have come from waterfall projects, I needed to 

verify that was the case, and now I had done it. I was happy.  

I closed the book, turned to Ron and said, „Thanks for your help, Ron.‟ 

Ron breathed out slowly and his eyes lost focus as they searched inside his head. 

Perhaps they were looking for an answer or perhaps it was a question. 

He looked up at me and said, „Why is this so important to you, Steve? You may think 

I‟m an old fool, but perhaps I can help?‟ 

I considered his offer. I thought he was a grumpy old man, not an old fool. I looked at 

my watch. I‟d already missed putting the kids to bed so I didn‟t need to rush home. I 

figured that I had nothing to lose by talking with Ron.  

Ron already knew about the outsourcing situation, about VSP and about NSSP. He 

also knew about a whole lot of other stuff which was going on in my department, which I 

didn‟t know about. Ron was that kinda guy. I collected my thoughts for a moment and 

explained my current predicament. 

„Look, the VSP rescue has proven that we can rescue a large project using an iterative 

approach; I am confident that the NSSP project will show that the approach works when 

used from the very start on a small, but not trivial, project. But I need solid proof that the 

approach can also work on a medium-sized project when used from the very start.  
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He nodded. 

„So, why don‟t you just pick a project and do it?‟ 

I pointed to the book. „I‟m concerned that if iterative and incremental projects have the 

same cost-of-change curve as waterfall projects do, then they will very quickly hit the 

maintenance phase.‟ 

He said, „Which would be a very expensive way of working. Am I right?‟ 

I said, „All I‟ve been able to think about during the last week, Ron, is the cost-of-

change curve and what it looks like for incremental development. I am now convinced 

that it must look different to the familiar shape.‟ 

He said nothing. 

„Let me show you,‟ I said.  

I stood up and walked around his desk to his whiteboard, where I quickly sketched a 

simple diagram. Ron got up, walked over to the wall where he turned his office light on, 

then took a seat beside the whiteboard. He turned his chair so that he could watch me. 

I said, „Normally when we talk about the cost-of-change curve we use words like “As 

time passes in a project, it gets increasingly more expensive to make changes to a system”.‟  

I scribbled on the board and then, once I‟d finished, I said, „So the relationship looks 

like his.‟ 

 
Ron nodded. 

I said, „The relationship seems obvious: as time goes by, the cost of change goes up. 

But it doesn‟t tell the full story. There are other variables in between. For instance, as time 

goes by the amount of code built gets bigger and more complex, making it is harder to 

work with.‟ 

„Which means that the cost of change goes up,‟ said Ron. 

I nodded. 

He stood up, took the marker pen from me, erased part of the diagram and made a 

small addition, then asked, „Like this?‟  

 
I nodded and said, „But the relationship is not nearly as simple as that. When you look 

at Boehm‟s original research, it‟s quite clear that the relationship is between the waterfall 

phases – which change over time – and the cost of change. You could say, for instance, 

that the key difference between the design phase and the system-testing phase is that code 

has been built in between the two. That‟s why the cost of change goes up – because you 

have to change the code too, not just the paperwork.‟  
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Ron added a few more scribbles to the diagram. 

I said, „And there are a number of other obvious reasons for the slope of the curve. For 

instance, the number of documents that have to be updated for each change increases as 

we move through the waterfall phases. And waterfall projects have deliberately 

heavyweight bureaucracy in order to manage and – let‟s be honest – discourage change 

requests. 

„Also, as time passes, the number of defects increases, which make the code harder to 

work with.‟ 

I took the marker from Ron and made a few additions and adjustments to the diagram 

before saying, „Like this.‟ 

  

 
 

 

I said, „Now, if you look at the variables we‟ve drawn – the size of the code, the 

change-management process, the number of defects in the code and the amount of 

documentation – you‟ll see that all of them will change – in quite obvious ways – when we 

are delivering incrementally.‟ 

Ron frowned as if he didn‟t believe me. He said, „Let me see.‟ 

He then started to count off each of them on his fingers. „First, the change-

management process is now far simpler. Rather than throw bureaucracy at the problem, 

you moved responsibility for change on to your customer where it belongs, and your 

development team just focuses on the work that is at the top of their to-do list.‟ 

I said, „That‟s right.‟ 

He said, „Second is the size of the code base.‟ He put his hand on his chin and thought. 

A few moments later he said, „I‟m sorry, but I can‟t see how this will change, Steve. Surely 

it will still increase over time as the product gets bigger, and therefore the system will 

become more difficult to work with?‟ 

I explained to him how forcing the customers to prioritize the features would 

encourage them to want far fewer features, resulting in a smaller code base overall. 

He said, „That makes good sense. I hadn‟t thought of that before. So incremental 

systems will tend to have a considerably smaller code base. If they don‟t, then we‟re doing 

something wrong.‟ 

He pointed to his middle finger and said, „Third, from what I know of how you work 
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on the VSP and NSSP projects, I would expect the amount of documentation on each 

project to be considerably less. That can‟t be a bad thing.‟ 

„That‟s true. We discovered that when the VSP team was under pressure, they did 

away with much of the documentation and spoke to each other instead. It looks like NSSP 

will work much the same way.‟ 

Ron said, „To be honest with you, Steve, I‟ve been saying for years that a lot of 

documentation we traditionally use is only necessary because we don‟t talk to each other 

and don‟t trust each other.‟ 

He pointed to his fourth finger. „Finally, defects should be found far sooner and fixed 

immediately, when it‟s much easier.‟ 

„That has certainly been the case in VSP.‟ 

Ron nodded. „When you are building “working software” in each iteration, there must 

surely be far, far fewer defects in existence at any one time. That alone, makes a defect 

easier to fix because it‟s easier for the developers to read and understand the code.‟  

„It makes it easier to change requirements too,‟ I added. 

He took a deep breath then said, „Again, if that isn‟t the case, then you‟re doing 

something seriously wrong.‟ 

I sat down on one of his visitors‟ chairs and looked up at him, smiling, waiting for him 

to congratulate me on my good work. 

But he didn‟t sit down. Nor did he congratulate me. Instead, he continued to study the 

diagram.  

„There‟s something missing. Something that‟s very important but you‟ve not 

mentioned it yet, Steve.‟ 

My eyebrows shot up in surprise. What was it? „I‟ve been thinking about this for 

weeks, Ron. How can you spot something that‟s missing so quickly?‟ 

„Well, obviously, I am a very clever man,‟ he said, then smiled briefly, before he 

allowed a frown to return to his face.  

„But even more obviously, you‟re looking at this through the eyes of a manager. I‟m 

closer to the coalface than you are. There is nothing on you diagram about how the 

programmers should find it faster to write the code correctly. Working this way there‟s 

less to think of at one time, less to get right, less to get wrong. That has gotta make it easier 

to work and produce good code.‟ 

He frowned then said, „I don‟t know exactly what it is that‟s missing, but…something 

is.‟ 

I frowned right back at him. „You‟re right, there‟s something missing 

about…umm…simplicity. If the code base is smaller, then it should be simpler to work 

with, which makes it easier to change.‟ 

„That‟s a no-brainer, Steve,‟ he said, dismissing my suggestion. 

He studied the diagram and tinkered with it a little as he spoke. 

Ron pointed at the diagram and said, „There‟s something missing about design too.‟ 

Then he screwed up his face, took one more look at the diagram and asked a very 

important question, „Where the heck does design fit in, Steve?‟ 
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Rock 35 Design with Ron 
 

 

Where does design fit? It was such an obvious question, but I didn‟t have an obvious 

answer. 

Ron took just a few moments to consider his own question, then gave me the answer. 

„Design, in my opinion, Steve, is more important than anything else on your diagram.‟  

He then picked up the marker pen and added the words “Design Quality” to the 

diagram, followed by a negative sign. „One key factor which makes the code hard to work 

with is that its design quality tends to decay with time.‟ 

 

 
He sat down. 

„Steve, my boy, you know that at heart I am a developer, a technician even. You also 

know that I often find it frustrating working here because time after time I – and the other 

technicians I work with – are forced by you and your managers to make technical 

compromises. Often it feels like my career is an ongoing battle with what I regard as 

managerial incompetence. Don‟t take that personally, Steve, it‟s always been that way, it 

always will be that way.‟  

This wasn‟t news to me. Ron had once told me that the only reasons why he insisted 

on keeping his title of manager was so that he could remain on the managerial email 

distribution lists and be invited to the management meetings in order to protect CCXCO 

from the incompetence of his fellow managers. Needless to say, Ron was not particularly 

liked by his fellow managers and struggled to get anything done which needed their help. 

He said that he didn‟t care because, from CCXCO‟s point of view, there was only one Ron 

and managers were a dime a dozen. He had a point, but it was sad because in many 

respects his attitude, or rather his lack of influencing skills, had turned him into a lame 

duck. 
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„Don‟t worry, Ron, I don‟t take it personally anymore. I guess you could simply say 

that we managers come from Mars and you technicians come from Venus.‟ 

„Funny you should say that, Steve. We often say that managers are from Uranus.‟ 

I smiled at his lame little joke. It took considerable effort for me to not have the last 

word by telling him that I‟d often heard theories about intelligent life on Mars, but I‟d 

never heard such theories about Venus. 

I wasn‟t going to let him get away with putting the blame solely on us. „Hang on a 

minute,‟ I said. „As managers we always get stuck in the middle, having to make the 

uncomfortable decisions, while you techies just get to stand around and complain about 

us.‟ 

„No, you hang on, Steve,‟ he said sharply. „Think about design for a moment.‟ 

He sat right back in his chair and folded his arms. He then took a long deep breath, 

unfolded his arms, then leaned in closer to me. 

„Why,‟ he said, „do developers think design is so important? Don‟t think too hard 

about the question, Steve, just answer me off the top of your head.‟ 

„Um, off the top of my head, design is important because…,‟ I said, „…because if your 

developers produce well-designed code, then they feel proud of it. It‟s motivating…and 

it‟s professional. I can understand that…‟ 

„That is poppycock and nonsense,‟ he said, cutting me off mid-sentence.  

„Here‟s the reason why design quality is so damned important: a well-designed system 

is hugely easier to work with than a poorly designed system. Developers are more 

productive when they work on well-designed systems – many times more productive. 

Well-designed systems have a lower cost of change.  

„Just look at the CORETRAN system as a prime example. It is two decades old now, at 

least, and during those years the quality of its design has been allowed to deteriorate to 

the point where it is – simply put – a bastard to work with. For God‟s sake, the code for 

the STATEMENT and ADDRESS subsystems are spread throughout the entire code base. 

Decoupled! My ass.  

„And yet the majority of our new project work requires CORETRAN changes. Tell me 

this: how much more work could we get through in this department if the CORETRAN 

system had a nice and elegant design? Take a guess, Steve. How much?‟ 

„I don‟t know. I lot, I guess.‟ 

„How much? Ten percent? Twenty percent? Fifty percent? One hundred percent 

more?‟ 

„I don‟t know? It could be any of those. How can I quantify something like that?‟ 

„Exactly. I wouldn‟t be surprised if we could get anywhere between ten and a hundred 

percent more project work through CCXCO if that one key system were easier to work 

with. It would take a small, but top-notch, team between twelve and eighteen months to 

rewrite CORETRAN, and then once it was done, we‟d be able to churn out projects much 

faster. So tell me, Steve, with such high potential benefits, and with so little investment, 

why don‟t we rewrite CORETRAN and make it easier to work with? Why not?‟ 

Why not? Because like all good suggestions they were easy to make, but not nearly so 
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easy to put into practice.  

„I‟ll tell you why we don‟t do that, Ron. There are two reasons. The first is that it is too 

risky. How many times have we tried to rewrite old systems and failed? Too many to 

remember. The second reason is that I‟d piss off every single business unit in CCXCO if I 

told them I couldn‟t do any more CORETRAN work for them during the next six, twelve 

or eighteen months.‟ I didn‟t mention that I‟d been around long enough to know that 

Ron‟s twelve to eighteen months was more likely to be between two and four years.  

„It‟s a good idea, Ron,‟ I said. „But the place would grind to a halt.‟ 

„That‟s it, Steve. That‟s the compromise I‟m talking about: by protecting the business‟ 

current projects, we jeopardize all of their future projects. It‟s short term versus long term. 

But guess what? This year‟s current projects were last year‟s future projects!‟ 

„I know, I know. But isn‟t that just the way life is? In a fist fight the short term always 

beats up the long term.‟ 

Ron was getting all riled up, and who could blame him?  

„I agree with you, Ron, all right?,‟ I said. „But what can I do about it?‟ 

He said, „But you don‟t understand, Steve. I know how to fix CORETRAN, how to 

make it considerably easier to work with. I‟ve been designing its replacement – in my 

spare time – for the last decade. I‟ve done my homework.‟ He stood up. „It‟s not as hard as 

you might think. Look, I‟ll print the design off for you.‟ 

I held my hand up, gesturing for him to wait, then I said, softly, „Don‟t print it off, 

Ron. I simply don‟t have the people to do the work. I appreciate where you‟re coming 

from. But with the outsourcing situation and all, right now I‟m trying my damnedest to 

turn around the business‟ perception that we don‟t deliver. I simply can‟t put the bulk of 

CCXCO‟s top priority projects on hold. I can‟t.‟ 

He sat down again then sighed. „Yes, you‟re right. I know you‟re right. But you know, 

Steve, there‟s a pot of gold sitting there just waiting to be snatched up.‟ 

„I know. I know.‟ 
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Rock 36 Why is CORETRAN such a mess? 
 

 

Ron and I sat there in his office for a few minutes contemplating our situation, neither 

of us speaking. 

„Tell me, Ron, why is CORETRAN in such a mess? How did it get that way?‟ 

„Oh dear,‟ he sighed. „Let me tell you about CORETRAN.‟  

„CORETRAN is so old that when you first joined CCXCO it was already old. But what 

you might not know is that CORETRAN was developed to replace an even older system 

called SYSCORE which – ironically – had itself gotten almost impossible to work with. The 

sad thing is that when it was first developed, SYSCORE was a work of art, a very elegant 

and efficient system. That was back in the days when software development was 

considered such a black art that the managers just let us get on with things. We were a 

small team and we were built for speed. We didn‟t have any testers to act as a safety net, 

either, so we had no choice but to make sure that our code was good quality. We were also 

fortunate that we were starting with a green field. In short, we managed to deliver a very 

simple and powerful transaction processing system very quickly.  

„SYSCORE lasted six to eight years and was maintained by our small, but very 

talented, team. Its downfall was largely due to its success. The business initially regarded 

computers with suspicion, but once they saw more and more real-life examples of how 

EDP – electronic data processing as we called IT back then – could improve their business 

productivity, they soon wanted to automate more and more of our manual systems. The 

more systems we automated though, the more SYSCORE grew and grew trying to 

accommodate their diverse needs until its design was stretched way beyond its 

capabilities. We kept hacking features on, but we knew that we were getting to the point 

where we would just have to rewrite the damned thing.‟ 

I said, „Is that when CORETRAN came on the scene?‟ 

„Yes indeed. It was about this time that our industry got all structured, and grown up 

too. CORETRAN was one of the first CCXCO systems to be built using the waterfall 

approach.‟ 

„Uh oh,‟ I said. „There‟s that “waterfall” word again!‟ 

Ron smiled, „Don‟t forget, Steve, that at the time it was almost certainly an 

improvement over the ad hoc way we used to work. CORETRAN was a lot larger than the 

SYSCORE project and we needed someway to scale the project up without it turning into 

chaos.‟ 

Then he chuckled, „You‟ve got to be careful, Steve, that you don‟t fault the waterfall 
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approach for everything that goes wrong in your life? My father, bless his soul, was a 

therapist, and every time I frowned he blamed my mother. My son is a vet and every time 

anyone one of my grandchildren sneezes he says they have distemper!‟ 

I smiled. 

He said, „You‟ve got a point though, Steve. If I remember correctly, the CORETRAN 

programmers started coding the individual components according to a very nice-looking 

paper design. But that paper design didn‟t last long – they never do, our brains just aren‟t 

clever enough to get the design one-hundred-percent right up front, no matter how clever 

we think we are. The developers and designers would have soon realized that they 

needed to change the design and they would then have reworked it.  

„And that‟s when the design first starts to deteriorate. Unlike on SYSCORE, where we 

had time to get things right, CORETRAN was always under time pressure, and I know for 

a fact that the developers often cut corners in order to look productive,  and to meet their 

deadlines. One of the easiest things to sacrifice is design quality. The program will still 

work and the tests will still pass, so if you‟re under time pressure, you can keep the project 

on track. You know, Steve, you get nothing tangible nor concrete to show for your effort, 

so why bother?‟ 

I‟d never thought of that before: improving the design took time, but it gave no 

externally visible improvement, no tangible or immediate pay off. 

Ron said, „As the CORETRAN project progressed and defects were found and 

reworked, and as change requests were made, approved and the code reworked by 

dozens of developers – who, you should note, would often be working over the top of 

each other – the system‟s design quality would have deteriorated even further.‟ 

„But,‟ I interrupted him, „surely, if the design quality was deteriorating, then it was 

actually making the development team slower and less productive.‟ 

„Exactly! But this is the same problem – fixing the design has no obvious, imminent, 

measurable benefit. You can tick off that a component is built and unit tested. Or, if you‟re 

working in your incremental way, like on NSSP, you can tick off that a feature is built and 

tested. Tick, tick, tick. It looks like you‟re making progress and it takes heat off the project 

manager.‟  

He shook his head and said, „There‟s no tick box for design quality, Steve.‟ 

I leaned forward and asked him, „I don‟t want to belabor this, but let me check I‟ve got 

this clear: are you saying that the CORETRAN project took considerably longer to deliver 

than it needed to?‟ 

„It‟s not just the project which takes longer, Steve! CORETRAN is now over two 

decades old. We‟ve been working on that crappy system, at well, well under half-speed 

for all of that time. And, what‟s worse is that because the design is so compromised, every 

single time we change the code, the code gets worse. And that‟s with some of our best 

developers working on it. And that‟s why you need to pay old-timers like me a fortune – 

because new folks can‟t come in and work on the legacy system. That‟s grand for me 

financially, but it‟s not how I ever envisaged my career turning out – I‟m little more than a 

very well-paid janitor.‟ 
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„Is that how you see yourself, Ron? A well-paid janitor?‟ 

„Yeah, but what can you do about it?‟ 

„I hadn‟t realized that.‟ I felt kinda bad. I thought Ron enjoyed and protected his 

position. 

He shrugged. 

„Anyway,‟ he said. „The end result is that the system is so hard to fix that we end up 

throwing band aids at the system – the business services are a good start, for example – 

but we never fix it up properly. That‟s why we simply must rewrite it.‟ 

„Look, Ron, I hear what you‟re saying, but my hands are tied,‟ I said.  

I shrugged. What else could I say? 

I looked at my watch. „I better go. Fran is going to strangle me if I don‟t head off home 

soon.‟ That wasn‟t exactly true, but the conversation was starting to make me feel 

awkward and I felt an overwhelming need to end it. Ron was giving me more problems 

and I already had plenty of those. 

„I understand,‟ he said. „But to answer your original question, Steve, you should find 

that projects which deliver incrementally will, in many cases, have a much shallower cost-

of-change curve than the average waterfall project. NSSP will demonstrate that, I‟m sure.‟ 

He then told me what I was waiting to hear: that the key to making the NSSP 

experiment work was to allow each of the developers a little extra time with each bit of 

code to ensure that the software‟s design was as clean as pragmatically possible. He said 

that the code had to be “good enough”, but not perfect. 

„By doing this,‟ he said, „it will make it easy to keep the code well-designed – 

malleable, if you‟d like a fancy word for it – from one iteration to the next.‟ 

I nodded.  

„That,‟ he told me, „will keep the cost of change down considerably.‟  

„Okay,‟ I said, liking what he was saying but not having a clue about how we were 

going to achieve it. 

„Do you want me to explain further?‟ he asked. „I‟ll use words that even a manager can 

understand.‟ 

I sidestepped the insult and said patiently, „Please.‟ 

„Right. Let‟s start with NSSP‟s first increment. How will you ensure it ends with a 

good, clean design?‟ 

He looked at me as if he was expecting an answer. I shrugged. 

„It‟s simple, Steve. Increment one is just a relatively small piece of code so the 

developers will find it nice and easy to deliver with a clean design and bug free. And the 

second increment?‟ he asked. 

Before I could even hazard a guess, he said, „Well since you‟ve done a nice job on 

increment one, that means that we start increment two with a nice clean and malleable 

design. Since increment two has relatively few features, it is easy enough to move from 

increment one to increment two and finish with a clean design. The important thing is that 

we must not consider increment two finished until the design is clean and malleable, 

otherwise we immediately screw ourselves by making increment three harder to work 
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with.‟ 

„And how do we build increment three?‟ I asked, even though I thought I knew the 

answer. 

„Well, „tis exactly the same principle as increment two.‟  

„And then, I presume, we simply repeat this for increments three, four, five and so on?‟ 

„That‟s it, Steve. Sure, as the code base grows over time, it will get a little harder to 

work with, but it will still be much, much easier to work with than any of the software 

we‟ve previously built.  

„Provided that we keep the design nice and clean as we go?‟ I asked. 

„That‟s it,‟ he said. „It‟s simple, isn‟t it?‟ 

That was what I was looking for. All we had to do to keep the cost-of-change curve 

nice and shallow was to ensure we made a small investment each increment to ensure that 

each subsequent increment was as productive as possible. A small but significant victory! 

I nodded then said, „Thanks.‟ 

„My pleasure,‟ he said. „Of course, that paints a nice picture for projects like NSSP 

where the code is largely decoupled from the existing legacy systems. All the other 

projects – the majority of them that is – are changing legacy code. They‟re hard to change. 

Those projects inherit their cost of change from the systems they are working on. And 

those project‟s are all in the maintenance phase of the cost-of-change curve.‟ 

Fuck it. Ron was right – we had to rewrite them.  

But we couldn‟t. 

Fuck it. 
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Rock 37 Paul’s Promotion 1 
 

 

The following day. 

„Come in, Paul,‟ I said. „Take a seat.‟ 

Paul looked nervous. He was wearing his best suit. Good. He was taking this 

seriously. He sat down at my visitors‟ table. 

I closed my office door then sat down next to him. I had filled out two performance 

reviews earlier in the day – they had identical commentary, but different 

recommendations. I had both hidden away inside a bright green folder which I placed on 

the table in front of us. One of the recommendations was going to make Paul happy. The 

other was going to delight him and delight me. A lot was riding on his answers to my 

questions. 

I tapped the folder and said, „It‟s been an interesting quarter, Paul.‟ 

„It has,‟ he said, then laughed nervously. He shuffled uncomfortably in his seat. „It 

started poorly, Steve, but I think things are looking a lot better.‟ 

„Yes,‟ I agreed. „I almost fired you in August.‟ 

„I almost quit.‟ 

I smiled. 

„I‟m glad I didn‟t though. We‟ve done some good work together.‟ 

He smiled. 

„We have,‟ he said. 

„You know that I didn‟t want to fire you, Paul. You‟re fantastic with your customers, 

with me, and with everyone external to the project. You work the politics very well. But, at 

the time, I was getting a lot of very negative feedback about you from your staff.‟ 

„It‟s hard to keep everyone happy all the time, Steve. When the shit hit the fan, all the 

fingers started pointing at me.‟ 

„Yes. They blamed you. But really, they should have blamed the system. I see that 

now, but I didn‟t at the time.‟ 

He frowned. „I know. Do you remember our argument?‟ 

I nodded. He was being diplomatic: there was not a lot of arguing going on, but there 

was a lot of shouting, all of it coming from me. 

„Do you remember asking me what was going on? How come you were hearing from 

everyone else that VSP was a death march, but I was still saying that we were going to 

make it?‟ 

„Ah ha.‟ 
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„You know…although I did believe what I told you, I was crossing my fingers all the 

same. I mean, it was possible that we would make the December 1st date the way we were 

working, and it was possible we wouldn‟t. But, no matter what, I simply couldn‟t say that 

I wasn‟t confident without everyone else losing confidence and giving the project up as a 

lost cause.‟  

He also risked losing his job if I was honest about it. 

„I know. I‟ve been there too, Paul. I‟m just relieved that we were able to change the 

system and now we can both make that promise with confidence, and without having to 

cross our fingers.‟ 

I said, „Now I have a question for you. I‟ve done my research and it seems that your 

staff now trust you a hell of a lot more than they did three months ago. Why? What‟s 

changed?‟ 

He closed his eyes and thought for maybe a minute before he answered. 

„I think that they trust me more now because I am able trust them a lot more. The idea 

that we are producing working software is very important. When my staff tell me that 

something is “done”, I know that it‟s done, not mostly done. Working software means that 

the quality is good, very good. That makes my life easier. I don‟t have to cross my fingers 

and hope that there are no surprises waiting for me in the future. Hope is a feeble strategy. 

„You know, Steve, the most inspired move you made on the VSP project was to get 

Tim focused on managing the internal activity while I focused on the external activity.‟  

That decision wasn‟t inspired, I thought. I did it entirely out of desperation.  

„Not only did it play to each of our strengths, but it‟s made me realize that Tim does 

things very differently, as a test manager, to what I normally do as a development 

manager. 

„For instance, Tim and I continue to run his ten a.m. testing meeting each and every 

day, except we now have three meetings, one for each of the two major teams, and one for 

the co-ordination team. Each day, Tim and I gather each team and take a quick update 

from everyone in the team. So, each day, Tim and I improve our visibility of the project. 

Each day the developers get to hear “well done“ and they get to hand over any tough 

problems or obstacles to us, and we commit to do something about them. Tim says that‟s 

standard practice for good testing teams.‟  

„Doesn‟t that take a lot of time, doing it every day like that?‟ 

„No. Since it‟s every day it‟s just a quick catch up and it only takes ten to twenty 

minutes for the each of the three teams. We ensure we take any detailed discussion off line 

– otherwise the meetings would take too long and people would soon find excuses not to 

come to them. As it is, everyone seems to like them and Tim and I have a full update 

within thirty to sixty minutes.„ 

„Okay. I buy that.‟ 

„But THE KEY thing,‟ said Paul, leaning forward as if sharing a secret, „which Tim did 

to build trust when he took the reins was to say over and over again that he would 

continue asking for estimates, but he would never treat anyone‟s estimate as a 

commitment, a promise, and if he ever got caught doing that, then he would buy the 
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whole team lunch out of his own pocket.‟ 

My eyes narrowed. Those words sounded familiar. Don‟t treat estimates as 

commitments. They caused quality issues; they caused bloated plans; they caused people 

to lose bets and have to buy other – more devious – people cups of coffee.  

Craig and I had talked about this at length when we‟d first met, but I‟d not thought 

about it since. He had advised me to read about Goldratt‟s Critical Chain scheduling 

technique, which I had done, but I‟d quickly dismissed the technique because it didn‟t 

seem appropriate for planning iterative projects where you couldn‟t even predict what 

tasks you‟d be working on.  

„Tim got that idea from Critical Chain, right?‟ 

„Actually, no – he said that he always worked that way because that‟s how testing 

works – it‟s iterative, after all, and they manage it in an iterative way. He said that he‟d 

noticed early in his career that many of the defects his testers found were caused when 

analysts or developers sacrificed quality in order to deliver work before it was ready to be 

shipped. He told me that while he understood how PMs jobs would be far easier if no task 

on their plan ever overran, he found it frustrating because it just shifted the quality work 

to his part of the project.‟ 

„Where it was more expensive to fix.‟ 

„Exactly. So he said that since his job as test manager was to ensure that the software 

was of adequate quality before it was shipped, then he had to let his staff take as long as 

they needed to fix a defect. If he cut them short, then they still had a defect and that didn‟t 

get him closer to his goal. That‟s why he had that rule that he‟d never treat an estimate, a 

guess, as a commitment.‟ 

That made sense in an iterative process like the testing phase of a traditional project. 

Even though we always made a big deal about our commitment to hitting a delivery 

deadline, the truth was that we were always flexible about the deadline when quality 

wasn‟t adequate. In fact, we were flexible about the deadline and about quality – we often 

shipped late with barely adequate quality.  

Tim‟s rule also made sense when we were working both iteratively and incrementally 

on VSP. We had decided up front that we had to deliver quality, so that meant that we 

had to be flexible about the time it took to do each task. The thing we couldn‟t be flexible 

about was the final quality and the final deadline. Working incrementally though meant 

that we built in quality as we went, and it meant that we could protect the final deadline 

by dropping lower-value features. Hmm, I thought, those lower priority features acted as 

a buffer, protecting the delivery date.  

I had one niggling doubt about Tim‟s rule though. 

I said, „I can see how your staff would trust you more if you‟re no longer beating them 

up for missing their estimates, but how do you trust them not to just screw around all the 

time? I mean, if you aren‟t tracking them in fine detail, what‟s to stop them from just 

taking forever?‟ 

„Oh that‟s easy. There are a number of things. First, we‟re assuming that all of our staff 

are professionals. Second, generally, most of our team are only working on one task at a 
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time, and we do track their progress on each task both in the daily meetings and in a 

spreadsheet which Tim and I maintain. Third, they plan and execute each increment.‟ 

Whoa there. This was new. I know that I‟d been incredibly busy during the last few 

months, but how‟d this one slip by me?‟ 

„They plan each iteration? Did you say that your staff plan each iteration?‟ 

„Yes. With Tim‟s and my help. But we‟ve gotten very lazy in our old age and we find 

that if the team makes the plan and they then – as a team – give Catherine the 

commitment, rather than Tim or I, then they tend to meet the commitments they give.‟ 

Paul saw the frown deepen on my face and he rushed to elaborate. 

„Let me take a step back and explain. When we started working this way, we were 

crap at predicting how long each iteration would take. Do you remember the first one? We 

thought it would take a week, and it took three. But since then most of the big defects have 

been found now and we‟re focusing on delivering features. Things are nowhere as chaotic 

as they used to be. So what we did was teach each team how to do a small Critical Chain 

plan for each iteration. I wish I‟d known about Critical Chain years ago – it would have 

made my life so much easier. The great news is that it is incredibly easy to use when you 

only have to plan out a few weeks work at a time.‟ 

I felt my face relax as I absorbed this. 

Paul asked, eagerly, „Do you want me to explain further? Dare I say it, but it is so 

simple that even a senior guy like yourself could do it.‟ 

I smiled at his small witticism made at my expense and said, „Not now. You know 

how I am; I‟d like to do a little reading first.‟  

„Why don‟t you join one of our planning sessions? See it in action?‟ 

„Good idea. But, tell me one thing first. How can you possibly prepare a plan if you‟re 

not taking estimates from your developers?‟ 

„Oh. You‟ve misunderstood me, Steve. We do take estimates from the developers and 

other staff, but we just don‟t penalize them when they guess wrong. Let‟s say we have a 

task which the developers will take between three and eight days to do. In the old days 

the developer would offer the eight days as his or her estimate and – assuming that we 

didn‟t negotiate with them – we‟d put eight days into our plan. And, normally, that task 

would probably take about eight days, maybe more. 

„In VSP we use the eight-day estimate – we call it the commitment-level estimate – but 

we don‟t penalize them if it takes more or less time to complete. Instead we have each 

person generally work on only one task at a time, and all we ask is for an update on their 

progress at their daily meeting. These two things tend to mean that they usually finish in 

considerably less time – usually nearer the three days – than the eight days.‟ 

I nodded. That was intuitive, but it was clear that I‟d need to do a bit more reading on 

the Critical Chain.  

„And this works?‟ 

„It works very well.,‟ he smiled. „And you know what? When we ask for an progress 

update, we no longer ask for their percentage done – because it‟s normally 90% – instead 

we ask how many days they think they have left until it is completed. How “real time” is 
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that?‟ 

I nodded. That was a subtle, but profound difference. I liked it. 

„That‟s something else we learned from the Critical Chain books. It‟s amazing to 

watch: some days the estimated time remaining goes down, sometimes it goes up. 

Whichever way it goes, it‟s honest and it‟s real time.‟ 

I frowned again. That made sense, but it made me nervous too. 

„Estimates go up?‟ 

„I know. It bothered me initially. Estimates are supposed to go down, aren‟t they? 

Well, in reality, they go up and down. On day one, when you start a task, you reckon it 

could take you five days to complete, but you say eight because you‟re not certain. On day 

two, you‟ve learned a lot and things look ugly so you now reckon it could take you six 

more days, if you‟re lucky, but you say ten because of all the uncertainty. On day three, 

you know a lot more and you‟ve made good progress so you reckon it will take you 

another three days, and at this stage you‟ve learned a lot about the task and your 

confident about what you need to do so you say three. And so on. And so on. That‟s 

honest. And real time.‟ 

I still felt doubtful. „This really works? How can you deliver on time if your estimates 

go up?‟ 

„Oh, that‟s easy. We have a time buffer built in to the project schedule. That‟s how 

Critical Chain works. It has short schedules that deliver on time. Are you sure you don‟t 

want me to explain it?‟ 

I started to say “Yes”, but I looked at the clock on my wall and realized that my next 

meeting was starting in less than five minutes.  

I said, „No, let me do some reading and I‟ll join your next meeting.‟ 

Paul said, „Okay. I was a bit…um…anxious about this approach when I first tried it, 

but it works. It does work.‟ 

„Has Tim had to buy the team lunch yet?‟ 

„No, neither of us have. And, I tell you what, the team worked very hard for him – and 

now for me – because they trust both of us to let them do a good job and help them out 

when they need it.‟ 

„Good.‟  

I figured I‟d check with Phil and Anne and some of the other VSP staff too to see what 

they really thought about this. The logic sounded good, but several second opinions never 

hurt. 

I bit down lightly on my lower lip as I considered Paul‟s answer. I had an important 

decision to make. Was Paul up to the job I had planned for him? I liked that he‟d 

accredited Tim with many of the improvements, and I my gut said he was genuine about 

that. I liked what they had achieved together. But could the leopard really change his 

spots, like Paul had, in such a short time? 

I picked the bright green folder up from the table, opened it and removed the bottom 

of the two performance reviews. I opened it to the last page, confirmed I had the right 

document, then placed it on the table in front of him. Turning it to face him, I tapped the 
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summary section and said, „Read that.‟ 

He pulled the papers towards him and leaned forward to read. 

He smiled and said, „Thanks. Thank you.‟ 

„Keep this up and you‟ll have your own basement car parking space.‟ 

He disappeared for a moment. I guess he was spending the extra money already. 

„The promotion and the salary increase are both effectively immediately. I want you to 

take the next few weeks to hand over all of your VSP responsibilities to Tim and prepare 

yourself to take on a special project. I want you to manage the roll out of our incremental 

method across all of our other teams. You‟ll be working with Phil, Anne, myself and 

possibly even Ron. Will you do that for me?‟ 

He considered my request for a moment then said, „Okay. I‟d be proud to do that.‟ 

I pulled the performance review towards me then turned it 180 degrees to face me. I 

turned to the last page, took my pen from my shirt pocket and signed on the bottom of the 

page. I turned the paper towards Paul, handed him my pen, and he did the same. 

I said, „Good work, Paul.‟ 

Once Paul had left I picked up my phone and dialed Tim‟s number. He was about to 

officially change career if he knew what was good for him. 
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Rock 38 Dinner with Mark, Catherine and Paul 
 

 

Later that evening, Paul and I joined Mark Richmond and Catherine for a working 

dinner in a city center Japanese restaurant. The meeting had been planned for weeks, but I 

splashed out on a bottle of fizz to celebrate Paul‟s promotion. Mark had booked a separate 

dining room for us at the back of the restaurant where we had space to work, talk loudly 

and even argue without bothering the other customers. We all liked Japanese food so 

Mark had arranged for the waiting staff to drip feed us food throughout the evening until 

we asked for no more. I got the impression he‟d done this before. 

Mark had been very hands-off during the earlier parts of the project, from my point of 

view anyway, but now he was paying very fine attention to the implementation details. 

He had, he said, a lot riding on this launch being successful and he couldn‟t afford for the 

project to stumble at the last hurdle.  

His latest suggestion was that we take VSP – or “Future Perfect” as it would be known 

in the market – on a road show where we demonstrated the product and the software to 

anyone and everyone within CCX who showed any interest. This was what I‟d describe as 

a “nice to have”, but Mark and Catherine seemed keen. 

„Do you mean you want us to run something like the demonstrations we‟ve been 

doing with Catherine and her team at the end of each iteration?‟ I asked. I wasn‟t entirely 

sure why we‟d want to bother at this stage. It wasn‟t like we wanted input from the rest of 

CCXCO about what the product should do. 

„Yes. That‟s it – almost. We don‟t want to demonstrate the details of the software; we 

want to demonstrate that the software works. Make it real for them. Build confidence. 

We‟ll put a bit of showmanship behind it. Give it a bit of pizzazz. It‟ll be a marketing gig, 

but we‟ll need support from Paul‟s team to make sure it runs smoothly.‟ 

Paul said, „We can‟t do the sort of demonstrations you are talking about using our 

existing environments – we‟d need to build you a specific demonstration system. I‟m not 

sure that we can spare the time right now.‟  

„I can live with a few less features at this stage, if that frees up time,‟ said Catherine. 

„At this stage, Paul, I‟m less concerned with the product and the software than with 

building confidence about the launch within CCXCO. I know things are going far more 

smoothly with the technical side of the implementation, but I‟m still nervous and so is the 

rest of CCXCO. We can‟t afford any hiccoughs.‟  

„But,‟ I said, searching for the right words, „…but everything is going to be fine. I‟m 

giving you my word, Mark, that this is the highest-quality software we‟ve ever produced.‟ 
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„I have to be frank with you, Steve,‟ Mark said. „Right now your word is good enough 

for me, but – frankly – it doesn‟t carry much weight elsewhere in the organization. Harry 

has warned me to keep a close eye on your operation. I tell him things look fine, but he 

says that the proof will be in the pudding.‟ 

I threw up my hands, „For God‟s sake.‟ 

Mark said, „Reality doesn‟t matter now, Steve, perception does. It doesn‟t matter what 

assurances you give me, nor how much I repeat them, the perception still remains. 

Everyone knows that leopards don‟t change their spots and that you can‟t teach an old 

dog new tricks. Everyone knows your department‟s history. It‟s not just Harry – everyone 

who counts in CCXCO is expecting technical problems when you go live. Right now your 

software is still vaporware. We need to make it real for people. Concrete. People need to 

see it to believe it.‟  

I picked up my chopstick and studied it. This was so frustrating. Marketing were 

always like this. Their preoccupation with form, over-function, was a constant friction and 

frustration for us. That wasn‟t what was pissing me off though – I could cope with the 

frustration, I just hated all the wasted time. 

Mark was digging his heals in. 

I gave it one last shot. „All this stuff you‟re talking about – this marketing 

showmanship – it‟s all just window dressing as far as I‟m concerned. It will just distract us 

from the job at hand.‟ 

„You are going to have to trust me here, Steve,‟ Mark said. „The whole world is waiting 

for you to stumble. Why? Because if you stumble, then you take them with you. They‟re 

getting antsy. If they perceive things as going poorly – even if in reality they‟re going 

grandly – then they will down on your team like a ton of bricks. I want to protect your 

team from that unwarranted distraction.‟  

I looked up from my chopsticks, looking Mark straight in the eye. Suddenly I 

understood: he was running defense for his project, asking us for a little help so that we 

could avoid a lot of hindrance. Just like that it was a no-brainer. I agreed that Paul would 

work with Catherine to support their road show.  

The waitress came into the room quietly and politely delivered small plates of 

steaming dumplings and even smaller dishes full of sauces to our table. We each took 

some to our plate. 

As we ate, Paul said to Mark, „I guess you two must be looking forward to delivering 

this project. I know it‟s stressful with all the uncertainty, but Steve is right, in a few 

months time things will have settled down. And don‟t worry about the software. From 

where I‟m sitting, everything genuinely is running remarkably smoothly. This is the most 

successful project we‟ve delivered in my time with CCXCO.‟ 

Mark sighed and poured himself another cup of sake  

„That may be true for you, Paul, but my stress is a long way from over,‟ he said. „Right 

now VSP looks like it will be a technical success, but it‟s not a business success until 

CCXCO make lots of money from it. So far we have made no sales. Sure, things do look 

good, but who knows how well it will sell when it hits the marketplace? This entire 
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venture could yet be a flop.‟ 

Our waitress arrived and silently placed a large platter of sashimi in front of us. 

I frowned. „But the sales forecasts used to justify the VSP project gave very good sales 

predictions. I know the initial forecasts were made, what, three, four years ago? But your 

team has updated those forecasts every six months and they look even better now than 

they did back then.‟ 

„Well of course they looked good,‟ said Mark, stopping short at slapping his forehead 

and saying “Doh!”  

„How do you think I got the project approved in the first place? By submitted 

pessimistic sales forecasts? Don‟t be daft, Steve, the forecasts were honest forecasts, just on 

the optimistic side of honest. How can anyone possibly know how well anything is going 

to sell until it gets to market? The hint is in the name forecast. Forecasts are wrong. Don‟t 

you ever watch the weather channel?‟  

I heard echoes of earlier, more technical, discussions. I also wondered if maybe Mark 

shouldn‟t drink so much. That wasn‟t the sort of thing I‟d confess to anyone else. 

Mark folded the lid down on his laptop and said, „Let‟s leave it there for today. Let‟s 

enjoy our meal.‟ 

As Mark put away his laptop, I topped up our cups with more green tea.  

We chattered for a few minutes before I felt the time was right to ask Mark if he would 

mind giving Paul and I a little free marketing advice. 

„Nothing‟s free,‟ he said, smiling. „But shoot.‟ 

„I‟m surprised at how little interest the other business areas have shown in 

our…ah…turnaround,‟ I said. „I‟ve been talking to anyone and everyone in the CCXCO 

business about our new way of working, but no one seems particularly interested. I 

thought they‟d be rushing to my door asking to learn more about our new approach.‟ 

Mark chuckled. „Have you considered that perhaps you are a bit eager trying to sell 

them on your new idea now, when you‟ve not even delivered VSP yet?‟ 

„I know it‟s still early days, but I simply don‟t have the time to wait. Eleanor has made 

it clear that if she can‟t tell Harry Nelson a good story, then I‟m out. In order to impress 

Harry I need proof – the pudding, as you said earlier. It‟s like buying a pair of shoes. 

Harry isn‟t going to buy the shoes I‟m selling until CCXCO has tried them on and he 

knows they fit just right.‟ 

„So you need to find a project sponsor, like me, to try on your new shoes? I wish I 

could help you out, but I‟m not in the market for new shoes. I‟m busy with VSP for the 

next few years.‟ 

I nodded. „The good news, I think, is that I only need to find one person, one project 

sponsor, who is willing to try on my new shoes.‟ 

I laughed and gestured towards the sashimi platter laid out in front of us.  

„I‟m reminded of the first time I ever ate sushi. I was fresh out of college and I‟d just 

moved to the big city and started my first job – here at CCXCO, on the graduate 

recruitment scheme. A half-dozen of my fellow graduates and I decided to go out for 

dinner one evening – which was nice – but the guy who booked the restaurant chose 
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Japanese. My first reaction was YUCK! RAW FISH! 

„But I went along anyway and my friends – who were all a lot more sophisticated than 

I was and had eaten sushi before – said I‟d be okay. They said that there were other 

options. But as the night wore on and – to be honest – as I drank more sake,‟ I raised my 

sake cup to them as I said this. „I finally built up the nerve to try some of the raw fish. It 

wasn‟t just the sake, by the way, my friends were loving it and joshing me about missing 

out. So I tried it, I loved it and I‟ve been a convert ever since.  

„But my point is, that if I‟d not liked the first piece of sushi, then I‟d never have tried it 

again. That‟s my bad news: I can‟t start a new iterative project and have it fail. It‟s got to 

be a wonderful experience so that they keep eating.‟ 

Catherine said, „They have to like the taste of the sushi and the shoes have to fit.‟  

Mark nodded, „If it fails, then you won‟t get another chance to fail again. I geddit.‟ 

„But here‟s my problem. In order to make this work, I must not only select the right 

project, but I must also sell our new approach to the project‟s sponsor. I was hoping you 

could give me some advice on that.‟ 

„Some marketing advice?‟ 

I nodded. 

„Okay. My first piece of advice is that you pick someone who respects my opinion, and 

I‟ll put them straight – that‟s not everyone in this company by the way, so check with me 

first. That, by the way, is the marketing tip I could give anyone: nothing builds more trust 

with a potential customer than a testimonial, a positive review or a recommendation from 

someone they trust.‟  

„That‟s good advice‟,‟ I said. I never went to the movies without checking my favorite 

reviewers‟ recommendations first.  

„I need a little more than that though. There are two things that bother me. First is that 

whenever I talk about our incremental method to my business colleagues, their eyes tend 

to glaze over. The second thing is that the main reason I need to sell this approach, rather 

than just do it, is that I need the business folk in the project to work slightly differently. It 

won‟t work otherwise.‟  

„Different how?‟ 

„The one key thing I need to do is to ensure that any project which uses our new 

incremental method has a fully engaged customer working on the project.‟ 

Paul added, „Like we did with VSP.‟ He looked towards Catherine. „VSP would still be 

crawling along now if we didn‟t have Catherine and her team so actively involved.‟ 

I said, „This may surprise you, Mark, but VSP was very unusual. We normally fight 

tooth and nail with our project sponsors to get adequate customer involvement on our 

projects. We normally win the fight, but once we get going we find that they don‟t deliver 

on their promises. You wouldn‟t believe some of the idiots they send to work on our 

projects. Paul‟s right, we were very lucky to have Catherine and her team on board. Very 

lucky.‟ 

„I‟m no fool, Steve. It‟s garbage in, garbage out, right? That‟s what you techies call it, 

right? I‟ve been around the block enough times to know that. VSP is big for me. If it fails, I 
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fail. I only have one shot to make it successful, so I stacked the deck from the very start of 

the project so that I was more likely to succeed. That‟s why you had Catherine and her 

team on board; I wasn‟t paying good money for garbage. The cost of delaying my project 

dwarfed the costs of setting up a good team.‟ 

He paused for a moment, then nodded thoughtfully. 

„From what I‟ve seen so far on VSP, your incremental approach is a good product. In 

an ideal world, it would sell itself. But nothing sells itself. Nothing. What you need is a 

compelling offer.‟ 

„A compelling offer?‟ 

„Yes. It‟s an offer that is simply too good to refuse.‟  

I nodded, thinking it through. „How do I create a compelling offer?‟ 

„I‟ll get to that in a minute but first, let me ask you a question.‟  
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Rock 39 Compelling Offer 
 

 

Mark slugged back his sake then took a large notepad out of his briefcase. He moved 

his plate and soy dish to one side, then placed the pad in front of him. 

„Forget about what you‟ve done with VSP for a moment and think, instead, about the 

sponsors of your recent projects. I presume you‟ve already identified them as your 

primary customers?‟ 

I nodded.  

He opened the notepad to a blank page and wrote quickly in a broad, generous script: 

 

3.  “Wow! I am absolutely delighted. You surprised me with what you achieved. I’ve been 

telling everyone what a fantastic job you’ve done.” 

2.  “Thank you. You over-delivered. I’ll come back for more.” 

1.  “Good work. You delivered just what you said you would. I can’t really ask for more than 

that, can I?” 

 

He turned the pad to face me, then pointed at it and said, „Now read these and ask 

yourself where your customers from those recent projects would rate your department in 

these three categories for those recent projects?‟‟ 

I looked at his list and my heart sunk. I bit down on my lip. This hurt. 

I asked Mark if I could borrow his pen, then I added another line to the bottom of the 

list: 

 

0.  “Once again you over-promised and under-delivered. I know that everyone worked 

hard…but…” 

 

Mark sighed, „Okay. Let me tell you that for VSP – assuming things go as you say they 

will – you rank a three. First, at level one, you made a promise that you‟d deliver a 

working product on December 1st and I believe you will. At level two, you‟ve certainly 

exceeded our expectations. The product is certainly much better than we‟d come to expect 

and better than what we asked for. You come in at level three though. Why? You‟re 

suddenly delivering us more money. Much more money than we expected. I am delighted 

– and surprised. I suspect that you still don‟t appreciate how big that is for us.‟ 

I shrugged. I wasn‟t sure if I did, or if I didn‟t. 

„Look,‟ he said. „There‟s an old marketing saying written by the late, great marketing 

guru Theodore Levitt in the sixties which says, “People don‟t want to buy a quarter-inch 
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drill. They want a quarter-inch hole!”‟  

I thought about his analogy. In our case the drill was obviously our iterative method. 

That‟s what I‟d spent most of my time talking about: the ins and outs of how our new 

approach worked; “how” was the key word here. But Levitt was saying that customers 

don‟t care about the tool, they care about the result of using the tool – the hole in the wall.  

Mark said, „It‟s a powerful analogy. It‟s obvious that you need to talk about – I mean 

sell – the benefits of your new method. But now take the analogy one step further. Ask 

yourself: what if the people buying the drill are not really interested in the hole they drill 

in the wall? What if they just want to hang a picture of their grandkids on the wall? 

Doesn‟t that change your view of the problem?  

„Note that there are functional benefits there – they‟ve got the photograph, they want 

to display it nicely – but there are also emotional benefits there too – they get to feel good 

by looking at pictures of their grandkids, who they don‟t get to see very often, they get to 

show off the picture to their friends, their grandkids see the pictures whenever they come 

to visit and know just how important they are to Grandma and Pop. You get the picture?‟  

He took another sip of sake.  

„Now,‟ he said stabbing the notepad with his forefinger. „Your customers are 

obviously going to be interested if you can promise them that you‟ll be on time and on 

budget, and then keep that promise. If you can show them that they‟ll get a better product, 

well, that‟ll push their buttons too. But if you want to impress them, then tell „em how you 

can make „em more money. You make them profitable, you make them successful, they‟ll 

love you forever.‟  

He reached into his trousers and took out a handful of coins. He put them on the table 

then took a few moments as he delicately rearranged them into groups of the same 

denomination with his index finger. 

„Money, Money, Money. Steve. It‟s all about money. You and I speak different 

languages. You speak in bits and bytes; I speak in dollars and cents. Sure we need to share 

a few words of these two languages – I need to know a bit about computers and you need 

to know a bit about money.‟  

He picked a quarter from the table and held it up to the light, studying it as if it were a 

diamond. „But don‟t you ever forget, Steve, that at the end of the day, Harry and I, and 

your other customers, judge you in our language – the language of money.‟ 

He flipped the coin towards me. My hand snatched out and caught it – thankfully! – 

mid-flight. 

„Money has one characteristic, Steve, which many people take for granted. Do you 

know what it is?‟ 

I said, „Tell me.‟ 

„You can count it. It‟s obvious, isn‟t it? That‟s why you get a three from me, Steve, my 

friend, because you are bringing VSP to market early, and that makes me more money. 

The extra revenue we should make between December and April will be real, solid cash 

and it will be sitting in our bank accounts. Our customers would have spent elsewhere if 

our product weren‟t available – if not with Chaste‟s similar product, then with a 
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completely different product. In April, I can count that money. That‟s compelling. 

 „Steve, Paul, you two are sitting on a gold mine. If you can repeatedly bring other new 

products to market faster, then you will turn CCXCO into a very rich company.‟  

I sighed and said, „It‟s kind of obvious, isn‟t it?‟ 

Catherine turned to Mark. „It‟s not just increasing the projects revenue, Mark, it‟s also 

about decreasing risk. You may not know this, but when Paul‟s team first started working 

iteratively there was a big risk with some messaging…um…thing. Under normal 

conditions they wouldn‟t have found it until much nearer the launch date.‟ 

Paul added, „And that problem could have killed us. I‟ve seen it before.‟ 

Mark asked, „So your new approach also reduces risk, Steve?‟ 

„Not all risk, obviously, but yes.‟ 

„My God! Why didn‟t you say so? You‟re dealing with business people here – money 

up, risk down – they‟ll be offering you‟re their first-born! Once you‟ve figured out how to 

sell it.‟ 

Mark said, „Now. That brings me nicely back to the compelling offer. First thing 

tomorrow morning you must order a book from the CCXCO library called SPIN selling by 

Neil Rackham. What you‟ll learn from that is that selling is all about asking questions that 

help your prospects to understand and then explicitly express the benefits your product 

would bring them.‟ 

He turned the pad to face him, turned it to a clear page and then wrote in big, bold 

writing. 

 

S … situation questions 

P… problem questions 

I … implication questions 

N … need-payoff (benefit/value) questions 

 

He stabbed the pad and said, „The “S” part of SPIN stands for “situation questions” – 

this is where you get the background information, but if you do your homework before 

you talk to your prospective customer, then you shouldn‟t need to bore your customer by 

asking too many of them.‟  

„The “P” stands for “problem questions” – you need to ask your prospects about the 

problems they are facing which are related to your offering; again if you‟ve done your 

homework, then you should know what these are, but it is important that you allow your 

prospect to say them out loud; don‟t try to put words in their mouths.  

„The “I” stands for “implication questions” – you need to help draw out the 

implications of the problems they‟ve expressed. Again, do your homework and you‟ll 

have an idea of what these are, but the point is that your prospect may not appreciate just 

how bad the situation is. You aren‟t trying to manipulate them here, you are simply trying 

to help them get to the point where they consciously recognize that there is a bigger 

benefit than they thought of, making their problems go away.  

„Which brings us to the “N” which stands for “Need Payoff” questions. These are the 
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benefits or value of fixing the problems; you want to help your prospect to explicitly state 

what the benefits of fixing the problems would be; you could think of this as the “size of 

the prize”.‟ 

I said, „Whoa! That‟s a lot to get my head around.‟  

„I‟ll run through a very simplified example. We don‟t need to worry too much about 

the situation questions, but suppose you ask your prospective project‟s sponsor what he is 

concerned about on his project, and he says “I‟m concerned that you will run late as you 

always seem to do”. So you ask him what the implications are of that and he says “The 

implications! Where do I start? Obviously, I hate making flakey promises to the board but 

since you make flakey promises to me, I need to build extra time into my plan to cope 

with any likely delays.”‟ 

I said, „And then I might ask, „What do those delays cost your, financially?‟ 

„Exactly! And the project sponsor will probably be able to give you some fairly solid 

numbers. At least, I would hope they would. If they can‟t, then you‟d need to probe a little 

more to draw out the financial implications, or even see if you can come up with a cost. If 

you need to, throw out some solid sounding numbers and ask them if they‟re close. 

They‟ll soon react if you‟re too far off. You don‟t need to be precise here.‟ 

I said, „And then I can move on from the implications to the needs-payoff question. 

”So, if we were able to consistently give you a rock-solid delivery date, like we did for 

Mark Richmond and VSP, how would that make your life easier?”‟ 

„And he‟d probably look at you like you were an idiot and say, ”It‟d save me having to 

pad my project plan and we could deliver earlier.” And then you‟d have to follow with, 

“And how much extra revenue do you think that would make?”, and follow that with 

more questions like, “And how would that effect your project‟s ROI and your breakeven 

point?” You‟ve now reached the point where you are talking in his language and the 

language his bosses evaluate him on.‟ 

I nodded. Mark was right. Whenever I‟d spoken to anyone about our new approach, 

I‟d spent too much time describing how it worked rather than helping them to understand 

the benefits of using it. Something was nagging me though. 

„Look, Mark, this all sounds good and logical, but I have a concern.‟ 

„Shoot.‟ 

„I deal with a lot of sales people in my job and whenever they talk to me about the 

benefits of their products without telling me the details, I start to get suspicious. I‟ve been 

around long enough that I…‟  

„You‟re dead right. Or, at least, you would be if I was suggesting that you only talk 

about the benefits of your approach. Think of the SPIN process as your way of helping 

you and your prospect to uncover what is truly important to them. How can your 

customers be expected to understand the value of your offer without help? Once you‟ve 

figured out that you can genuinely help solve a problem they consider important – and 

once you‟ve helped them realize how important it is to them, of course – that‟s when you 

need to talk about how your product solves those problems and delivers on the benefits 

they desire. SPIN is just a way of focusing on what is important.‟ 
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Paul said, „You know, Steve, we could use the SPIN model to demonstrate to our 

customers just why we need them to provide engaged staff to work on their projects. We 

usually put it in terms of how difficult it makes our jobs, but we should be putting it in 

terms of how our project sponsors suffer by not doing it – the implications – and how they 

will benefit by doing it. We can easily draw out the implications of not having engaged 

staff and turn them on their head so that they are explicit need-payoffs. It turns the 

problem around so that the project sponsor is totally clear about the costs they will suffer 

if they don‟t provide us with suitable staff.‟  

Mark said, „That‟s important, Paul. Don‟t just tell them what they‟ll gain by doing it, 

but let them tell you what they‟ll lose by not doing it.‟ 

Mark added, „In fact, it‟s more than that. I don‟t want to tell you how to do your 

business, but if I were selling your incremental approach, then I‟d make it clear to my 

prospects that they have to provide engaged staff as a condition of you starting and 

continuing the project.‟ 

„And continuing?‟ 

„Yes. If they renege on the deal, then you consider the deal to be off.‟ 

„What? I can‟t do that. I can‟t just stop a project in it‟s tracks.‟ 

„Why the hell not?‟ 

„It‟s…it‟s just not done. Can you think of the political repercussions if I did?‟ 

„Look, Steve, three things. First, if I was CEO and I was spending money on a project 

which was failing, I‟d want to know about it. You‟re department is the scarce resource in 

this company and I wouldn‟t want to waste it. Second, just because you make a threat to 

close down the project, I doubt you‟d ever have to carry out the threat. Your project‟s 

sponsor is going to be a damned sight more terrified of that happening than you are. 

Third, it‟s to their advantage to do this: they benefit if they do it; they lose if they don‟t. 

The math is simple. 

„Oh, and fourth, trust me here, but if you are trying to make this sale and you throw in 

a fair but serious obligation like this, then your prospect is going to take you a whole lot 

more seriously than if you didn‟t. It lets the sponsor know just how important it is to you 

and to them, and that you are not willing to make the promises you have unless they 

deliver on theirs. Let me put that another way: if you don‟t make this stipulation, then 

your offer almost sounds too good to be true.‟ 

Our waitress returned with more delightful morsels, none of which I recognized. I 

knew I was breaking with tradition, but I was getting sick of sake so I ordered a bottle of 

wine instead. That way we could return our focus to the task at hand which 

was…ah…drinking.  

Although the initial focus of the evening‟s conversation was on the VSP 

implementation, the more wine we drank the more the conversation turned to CCXCO 

gossip. Mark justified opening another two bottles of wine, claiming that eating and 

drinking together was one of the most important things in life and work. “It‟s all about the 

relationship, stupid,” he said several times, repeating it like it was some kind of mantra.  

His final words to me as we were leaving the restaurant were, „Look, Steve, this drill 
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yer selling. This incremental – or is it iterative? – approach. You have to talk about the 

drill, you can‟t avoid that, but you‟ve gotta stop using the jargon, the computer words. 

Find a way of talking about it that us simple business folk can understand without 

thinking too hard.‟ 

I was about to thank him when I remembered the surprising little suggestion which 

Ron had made the day before. At the time it seemed almost too obvious to be plausible 

and so I‟d dismissed it. Now, with the generous help from my friends Mr. Sake and Mr. 

Fermented Grape Juice it suddenly seemed a whole lot more – what‟s the word? – viable 

than it did when I was sober.  

It was late and the were no cabs immediately available so I told Mark about Ron‟s 

suggestion, but being a good student, I explained to him the benefits of the suggestion, 

leaving out all but the necessary minimum of the details. It didn‟t take long at all. 

Marks eye‟s lit up as I spoke. 

An empty cab came around the corner. 

„Sold!‟ he said, as he hailed the taxi. 



Clarke Ching 

 

178 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rock 40 It’s not fair 
 

 

A few days later. 

„Hrrmmppphhhh,‟ said Jackie, one of my managers, an older woman not known for 

holding back on her opinions. „That‟s just not fair.‟ 

Oh joy of all joy. I glanced at the clock on the far wall, two  p.m. Only three more 

hours to go. I was sitting in the conference room chairing a meeting with my entire 

management team. We were preparing for the upcoming quarterly review, which, 

essentially, meant that we were discussing staff promotions and bonuses. It wasn‟t a fun 

meeting – these things never are – but it was an important one. 

I‟d just told my management team that Tim would be joining their ranks. He was 

sitting next to Paul at the far end of the table. He‟d been doing an exceptional job as a 

manager during the last few months and he deserved the promotion. I was surprised by 

Jackie‟s reaction – she‟d not complained earlier when I‟d told everyone about Paul‟s 

promotion. 

She looked at Tim, pointedly, before turning back to face me. „Now, I mean no 

disrespect to Tim, but he has just jumped several layers up the formal grading structure 

without following due process.‟ 

Tim blushed but sensibly said nothing. He didn‟t need to fight my battles.  

I said to Jackie, „Tim‟s promotion didn‟t follow the standard procedure – that was my 

choice – but he has shown that he is more than able.‟  

I looked across at Tim and said, „More than able.‟ 

„Okay…‟ she said. „The salary budget is fixed, right, so does that mean the rest of us 

are going to lose out in order to pay for Tim and Paul‟s increased salaries.‟ 

„No,‟ I said. „Paul‟s promotion will come out of the salary pot – just like everyone else‟s 

– but since Tim is replacing Gregor, the two net out. None of you will miss out.‟  

Gregor had resigned from CCXCO a couple of weeks earlier to go and work for a 

consulting firm. It was a shame because he had the most get-up-and-go of all my 

managers. Having that get-up-and-go unfortunately meant that when the rumor of an 

outsourcing deal started to spread, he got-up-and-went.  

Jackie frowned at my answer but said nothing. 

I decided not to mention it, but I wished more of the managers in that room were like 

Tim. I‟d done an awful lot of thinking before promoting him because he wasn‟t what we‟d 

normally describe as “management material”. He was laid back and calm – we generally 

preferred our managers to be a little on edge, to wear a frown, and to fret a little. But what 
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I really liked about Tim was that he genuinely seemed to care for people. He paid 

attention to the people he worked with, listened to their concerns and tried to do good by 

them.  

I‟d spoken with a few of my trusted colleagues about my dilemma and one of them 

had reminded me of the well-known management theory called the “The Hawthorne 

Effect”, which I‟d learned about in some of my early management classes. During the 

1920s and 1930s, a group of researchers conducted a series of experiments – changing 

lighting, the temperature, that sort of thing – at the Hawthorn Works, a factory in Illinois. 

They were trying to assess the impact of these changes on worker productivity. The 

results confused the researchers, however, because they discovered that productivity went 

up when the lighting went up… and when it went down. They were, of course, expecting 

to find a correlation between the lighting level and productivity, but there was none. 

Eventually the researchers figured that the productivity improved because the workers 

were getting increased attention.  

That‟s what I liked about Tim. He paid attention to the people he worked with, and it 

showed. 

I had a horrible thought the moment I‟d been reminded about the Hawthorne Effect. 

How much of VSP‟s dramatic improvement had been caused by changing the processes 

we used and how much was simply due to the unusually high level of attention we – the 

management team – had given to the project and the staff working on it? We had made 

huge changes in the processes we used in VSP, but we also made significant changes in 

how we dealt with the people. Out of necessity we had empowered the staff to make 

decisions and take on responsibilities way beyond what would normally be expected of 

them. What, I wondered, would happen when the spotlight moved on from VSP to the 

next Corporate Priority Number One? Would we just drift back to the old ways? 

So that was when I decided to promote Tim. If you want to be all cold-hearted and 

managerial about it, then it seems that you can get more work out of people simply by 

paying attention to them. Tim was naturally good at that sort of thing because he 

genuinely seemed to care. The cold-hearted, managerial thought process doesn‟t always 

sit so well with me though. I thought we owed it to our staff to look out for them, to help 

them to enjoy their work. If we could harness Tim‟s natural empathy and let him work 

within processes which meant that he could deliver and keep his staff happy, then so be it.  

Tim had a strength which we needed more of. Besides, I thought, he didn‟t earn nearly 

as much as Gregor the go-getter, so his promotion actually left me with more money in 

my budget than I started with.  

Maria, another of my managers, cleared her throat and said, „My staff are really 

concerned, Steve. They‟ve all worked hard this year – every single one of them – and 

they‟re concerned that the bonuses and promotions are going to be unfairly skewed 

towards the managers and staff who worked on VSP.‟  

She bit down on her lower lip, then added, „Actually, Steve, they‟re pissed off.‟ 

Okay. I wasn‟t expecting this. I was feeling rather good about things myself. 

„That won‟t be the case,‟ I assured her, my jaw tightening as I fobbed her off with the 
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corporate line. „The performance management process has been set up very carefully to 

ensure that all staff receive a fair and objective performance evaluation. It‟s part of my job 

to ensure that that happens.‟ That was true, it had been set up that way, but it didn‟t run 

that way.  

She said, „I know that‟s how it should work, Steve, but we all know that it doesn‟t work 

that way in reality. Through luck of the draw, the VSP guys just happened to be working 

on a project which struck gold. They‟re the heroes and the rest of us will lose out because 

of it.‟  

It bemused me that six months earlier those same staff wouldn‟t have thought of VSP 

as being a project that struck gold. It wasn‟t that long ago that we had a mutiny on our 

hands. 

Before I could respond, another of my managers, Jorge, laughed nervously and said, 

„Forget about the staff‟s bonuses! What about my bonus? What about everyone in this 

room‟s bonuses? My bonus is based on results – and my results have not been so good 

lately because for the last few months I‟ve been stuck in the slow lane as VSP rushes by in 

the emergency lane. I know that VSP is “Corporate Priority Number One”, but it‟s making 

second-class citizens of the rest of us.‟ 

„Same here,‟ said another. „VSP has its own dedicated DBA, which has reduced the 

size of the DBA pool. The waiting time for the rest of us to get database work done has 

skyrocketed.‟ 

„Have any of you tried to get hold of an actuary these days?‟ grumbled another. „Mine 

got pulled into VSP a few weeks ago and we‟ve ground to a halt.‟ 

I held up my hand, „Okay. Okay. I geddit.‟ I paused before asking, „Would it be fair to 

say that you guys are a bit pissed off that VSP is getting special treatment?‟ 

I looked slowly around the table and saw that everyone, apart from Tim and Paul, was 

nodding, confirming their dissatisfaction.  

I bit down on my lower lip as I considered how to handle this. They had a fair point – 

the VSP project and the staff working on it did get special treatment – but equally 

important, if we didn‟t have special rules for VSP, then they‟d all be in a far worse-off 

position than they were now. That nasty, cynical bit of me which hides away in the back of 

my mind wondered if I was witnessing a kind of “reverse-Hawthorne Effect” – were my 

non-VSP management team and their staff upset because they hadn‟t received the extra 

attention that their colleagues got because the luck of the draw had them working on VSP? 

My eldest daughter had done much the same when her younger sister had arrived home 

from hospital.  

But back to the meeting at hand and my disgruntled managers. I could, if I were 

foolish, naïve and cynical, just dismiss their complaints as childish whining and wait for 

them to go away – or I could address them.  

But what really was the problem? 

I rubbed my eyes with my hands balled into fists then leaned in over the table, closer 

to my team. I spoke carefully.  

„I hear what you folks are saying,‟ I said slowly as the problem slowly became clearer 
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to me. „To rescue VSP we had to treat it special. We broke rules. I wielded the Corporate 

Priority Number One big stick many times in order to force the project through the 

organization. So, I understand how all of you must feel because you‟ve had to play second 

fiddle to VSP.‟ 

I paused as I contemplated my position. I hadn‟t expected this response from my team, 

but their frustrations were fair. 

„I apologize to you for that,‟ I said. I meant it genuinely, but I guess it sounded lame 

when the words came out my mouth. 

Okay, I thought, I need to address their immediate concern: their bonuses.  

I had tried to gloss over the issue earlier, but that didn‟t mean that the problem would 

go away. I reminded myself that if I needed them to trust me, so I had no choice but to be 

honest with them. They were grownups, and they didn‟t deserve to be fobbed off. 

„I know our bonus and promotion systems are supposed to be objective, but to be fair I 

know they are not. We all know that you‟ll get a better bonus if you work on a sexy 

project. We all know that you‟re more likely to get a promotion if you work on a 

successful project – even though success or failure is often comes down to the flip of a 

coin.‟ 

I saw nodding heads around the table. 

„For the moment we have to live with the established HR systems,‟ I said.  

I paused as I considered what to say next. 

„But here is my promise to each of you: I promise that your bonuses and promotions 

won‟t be effected by whether you worked on VSP or not. Nor will your staff‟s. And what 

is more, in the longer term I will do something to fix the system.‟ 

I paused to let them have time to consider my promise. 

I looked around the table. A couple of heads were nodding, but I could tell that most 

of my team wanted to hear more from me. Either I hadn‟t addressed their concerns, or 

they didn‟t trust my promise. Perhaps both. Neither Paul nor Tim looked too happy. 

My mind was racing. On the one hand I wanted to reward everyone who‟d worked on 

VSP, but, to be fair, that was purely because we‟d had a good outcome – no, a fantastic 

outcome. But wasn‟t like we‟d worked long hours of overtime – and if we had, then the 

team would have been paid accordingly. If I rewarded the VSP folk differently to 

everyone else, then I was rewarding them for being lucky enough to be working on an 

important project which hit a crisis. And that was plain stupid.  

With sudden clarity I realized that this couldn‟t just be about staff bonuses and 

promotions. I‟d been having this discussion – in one form or another – for years, but it had 

never before been so fierce. There must be another concern at play here. And if there was, 

I thought, I hoped like hell there was something that I could do about it. 

I cleared my throat, then slowly made eye contact with everyone around the table. I 

wanted to ask, “Do you folks trust me enough to deliver on this promise?” But that was 

too direct. 

Instead I asked, quietly, „Are you folks okay with that for now?‟  

Each of them nodded, but it was clear from their lackluster response and forlorn body 
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language that I was missing something. 

I picked on Jackie, who was one of the managers in my maintenance department. Of 

all my managers, she was the least intimidated by me.  

„Jackie?‟ 

She licked her lips before speaking. „I trust that you‟ll do what you say, Steve. But 

don‟t you get that this isn‟t just about bonuses and promotions? I for one don‟t enjoy how 

I feel when I come to work these days. Working here lately has become like swimming in 

treacle. Rather than giving the VSPers a bonus for doing such a great job, perhaps you 

should give the rest of us a bonus for sticking it out on our dull projects.‟ 

There was a murmur of agreement from around the table. 

 I nodded and said, quietly again, with what I hoped were empathetic tones, „Ah ha.‟  

What she said made sense, but I hadn‟t noticed it while my attention was focused on 

the bigger prize of saving my career. I was glad, I thought, that Jackie had spoken out. A 

lot of folks in the room would have just sat back and said nothing. I thanked her. 

Now I had something which we could get our teeth into.
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Rock 41 It’s still not fair 
 

 

Jackie sighed, her shoulders dropped, and she lowered her voice. „I like to get things 

done, Steve. I am a doer, not a waiter. That‟s why I do this job. I know that it‟s not always 

been easy to get things done here at CCXCO; my God it can be frustrating working here 

sometimes; I have a big backlog of work I haven‟t started yet, some of which is already 

late; I‟m waiting on other teams who also have big backlogs.‟  

She frowned and said, „It has always been bad, Steve, but it‟s gotten far worse in the 

last few months, since you guys started rescuing VSP. You‟ve thrown everything at it in 

order to keep the ship afloat, but the rest of us have suffered.‟ 

„Okay, I understand what you‟re saying, Jackie. But VSP will start winding down in 

six weeks or so, and about 40% of the staff will be released back into your teams during 

the next month. It‟s slowly returning to business as usual.‟ 

„But it still has its own dedicated DBA, doesn‟t it? 

„It does.‟ 

„So you are still treating VSP like a special case. Why can‟t I have a dedicated DBA on 

my projects?‟ 

I laughed, „Because then everyone would want one, Jackie, and I don‟t have enough to 

go round.‟  

I found that funny for some reason and I laughed again, “Ha, ha, ha” – but no one else 

did. Oh well. 

„Seriously,‟ I said. I don‟t have enough DBAs to have one for every team.‟ 

„Well, are you going to return the DBA dedicated to VSP back into the DBA pool?‟ 

„No. I can‟t do that just yet. VSP still needs the guy for three more months at least.‟ 

Possibly more, I thought. 

„So, you ARE still treating VSP like it‟s special then,‟ she said. 

„Yes, Jackie. I guess I am.‟ 

I paused for a moment. I wanted to draw the cloud, to clarify the problem, but I was 

still shy of drawing clouds in front of people. The process hadn‟t failed me yet, but I was 

still nervous that it would. Despite my urge to take it away and tackle it on my own, I bit 

the bullet. 

„This is an interesting dilemma,‟ I said. 

 

-oOo- 
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„Right,‟ I said, as I stood and moved to the whiteboard. I quickly described then drew 

the shape of the conflict cloud on the whiteboard and then filled in the D entity, then the B 

entity. 

I said, „We read this arrow here as “In order to deliver VSP quickly I must treat VSP 

with special rules”. Although VSP is no longer on the endangered list, I still consider it to 

be the most important project in the CCXCO software development stable. Mark 

Richmond and Harry Nelson would both back me up there. 

„The D‟ box is the opposite of the D arrow. That is, “Don‟t treat VSP with special 

rules”. See how we want to do two things that are complete opposites? That‟s why we 

have the conflict.‟ 

I looked around the table and realized that I was the boss and they had no choice but 

to indulge me. Otherwise, I imagined, that I would have been booed off stage already. The 

cloud isn‟t particularly gripping the first time you see it. 

I glanced at Jackie, „Now, Jackie, would you mind helping me fill in the C box? It‟s 

simple. Why do you want me NOT to treat VSP like a special project?‟ 

„Oh that‟s simple,‟ she said. „It‟s not fair to the rest of us working on the other projects.‟ 

Maria said, „No. That‟s not quite right. I want bonuses and promotions to be fair…but 

I‟m just as concerned about our work being interesting.‟  

Jackie said, „That‟s better. Make the C box say “Everyone is rewarded fairly and has 

interesting work”.„ 

„Okay,‟ I said, as I scribbled the C box. I then thought for a moment and added my 

own text into the A box. I figured that I‟d earned the right. I was responsible for the 

system we were talking about. 

I glanced at the top side of the cloud and made a quick adjustment so that it referred to 

all-high priority projects, not VSP. 

 

D – Treat VSP high-priority projects with special rules 

B – Deliver VSP high-priority quickly 

A – Successfully deliver many projects. 

C – Everyone is rewarded fairly and has interesting work. 

D’ – not treat VSP with special rules 

 

 

I read the A box again and I felt a thwack behind my eyes as if I‟d OD‟ed on wasabi. 

The dilemma starkly reminded me that even though I had spent the last few months 

focusing on a single very important project, I did in fact manage a multi-project system.  

I repeated that silently to myself: I manage a multi-project system. 

Each year, I managed a large number of projects. A few were big, many were small to 

medium-sized, and a surprisingly large number were called “work requests” – the small 

tweaks, enhancements and bug fixes which passed through our project teams. Each 

project had one primary project manager, although the projects were not independent of 

each other because they shared staff and other resources. This interdependence meant that 
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things that happened in one project would have knock-on effects on another project. My 

focus on rescuing VSP and then rolling out my incremental approach had negatively 

impacted the performance of the other projects and the staff working on them. Of course, I 

knew all that … I just hadn‟t explicitly articulated it before. 

I manage a multi-project system. 

I manage a multi-project system. 

This was very important – I knew that – but I wasn‟t sure what to do with it just yet. 

Having drawn the cloud I had a brief moment of panic. Although I prided myself on 

my ability to think on my feet, I preferred thinking on my feet following lots of thorough 

“off-foot” preparation. But this was an important cloud.  

Or, rather, I should have said, all we had to do…  

I looked at Jackie. She looked back at me, then she looked at the cloud the same way a 

short man might look at a tall urinal. 

„Jackie, what do you think about this cloud, this conflict?‟ 

„Well…it‟s new to me, but I can sort of see what the problem is. Projects compete with 

each other. It happens all the time. We compete for resources.‟ 

„That‟s right,‟ I said. 

She shrugged and crunched up her face „I suppose that it also makes it clear that there 

is a bigger picture. You seem to own the whole conflict – the entire development system, 

for many projects – but the rest of us – with responsibility for individual projects – are 

focused mostly on just the bottom row – the A, B, and D part of the cloud, that is.‟ 

„Good. Good.‟  

I knew that the next step should be to surface assumptions hidden behind the arrows 

on the cloud, but I that would take forever so I decided to focus the discussion on the part 

of the cloud I liked least. But before I did that, I needed to ensure that everyone in the 

room agreed on the part of the cloud which was the most important. 

„You folks are all familiar with the incremental approach, right?‟ 

Without waiting for an answer, I said, „You can essentially describe the incremental 

approach with three words: Prioritize – Deliver – Repeat. We get the customer to prioritize 

their requirements, we deliver the most important chunk, then we repeat the process – the 

customer prioritizes again, we deliver another chunk, then we repeat. And so on, until the 

customer reprioritizes by saying that they have run out of money or that they want to 

spend their money on a different project, where they begin the process over again: 

Prioritize – Deliver – Repeat.„ 

Jackie asked, „So the pattern – Prioritize, Deliver, Repeat – applies both inside 

individual projects and to all of the projects?‟ 

„Yes. We call it the project pipeline and our customer is none other than Harry Nelson 

– our glorious CEO. He does the prioritizing. That‟s what the top half of the cloud is about 

– the A-B-D bit. Harry prioritizes the projects according to which are the best investments, 

we deliver the projects, and then we repeat the process. No more, nor less than that. That‟s 

how we – as a functional unit within CCXCO – contribute to VSP making money.‟ 

I looked at Jackie. I tapped the whiteboard on the arrow joining the A and C entities, 
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then asked her, „This might sound like a silly question, Jackie, but why does Harry have to 

prioritize VSP and projects like it as “Corporate Priority Number One”?‟ 

She looked at me curiously, a frown forming on her face as she bit down on her lower 

lip. It wasn‟t such an easy question. 

„Well…‟ she started. „Prioritizing VSP like this means it can jump queues, so that it 

delivers faster. It‟s like the emergency vehicle lane on a freeway which allows ambulances, 

police vehicles, and fire engines to race past stationary commuter traffic to get to an 

emergency.‟ 

„That‟s it. But let me ask you another question. What would happen if Harry didn‟t 

prioritize VSP?‟ 

„Oh that‟s easy: we‟d treat all projects as more-or-less equal and VSP would take 

longer to deliver, and we‟d make less money.‟ 

„Do you have any idea how much money, Jackie?‟ 

She frowned, took a few moments to think, then said, „Um…no, no idea.‟ 

I looked around the room. „Does anyone?‟ 

No one did. So I explained just how many millions of dollars were at stake. 

After I‟d finished my explanation I said, „Of course, not all projects are that valuable, 

but almost all of the projects we do are worth much more to CCXCO than what they cost 

to deliver them.‟ 

 

C – Everyone is rewarded fairly and has interesting work. 

D’ – not treat VSP with special rules 

 

I pointed to the bottom half of the conflict cloud then looked at Jackie. „But that doesn‟t 

mean we can ignore the bottom half of this cloud. I agree that C is very important; 

everyone should be rewarded fairly and have interesting work.‟ 

Jackie nodded. 

„But what I am wondering is this: is there a way we can treat VSP and projects like it 

with special rules AND, at the same time, reward everyone fairly as they work on 

interesting work?‟ 

„Okay,‟ said Jackie. „You‟ve already agreed that bonuses and promotions won‟t be 

biased towards those folks lucky enough to work on VSP. I guess that if we could just find 

a way to get rid of many of the delays…‟ 

„I think we may be able to do something about that,‟ said Paul. „I could help each of 

you to reduce your DBA queue for instance. That‟d be very quick and relatively easy to 

achieve.‟  

„That‟d help, but it‟s not just the DBAs.‟ 

„Make a list of the other blockers,‟ he said, with authority in his voice. He looked 

around the room and added, „All of you. Prioritize them, as a group, and as soon as the 

pressure from VSP dies down, I‟ll help you all figure out how to tackle the delays – 

starting with the most important of course.‟  

Prioritize, Deliver, Repeat. 
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I turned back to Jackie. „Once you‟ve done that and the delays are reduced, would you 

say that you had interesting work? Would that satisfy the need in box C?‟ 

She considered this for a moment then said, „Would the work be “Interesting”? No, 

not really. “Less dire” might be more accurate.‟ 

I looked around the table and repeated my question.  

Everyone nodded, but they didn‟t look particularly excited. 

Maria said, „It‟s what Jackie says, Steve. If we could get work flowing a little faster, 

that would be less dire, but what we really want is some of the excitement that the VSP 

team have. Those guys think they‟ve won the lottery. And they keep rubbing our noses in 

it. I personally want some of what they‟ve got. My staff deserve it.‟ 

 If I‟d just heard Maria correctly, she was saying that she wanted to convert to using 

the incremental approach.  

I played her words back again to check that I‟d heard her correctly.  

I‟d assumed that everyone else would “resist change”, that they‟d not want to change. 

Isn‟t that what people are like? 

„Let me see if I‟ve got this right, Maria. You want to start using the incremental 

approach?‟ 

Maria said, „Ah ha. Look, don‟t get me wrong. I‟ve seen enough that I know it works, 

but I also know that it‟s hard work. I‟m not all starry and optimistic about the prospect – 

I‟ve been around too long for that – but I figure that so long as I approach the new way 

with healthy doses of skepticism and cynicism, then I can make it work.‟ 

Jackie said, „To be fair, Steve – and Paul and Tim – it‟s not exactly rocket science, is it? 

You prioritize your features, you can‟t do everything at once so you deliver small chunks 

of good-quality, working software, off the top of your to do list, and then you repeat. I 

reckon some of my projects would be finished before we‟d normally finish the analysis 

phase.‟ 

Once again I looked around the table. „Do you all agree?‟ 

This time I saw nodding heads. It seemed that Maria and Jackie weren‟t the only ones 

who wanted to use the incremental approach. I could tell, though, as I looked around the 

table, that some of my managers were nodding out of political astuteness, but secretly 

hoping not to draw attention to themselves lest they had to put their money where their 

mouths were.  

Jackie stuck her hand up, „In fact, I volunteer to go first.‟ 

That‟s when I decided to be a bastard.  

Very quietly I said, „Thank you, but I can‟t let you do that, Jackie.‟ 

Anyone with kids will tell you that there is nothing more valuable to a child than the 

toy their sister or brother is playing with. Anyone will tell you that the best nightclubs are 

the ones where you have to queue to get in. People, for some reason, want more of what 

they can‟t have. Scarcity was a powerful motivator. Paul‟s team had finite capacity; they 

were a scarce resource; I needed to exploit that. 

Jackie‟s face dropped, surprised at my refusal. I watched her face as she regained her 

composure. She said, with something bordering on venom in her voice, „Why the hell 
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not?‟ 

„Why the hell do you think?‟ 

She looked at me, lost for words.  

She said, with disappointment in her voice, „I don‟t know. I thought you‟d want us to 

start working in the new way. I thought I was doing you a favor.‟ 

„Okay. I‟m being cruel. Yes, you‟re right, I do want you to all to convert to the new 

way of working – it‟s just so much more efficient and effective on so many levels that we‟d 

be fools not too. But we need to be careful about how we do this. I don‟t want you 

reinventing the wheel. That‟s not to say that we‟ve learned everything there is to learn 

with VSP and NSSP, but I simply need this to be done in a controlled manner.‟ 

Jackie pointed to the conflict cloud we‟d drawn earlier, „So you want us to wait until 

the pressure is off of VSP so that we can get some help?‟ She looked relieved. 

I told them about Paul‟s new role and his new team. I told them that Paul would be 

using the Prioritize, Deliver, Repeat approach. I‟d just made that up on the spot, but it 

seemed to make sense. Why would we work any other way? 

As soon as I‟d finished, Jackie‟s arm shot up in the air and she said, „Paul, I volunteer 

to be top of your list. My tech lead has been having lunch with Phil whenever he can 

during the last few months and he keeps asking me when we can start working 

incrementally. We‟re raring to go.‟ 

Paul said, „That‟s great, Jackie, thank you, but Steve and I need to decide how to 

prioritize the project teams for conversion. I need to do everything we can to stack the 

deck so that we deliver a string of successes to the business. There will be a number of 

factors – the size of the project, the enthusiasm of the team, the enthusiasm of the 

customer.‟ Then he smiled at Jackie and said, „The enthusiasm of the project team.‟ 

She returned his smile. 

I added, „Paul only has a small team so, initially at least, he must convert just one 

project at a time. I‟ll be judging him on successful conversions completed, not started. 

There‟s a big difference.‟ 

Jackie nodded. „Just so you know. We‟re enthusiastic.‟ 

I glanced across at Ron, who‟d remained surprisingly quiet throughout the meeting. I 

was expecting him to suggest the CORETRAN rewrite. Apart from the fact that it would 

bury us politically, in the long run, the CORETRAN team was one area where we needed 

to improve. 

I slowly surveyed the room and said, „You all know the situation I‟m currently in. I 

spoke to Eleanor recently and she‟s delighted with what we‟ve achieved on VSP, but she 

told me quite bluntly that I needed to give her more ammunition that she could use to 

protect us. Sure, marketing are delighted with us, but the other bigwigs are talking about 

VSP as if it‟s a one-off. We need to prove to them that it isn‟t and I need to get more than 

just marketing singing our praises.‟ 

I paused for a moment to let that sink in. „Here‟s what I need from you all. If you want 

the opportunity to adopt the incremental approach – and I understand fully that not all of 

you will want that – then get together, put your thinking caps on, then come back to me 
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with an offer which I can make to someone other than marketing – they currently love us – 

which will not only delight them, but have them spitting tacks if Harry Nelson tries to 

close us down.‟ 

Prioritize, Deliver, Repeat. 

„Paul, will you arrange something? In the meantime. We still need to get through these 

performance reviews.‟ 
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Rock 42 Airports, Boehm and Papaccio 
 

 

A few more weeks later. 

B e e e e e p. B e e e e e p. B e e e e e p.  

My alarm clock woke me from a restless sleep. I smashed my hand down on the 

snooze button and started to doze off before my wife said to me in a groggy voice, „You 

pressed snooze, Steve. If the alarm goes off again I‟ll rip its plug out of the wall and 

strangle you with the cable.‟ At least that‟s what I thought she said. There were a few 

other words in there which I couldn‟t decipher. Fran wasn‟t a morning person. 

I knew that she didn‟t mean it but, all the same, I jumped out of my bed and switched 

the alarm off. The time was five a.m. I was up on my way to the airport, from where I 

would fly off to join all the CCXCO head honchos at an offsite “management retreat”. 

I had slept very poorly the night before – which was unusual for me – and I was very 

tired when the taxi cab arrived to pick me up. My old alarm clock had died a few weeks 

earlier and that was the first time I‟d used its replacement. I guess my poor suspicious 

brain didn‟t trust that the alarm clock would work properly, or it just didn‟t trust that I 

was competent enough to set the alarm correctly, so it woke me repeatedly – several times 

each hour – throughout the night to check that it hadn‟t not gone off, if you know what I 

mean. The alarm did go off exactly as expected, of course, and I was up in time for my 

flight, but still very tired. I expected that I‟d sleep better the next time I flew now that I 

trusted that the damned machine worked as promised. 

My cab dropped me at the airport on time too. Thankfully CCXCO had paid extra for a 

business-class ticket so I was able to jump the long queue at the check-in counter. I still 

had to wait, along with everyone else, as we passed through the security checks, and I 

settled into the relative comfort of the business-class lounge. I was plenty early for the 

flight and I spent my time dosing myself up on “free” espresso and croissants and tucked 

myself in a quiet corner of the lounge, well away from the early morning TV news.  

Once I was seated I removed a stack of articles from my carryon bag and used my time 

to browse through them. The articles were mostly by Barry Boehm, the prolific software 

development researcher, who, it seemed, had been publishing papers since I was at 

school; I‟d printed some of them off a few weeks earlier but not gotten around to reading 

them. Ron had given me a few others. I was determined to use my flight time to work 

through them, no matter how tired I felt. I had realized earlier that, as well as the cost-of-

change curve, he was also responsible for the Spiral Methodology and the COCOMO 

software cost model, both of which I vaguely remembered from my college days. I 
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selected the two most promising articles to read during my flight. 

As I waited for the boarding call, I thought about how busy I‟d been since I‟d kicked 

off the NSSP experiment. I was pleased with what I‟d learned there, but I was particularly 

bothered by Ron‟s very valid points about our legacy systems. I needed to take some time 

to consolidate what I‟d learned so far about the iterative method. Craig had shown me 

that the underlying theory of waterfall – that we can prevent change and rework by 

getting things right up front – was flawed. Now I needed to prove to myself that there was 

a valid underlying theory behind working iteratively so that I, in turn, could prove it to 

others – especially the many naysayers I expected to encounter during the coming months.  

I chuckled to myself. I‟d always thought of myself as a practical man, but here I was 

obsessing about theory. I consoled myself that there was a big difference between theory 

and theoretical. A good theory allowed me to make good decisions and was very useful. A 

bad theory would force me to make bad decisions – it was as bad, if not worse, than the 

randomness of no theory at all. 

NSSP, however, had helped draw out more of the theory than I‟d expected. I took my 

notepad from my carryon bag and summarized my discoveries. There were two main 

areas where iterative development should make us more efficient: we needed to do less 

work and we needed to do less rework. 

 

Iterative development prevents work 

 Dropping the low-priority features reduces the build 

massively. 

 Working collaboratively – face to face and having the 

customers use the actual software – is far easier and faster than 

working via ambiguous and time-consuming documentation.  

Iterative development prevents rework: 

 Customers can make many changes for free – i.e. features 

not yet built. 

 Working with a (highly-skilled and committed) customer on 

board throughout the project prevents delays and saves us from 

making guesses, which need to be reworked. 

 Customers are in charge of what IT works on. So they must 

prioritize rework (i.e. of features already built) against features 

not yet built. This is a big incentive for them to (a) only ask for 

rework if they truly want it and (b) work hard with us to 

understand their true requirements right up front (but knowing 

they still have the option to change them as they learn).  

 Writing tests before we write the code removes ambiguity 

from the specifications.  

 

I put my pen down and studied the list. I could see many efficiency advantages there, 

but my list still didn‟t address what I thought would be the main objection to the new 

approach – that we‟d be constantly working on top of existing code, and according to 

Boehm‟s model that meant that we were in the highest cost-of-change curve. I picked up 

my pen and turned to another page in the notebook. I added a heading and my first entry. 
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Iterative development has a lower cost of change 

 We find rework sooner, when it is considerably easier and 

cheaper to fix. 

 Producing malleable code makes it easier to do both new 

work and rework. Iterative development helps us to produce 

malleable code. 

 

Any developer would tell you that the sooner they found a bug or defect, the quicker 

it was to fix it. Working iteratively meant that we received feedback far sooner and more 

frequently than previously, making it easier and cheaper to fix the defect. That had to 

lower the gradient of the cost-of-change curve somewhat. 

Before I had time to think about it my flight was called. I made my way to the flight 

gate, where I queued to hand over my ticket, and queued to board the aircraft and queued 

to find my seat. 

The pilot – a Captain Mark Hopkins apparently – spoke to us briefly, informing us 

politely that due to someone else‟s fault we‟d missed our planned takeoff slot and we‟d be 

delayed for eleven minutes, but we‟d almost certainly make up the lost time during the 

flight. I used the time to study the stack of articles and picked what seemed to be the most 

promising article, called “Understanding and Controlling Software Costs” by Barry 

Boehm and Philip Papaccio.  

But before I could even read through the first paragraph I was distracted by the 

woman sitting beside me when she let out a shriek of laughter in response to something 

her colleague in the aisle seat had whispered to her, and then they started to have a loud 

discussion. Despite not wanting to hear their conversation, I heard him ask her what she 

was planning to do on the weekend. She said she had nothing planned, excepting lying in 

bed until noon on both mornings. He tittered and said he liked a woman who “lied” in 

bed because it was easier than hearing the truth. Obviously the joke only works when told 

in the present tense. She let out another cackle and I immediately reached for the 

emotional protection of my music player and headphones. 

For some reason, no matter how I cared for them, my headphone wires were always 

badly tangled up and it took me a good minute – or rather a frustrating minute – to 

untangle them. I had found that it was quicker if I first unplugged the headphones and the 

lanyard from the music player so that I could deal with the three components separately. 

Eventually, I put the headphones on, switched to some gentle thinking music then sat 

back and waited patiently for the thought to show itself again.  

I read the article quickly, twice. It had been published in 1988, but it seemed that little 

had changed in the decades since.  

I was gobsmacked by the content in general, but part way through the article I made 

the first of two vital discoveries, both of which made me feel just a little silly. 

The first discovery was that the cost-of-change curve is an AVERAGE curve.  

The authors say that:  

“rework instances tend to follow a Pareto distribution: 80 percent of the rework costs 
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typically result from 20 percent of the problems”  

and that the implications of this distribution are that:  

“software verification and validation activities should focus on identifying and 

eliminating the specific high-risk problems to be encountered by a software project, rather 

than spreading their available early-problem-elimination effort uniformly across trivial 

and sever problems.” 

I read it again to make sure I was reading it right. I was. It was startlingly obvious in 

retrospect. 

I immediately recalled my panic when I first heard about the potential problem with 

the messaging system we used on VSP. It had in fact turned out to be a very expensive 

change in terms of both time and money. But it would have been much more expensive if 

we hadn‟t switched to iterative development when we did. Finding the problem early 

gave us time to react while there was still time to react. If we‟d found it later, it may have 

been too late. I couldn‟t quantify how much it would cost CCXCO financially in terms of 

sales if we delivered later than Chaste, or later than we‟d announced in public. Some risk 

management thinking distinguished between technical and market risks, but the 

messaging system was one case where it fit in both categories. The cost of change needed 

to take into account not just the internal effort to fix the defect, but also the potential costs 

of lost revenue due to delaying the release date. 

I did a quick and rough calculation. I knew that the average cost of change during the 

maintenance phase was around 100 – actually I think it was closer to 140, but I chose the 

simpler number because I needed to do the math without the aid of a spreadsheet. Say 

there were 100 changes that took, on average, one day each. That‟s 100 days worth of 

change. If 20% of the changes took 80% of the effort, then that meant that to make 20 

changes it took 80 days. So the average cost for those changes was four days each. Wow, 

that was four times the average cost of change – i.e. 400. On the other hand, the remaining 

80 changes took only 20  hours to complete, so that was four changes per hour, giving a 

cost of change for just 25. Wow. Wow. Wow. That was a huge difference between 400 and 

25. We‟d surely want to find a way of forcing the killer changes to the early part of the 

project. 

To be fair, the messaging system was on our risk register – but that hadn‟t helped us 

find it early. It reminded me of what Phil had said about how newly written code was 

only a theory until it had been executed, and he wanted to test the theory as soon as he 

could to see if it worked. That‟s something we‟d have to build in to our new iterative 

approach: deliberately tackle high-risk problems early in order to force them out. We 

couldn‟t just focus on high-value features as defined by the customer; we‟d also have to 

deliberately manage risks up front at the start of the project. If we were going to fail, then 

we should try our hardest to fail early when the cost of failure was low and the ability to 

recover was high. 

That paragraph was exactly what I was looking for, I thought. Provided we could 

mitigate the big risks up front, then iterative development did indeed have a much 

shallower cost-of-change curve. I updated my notebook. 
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Iterative development has a lower cost of change 

 We find rework sooner, when it is easier and cheaper to fix. 

 Easier to find “killer” changes up front when it’s easier and 

cheaper to fix them. Giving a massively lower average cost of 

change. 

 

Despite my tiredness I was enjoying this. 

 

-oOo- 

 

The second discovery came earlier in the article, but I only discovered it during my 

second read through: 

 “Requirements volatility is an important and neglected source of cost savings and 

control. A great deal can be done in particular in using incremental development to 

control requirements volatility.”  

Incremental development! Wasn‟t that what I was doing? I felt silly. I checked the 

front page of the paper. It was published in 1988. I had people working for me who were 

born in 1988.  

How was it then that I‟d never heard of iterative or incremental development until just 

a few months ago? I mean to say; I thought I‟d invented it. I glanced through the other 

papers and I saw many references to the problems of waterfall from even earlier papers. 

How come, I wondered, I‟d never heard of these problems before? Was this a solution that 

only academia was aware of? Glancing through the papers it seemed not. The military 

were using it, and so were some commercial organizations. I didn‟t feel silly any longer. 

Now I felt angry. We had paid various consulting groups – names you would recognize 

and a few who you might remember even though they had disappeared over the years – 

millions to advise us on how we should work. 

I wallowed in my anger for a few minutes, fancifully imagining bull‟s-eye targets 

drawn on the bald spots and thick necks of the passengers sitting in front of me – not that 

there was anything wrong with either of those physical characteristics. This being business 

class, surely at least one of them was a consultant on his or her way to the big city to ill-

advise and overcharge some poor gullible client. I picked up the rubber band that I‟d used 

to wrap my articles. I stretched it between my fingers, eyeing the bald spots in front of me 

mischievously, imagining the thwack! sound it would make on contact. 

It took me a few moments to calm down. I wiped the smile from my face as I slowly 

returned to reality and the article in front of me. 

The authors went on to explain how approving change requests while development is 

underway puts the developers into a mode of “thrashing as the ripple effects of the 

changes are propagated through the product (and through the projects highly interlocked 

schedules).” They explained how with incremental development the developer could 

protect themselves by saying, “Fine that’s a good feature. We will schedule it for 

Increment 4.” and by doing so they allowed themselves to complete the increment they 
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were working on and to “operate to a stable plan, thus significantly decreasing the 

requirements volatility escalation factor”. 

Good point: stable iterations lowered the cost of change. I made a mental note to bring 

this up with my team when I returned. I added “stable requirements during each 

iteration” to my list of reasons why we had a lower cost-of-change curve. 

 

Iterative development has a lower cost of change 

 We find rework sooner, when it is easier and cheaper to fix. 

 Easier to find “killer” changes up front when it’s easier and 

cheaper to fix them. Giving a massively lower average cost of 

change. 

 Stable requirements during each iteration. 

 

But hang on a minute, I thought. Whatever happened to “the customer is right”? It was all 

well and good saying “No, not yet” but it wasn‟t as simple as that, was it? That was just 

one option for handling the situation if the customer wanted to change the contents of the 

iteration. I considered the situation for a minute and I identified four options, each of 

which could be applicable depending on the situation.  

The first option was that if the development team were happy to accommodate it then 

they should. The second was that if the development team were happy for the customer to 

swap the new work in while swapping another item – of equivalent effort – out then they 

should. The third was that if the team weren‟t happy to accommodate it, for whatever 

reason, then they should ask the customer to delay it until the next iteration – which 

would, after all, be starting in just a few days, or weeks at most. The final option was that 

the team could agree with the customer to cancel the current iteration and start again, re-

planning with the new feature included – but that would only happen in unusual 

circumstances.  

The most important thing for me was that my guys needed to collaborate with the 

customers to come to a win-win agreement because they shared the problem. It wasn‟t a 

case of the customers begging us to make a change request, like a child begging a parent 

for an ice cream. Rather, it was adults discussing their options.  

Hmmmm, I thought, we in IT weren‟t renowned for having those types of skills. But 

then, to be fair, nor were many of our customers. This would be an issue we‟d need to 

tackle as we rolled this new approach out to a wider audience.  

But then again, I felt that my relationship with Catherine was the best it had ever been. 

In fact, I would go so far as to say we had the best working relationship I had ever 

experienced in my career at CCXCO. It felt like we were collaborating on this project. It 

felt like we had a mutual purpose. But it hadn‟t always been like this. I‟d dealt with 

Catherine on many projects in the past and our relationship had always 

been…ummm…frosty at best. Was it the system – the system we were changing – that had 

caused the conflicts, not the people?  

The hostesses reached my row with their trolley. One of them passed me a plastic 
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breakfast in a plastic container with plastic plates and a plastic cup of boiling hot coffee. I 

turned up the tin foil cover on the breakfast then turned up my nose. I took a tentative sip 

of the coffee instead. It was passable. I consoled myself that the folks in the back of the 

plane were being charged real money for the same coffee and meal that I was getting for 

“free”. I asked the hostess if I could change my coffee for tea and she happily obliged my 

request with a smile that may have been genuine. 

I swapped my article for the next in the stack. Ron had scrawled across the front page 

of the article “READ THIS”. The article was entitled, “Managing the Development of 

Large Software Systems” and was written by Doctor Winston W. Royce;10 it was published 

by the IEEE in 1970. I wondered what the second “W” stood for in Royce‟s name and I 

wondered if the code monkeys at IEEE had ever realized that “E”, “E”, “E”, sounded a lot 

like the monkey imitation I did to amuse my young kids.  

I grinned when I turned to the second page and saw that Royce had drawn a diagram 

showing what we now call the waterfall model. How naïve they were back then. The 

industry was in its teenage years – young, angry and chaotic – and Royce was trying to 

tame it as best as he could.  

My smile disappeared when I read words directly under the diagram: “I believe in 

this concept, but the implementation described above is risky and invites failure.” He 

then went on to describe why the simple model he showed was flawed and offered a 

number of suggests about how the simple model could be made safer and more likely to 

succeed. He patched up the waterfall with additional feedback cycles, mainly from 

discoveries of early stage prototyping. Although, it remotely described some of the 

practices we applied at CCX it just didn‟t jell with me. Why? Because all of the 

modification seemed to accomplish was to replace a simple flawed model with a complex 

and complicated model.  

The modifications seemed good – conceptually – but we now knew them to be 

impractical. I recalled a discussion from months ago with Craig where he had described 

“The paradox of simplicity”. Where our simple human brains assume that because 

something is simple, that it is simplistic. We seem hardwired to value a thing when it is 

more complicated and complex. Maybe that was why we‟d stuck with the waterfall model 

for so long. Or perhaps it was just because when it failed to deliver, we didn‟t blame the 

underlying model, but we blamed the people for using it incorrectly. Who knows? 

The article was older than I was, but to this day we still fooled ourselves into believing 

we were using the simple model on page 2 of Royce‟s article. In reality, however, we were 

trying to somehow achieve the complex and complicated model he had finished with and 

had failed ever since. We were chasing a phantom. 

I looked down at my notebook and added one more entry – “Iterative development looks 

simple and it is simple. Warning: that’s going to freak some people out.” – then I put it and the 

article away. I was simply too tired to read any more. I titled my seat back, turned my 

music down, then promptly and efficiently fell asleep. 

                                                 

10 http://www.cs.umd.edu/class/spring2003/cmsc838p/Process /waterfall.pdf - accessed March 2008. 
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Rock 43 Behind Schedule 
 

 

We were behind schedule.  

Mark Richmond glared at me. He was very angry. He had initially kicked the VSP 

project off over four years before when the government announced its policy changes, but 

thankfully – from my perspective – he had been mostly hands-off until the last few weeks. 

He was a bundle of stress and energy, better to be around when things were going well. 

Things weren‟t currently going too well.  

He looked at me across the auditorium and mouthed, Where is he? 

I shrugged. How would I know? Harry Nelson was late and we were now fifteen 

minutes behind, we‟d definitely run over into lunch – we couldn‟t possibly start without 

the CEO.  

The east door flew open and Nelson, all five and a half feet of him, walked in, nodded 

to Mark and took his seat. The very moment his buttocks hit the seat, the production crew 

hit the lights, plunging the auditorium into darkness. 

Silence followed, which lasted just a few moments more than was comfortable. 

Suddenly the sound of one hundred or more Irish tap shoes boomed out over the 

sound system.  

Tikatakaitikataktic, Tikatakaitikataktic, Tikatakaitikataktic,  

I knew it was Riverdance because Mark had told me so after the first rehearsal. 

Tikatakaitikataktic, Tikatakaitikataktic, Tikatakaitikataktic, Tikatakaitikataktic, 

Tikatakaitikataktic, Tikatakaitikataktic, Tikatakaitikataktic, Tikatakaitikataktic, 

Tikatakaitikataktic, Tikatakaitikataktic.  

Silence. 

Then Light.  

A single spotlight pierced the darkness, highlighting Mark Richmond as he stood, 

straight-backed, at the front of the auditorium. He was wearing his best business suit and 

holding a megaphone.  

He leaned into the megaphone and announced boldly, „Ladies and Gentlemen, I 

present Future Perfect.‟ 

VSP was now known as Future Perfect. 

Mark dropped the hand holding the megaphone down to his side, then twisted his 

body to his right and pointed up with his free hand towards the ceiling. I heard the 

familiar hum as the auditorium‟s overhead projection screen unrolled from the ceiling. I 

could just make out the faint outline of the screen as it reflected light from the spotlight.  
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The spotlight switched off and immediately the screen filled with a colorful 

photograph of a large family gathering – a birthday, perhaps? Gentle music started 

playing in the background. The photo burst into life. It was an eightieth birthday party. 

The whole family sang Happy Birthday to a very happy-looking old fella as his wife held 

his hand and his children and grandchildren swayed him.  

The camera zoomed in on the old man and woman‟s faces, the music sped up, just a 

little, and suddenly their faces lost ten years, the camera zoomed out to reveal a retirement 

party – with the same wife and kids, but fewer grandchildren. The camera zoomed in 

again, and the process repeated, three more times, with the couple losing a decade or so 

each time until the camera revealed the same couple, but now in their thirties, an infant 

child on the wife‟s lap. They beamed with obvious joy at a very pretty CCXCO 

saleswomen. The young wife, holding the CCXCO application form clearly in view, 

turned to her husband and said, “We‟re in safe hands, darling.” The picture froze and 

morphed into a photograph. A deep, reassuring male voice ended the segment by saying, 

“CCXCO Future Perfect, for your perfect future.” 

Cheesy? Yes, but they worked. The CCXCO family adverts – yes, there were a number 

of them – had been at the center of CCXCO‟s advertising strategy for the last six years 

because, as cheesy as they were, they worked. 

The spotlight came on again, revealing Mark Richmond, the megaphone gone, 

standing at the front of the auditorium. Theatrically, he rolled up his sleeves, like a 

magician proving he had nothing to hide, then held out his hands, fists closed, slowly 

opening them palms up, proving that they were empty. Suddenly he jumped into the air 

and snatched the application form – seemingly – straight out of the photograph on the 

screen. When he landed he smiled broadly and waved it in front of himself.  

I looked at the photograph and the wife was now holding a bouquet of flowers. 

Cheesy? Yes, but I still wonder how he did it. 

The lights came up in the auditorium and Mark walked over to Catherine, who was 

sitting in the front row. Mark bowed, as if she were royalty, then handed her the 

application form, which she accepted gracefully.  

The audience erupted with applause. 

 

-oOo- 

 

I was sitting at the back of the room amongst sixty of CCXCO‟s most senior people. 

Eleanor sat beside me. Mark – who always put on a good show – was taking his moment 

in the sun. He was launching VSP internally in a series of road shows, this being the first 

and obviously most important. I was at this session just in case they needed any technical 

reassurance that VSP would indeed go live on December 1st. 

Mark welcomed everyone to the session then spent fifteen minutes bringing everyone 

in the room up to speed on the history of the VSP project and the future of the Future 

Perfect product. Once he‟d finished he handed over to Catherine. 

Catherine stood and moved to the front of the room where a PC was waiting for her. 
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Before she touched the PC though she gave a quick overview of the operational setup for 

the product. She was a good speaker, coming across very naturally, even though I knew 

she‟d spent hours rehearsing he presentation.  

Once she‟d finished with the overview, Catherine picked up the PC‟s mouse and 

clicked a button. The PC‟s screen popped up on the overhead projection screen.  

„Now,‟ she said. „I want to give you a quick demonstration of the software which lies 

behind the product in action. Don‟t worry, I‟ll be very quick.‟ 

She held up the application form in front of her for everyone to see and asked, 

rhetorically, „Remember this?‟ 

She opened the application form and gasped. „What good fortune, we happen to have 

the customer sitting here in the room with us. Is there a Mr. Steve Abernethy in the room?‟ 

„Up here,‟ I said, waving. The entire audience turned to look at me sitting in the back 

row before turning their attention back to Catherine. 

Catherine laid the application form on the table in front of her, took out her spectacles 

then quickly keyed my details into the software, explaining some of the special features of 

the software as she went. The audience let out a quiet murmur of appreciation when she 

demonstrated the “customer level income” feature, explaining how Chaste‟s equivalent 

product definitely did not have this feature.  

Once she had finished loading the application into the system she clicked another 

button and asked me to come down and join her. As I made my way towards her she 

opened up an Internet browser session and navigated to the CCXCO customer log-in 

page. 

Once I was at the front of the room she asked the audience to look away as I logged 

into the NSSP system as a customer. I quickly clicked through the few options which were 

available to me then stepped back from the PC. There wasn‟t an awful lot to see really, but 

the point was that there was something there to see. 

„Thank you, Steve,‟ Catherine said.  

I then slinked away into the darkness, swiftly returning to my seat at the back of the 

auditorium.  

Catherine looked down at the screen and said, „Typical IT guy. You forgot to log out, 

Steve.‟ 

The audience laughed – slightly – as Catherine logged me out of the web system. 

That wasn‟t rehearsed. I guess I was more nervous than I realized. 

She then looked out towards the audience and asked, „Are there any questions?‟ 

There was silence, as always, so Mark jumped in with the first question, „I have a 

question for Steve.‟ 

Before he could speak out though, Harry Nelson interrupted. „Hang on, Mark. I‟ve got 

a question, but it‟s not for Catherine and it‟s not for you. It‟s for Steve.‟ 

It was like being in the back row of a tennis match. The audience in front of me turned 

first to face Mark, then to Harry Nelson, then to me, and finally they spun their heads back 

to Nelson again, who asked me, „I think everyone here would like you to confirm, Steve, 

that there will be no technical hitches when we go live on December 1st?‟ 
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I was surprised at the intensity in Nelson‟s voice. I was more surprised when sixty 

plus very important heads spun to face me. None of them were smiling, many were 

frowning, all of them were waiting to hear my answer. 

Up until that point, I had been brimming with confidence. I was revved up with 

enthusiasm. My face hurt from smiling. But, suddenly, I thought I saw in my colleagues‟ 

faces just how little faith they had in me. I may even have seen the hint of pleasure as they 

awaited my humiliation. 

In the old days a simple “We are currently proceeding to plan” would have done the 

trick, but not today. Mark, Catherine, and I had practiced the answer to this question, but 

it wasn‟t supposed to come from Harry and had jumped ahead a page in our script.  

The best I could come out with was, „Ahhh.‟  

Thankfully, Catherine immediately realized what was happening and jumped in to 

save me, „Let me answer that, Harry,‟ she said, as the heads spun back to the front of the 

room to face her. 

„Mr. Steve Abernethy is – in fact – our third live customer. After seeking the 

appropriate independent advice earlier this week, Steve filled out the application form just 

as any customer would do, and that‟s what I‟ve just input into the real, live system. What 

you‟ve seen was not just a demonstration, it was very, very real.‟ 

The heads turned back slowly to face me. 

I said, „Ah, I make my first payment on the 16th of November, when our salaries all get 

paid.‟ 

I owed Ron a beer. 
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Rock 44 Going Home by Train 
 

 

My work was done by mid-afternoon so I took a cab to the train station. These days I 

preferred to travel by train rather than fly wherever possible. The flight would get me 

home a little sooner, but I preferred the train because, once I‟d taken my seat, I could work 

uninterrupted for virtually the entire journey. It was just like being in the office. Plus I had 

better legroom than on a flight and the scenery was nicer – even on a rainy October day.  

In fact, when I thought about it, with all the modern technology that was available, I 

had exactly the same network access from my laptop while sitting on the train as I did 

sitting in my office. But the trains never made a big deal about this. It cost me less to take 

the train than it did to fly. Why didn‟t the train company exploit these new capabilities 

more? Once upon a time there was a limitation; and then there wasn‟t. The moment of 

limitation disappeared; their world changed and so did mine. They still thought they were 

giving me Internet access – or at least that‟s what they advertised – but they weren‟t, they 

were giving me several more hours of working time. With the limitation gone their service 

became far more valuable to me.  

I pulled my laptop out and quickly checked my emails. I was sure that some of those 

emails were urgent, but probably not all that important. I had more important things to 

focus on. I was very tired; it had been a long day with little sleep the night before. I closed 

the lid on my laptop, tilted my seat back a little, closed my eyes and dropped off to sleep. I 

dreamed of pyramids. And newspapers. 



Clarke Ching 

 

202 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rock 45 Maria 
 

 

Mid-November. 

Paul arrived in my office with Maria. He looked grim; she looked worried.  

Paul asked if he could interrupt me because they had some bad news. I said sure and 

all three of us took a seat at my visitors‟ table. 

I looked to Paul expectantly and he looked towards Maria. „You tell him.‟ 

Maria said, „I‟ve done something a little naughty and I am afraid it has backfired. You 

need to know about it.‟ 

„Okay,‟ I said, tentatively. That didn‟t sound like Maria. She was one of my more 

mature, sensible, and reliable project managers. I smiled, trying to put her at ease, „What 

have you done that‟s so naughty?‟ 

„You know the project my team is working on with CCXBank?‟ 

I nodded. CCXBank was working on a new product which allowed its customers to, 

amongst many equally grand ideas, invest their savings in shares traded on the stock 

exchange, but using their normal bank accounts. They were all very excited about it. They 

were using our existing systems to do the investing side of the product – that is, after all, 

what CCXCO did best. Our side of the project was due to take about six months to deliver. 

„Well, we‟ve been running it for two months, but about a month ago, when we were 

about halfway through our analysis, I decided to start delivering the software in 

an…um…incremental fashion – like you did with VSP. We‟ve delivered two increments 

already.‟ 

„You‟ve done what? Look, Maria, I specifically told everyone in the salary review 

meeting that Paul and I would decide who goes first. We can‟t just do this randomly. If 

you‟ve screwed this up then…„ 

I threw my hands up in the air. Maria said nothing. I knew that she meant well, but if 

we didn‟t stage manage our conversion very carefully then…well. My thoughts 

instinctively went to damage control. 

„It‟s okay, Steve,‟ Paul said as put his hands up in a calming gesture. „I‟ve spoken with 

Maria and her team-leads and things are actually going very well. Surprisingly well really, 

except that is for one small problem.‟ 

„Small enough that you need to come see me?‟ 

„Okay, maybe it‟s not that small.‟ 

„Tell me about it.‟ 

Maria said, „When I made the decision, my team had, as I‟ve said, completed a good 
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bit of our analysis, and we had a high-level design to work from. The headings were all 

there, but some of the detail was missing. I sat down with my development lead, my lead 

analyst and our CCXBank customer and we took the work we‟d already completed and 

we listed out all of the features. I‟ve been told that‟s pretty much what you did on VSP 

except you started much later in the project. Each subsection heading in the specification 

documents more or less translated into one or two features. We had a reasonable idea of 

the priority of each feature, so we prioritized the list, drew a line under the first few items 

and then we delivered them as the first…ah…increment. Then we did the next increment. 

We are currently in the midst of our third increment.‟ 

That sounded just like we did with VSP except that Maria‟s team had the advantage 

that they were starting without any existing code. What could have gone wrong? 

„How‟s the quality of the software?‟ 

„It‟s good. We‟ve ensured that each chunk is good enough quality to be potentially 

shippable. We could have delivered more features if we hadn‟t done that, but that kinda 

seemed stupid.‟ 

Okay, I was stumped. They‟d prioritized, they‟d delivered good stuff, they‟d repeated. 

What could be wrong? 

„This all sounds good, Maria, however, I‟m waiting for you to say “But”. What‟s gone 

wrong?‟ 

„Well I have a problem which I thought I could solve by myself…but I couldn‟t. I 

spoke to Paul about it earlier this morning and he thought we should both talk to you.‟ 

„The problem, Maria?‟ 

„I thought I could convert to the incremental approach covertly, without making a big 

deal about it. And I was almost right. The glitch came about because we‟ve only just 

realized that when we asked the bank for someone to act as our customer – their 

representative on our project – they assigned us their office idiot. I don‟t know what kind 

of game they thought they were playing, but when the guy‟s manager was asked to 

nominate someone to work on our project, he obviously gave us the person he would miss 

least – in fact, I‟d suggest that he was so bad that they‟d probably get more work done in 

the bank without him.‟  

I wasn‟t at all surprised by Maria‟s revelation. As Mark had put it: garbage in, garbage 

out. 

I said, „So you‟re worried about all the rework that would inevitably happen? You 

aren‟t going to be able to reliably meet your date commitments, even using the 

incremental approach.‟  

„That‟s right. I initially thought the incremental approach was supposed to make 

change cheap, and easy, but I‟d not bargain with being lumbered with an incompetent 

dolt. If we don‟t do something, then this project will just churn, churn, churn like a car 

stuck in mud with the engine roaring, the wheels spinning like crazy, and the vehicle will 

go nowhere.‟  

This problem was one of the reasons why I didn‟t want people racing off starting their 

own incremental projects. The good news was that this wasn‟t a problem with the 
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incremental approach – we‟d always had this approach with the waterfall approach. If 

she‟d stuck with the old way of working, then she would have suffered pain near the end 

of the project when the bank‟s testing team got their hands on it.  

The bad news was that reality didn‟t matter if people perceived it to be otherwise. We 

had to sort this mess out pronto. 

„You‟ve only just realized this?‟ 

She nodded. „It‟s only dawned on me during the last week or so.‟ 

That surprised me, but I realized that I was looking at the problem with the wisdom of 

retrospect. In real time it would have taken them a long time to figure it out, and I‟m sure 

they would have given the guy the benefit of the doubt. I bet that as their doubts became 

stronger they just worked around the problem because they thought they were stuck with 

the guy. The specs her team had produced must be crap.  

„So,‟ I asked Paul and Maria. „What are we going to do about this?‟ 

Paul said, „Maria has already spoken to the guy‟s boss. But she got a very frosty 

reception from him.‟ 

Maria said, „I went to speak with him, I explained the problems he was causing to the 

project, but he told me that since I was having a performance issue with a member of my 

staff – one who technically worked for me while seconded to the project – then I should 

take it up with HR. The bastard even had the nerve to remind me that HR had procedures 

in place to manage these sorts of things and that, as a manager, I should have known that.‟ 

That took balls, I thought. The guy had, of course, given the correct answer according 

to policy, but it was not a lot of help for Maria or CCXCO. There was no way he was 

taking that hot potato back once he‟d thrown it to us. Who could blame the guy though? 

Given the choice between losing one of my most valuable staff members or losing one of 

my least valuable, I know I would have dumped the idiot too. Why would he voluntarily 

take a hit against his performance for someone else? 

„Okay, Maria. You‟ve done good. I even forgive your blatant disregard of my 

instructions. But now you‟ve got to dig yourself out of the hole you‟ve gotten yourself 

into.‟ 

She smiled…cautiously.  

„Tell me: who, ultimately, is going to suffer the most if you don‟t deliver because of 

this situation? That‟s the same person who will gain the most by improving the situation.‟ 

I looked to Paul. He nodded. He knew where I was going. 

Maria thought for a few moments, then a few moments more, before finally saying, 

„It‟s Claire Best. She‟s the project‟s sponsor.‟  

I said, „Good. She also had the authority to do something about it too. You, Maria, are 

going to have to go visit Claire and have a very honest conversation with her.‟ 

„Me?‟ she said, looking horrified at the thought.  

Claire Best was CEO of CCXBank and had a reputation as a very tough cookie. Maria 

wouldn‟t normally deal with people at Claire‟s level, but that was going to have to 

change.  

„Don‟t worry, I‟ll come with you to show that we are taking this seriously, but I want 
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you to do most of the talking.‟ 

Maria didn‟t know it, but she was about to try out the SPIN model of selling for the 

first time. But we weren‟t going to send her in cold. We were going to come up with a 

compelling offer for Claire to give us a competent and engaged customer. And I was 

going to take my first shot at selling her on our agile method. To do that, we were going to 

have to take this problem, help Claire to understand the real implications, and then get her 

to explicitly acknowledge or state the benefits, or need payoffs as Rackham referred to 

them. 

„It is time, Maria, for us to stop crossing our fingers. We are going to make our own 

luck.‟ 
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Rock 46 Claire Best, CEO of CCXBank. 
 

 

A couple of days later. 

„So, Maria has kicked off our third iterative project, and apart from one small blip it‟s 

going well. It‟s a decent-sized project too so give it a month or so and I‟m confident that 

you will have some more ammunition.‟ 

Eleanor raised her eyebrows. We had another couple of weeks to go before VSP went 

live and I was supposed to be talking her through the details. She was still a little nervous 

she said. That‟s what we were supposed to be talking about, but we‟d actually spent most 

of our time talking about my compelling offer and Maria‟s and my discussion with Claire 

Best. 

I leaned forward in my chair, „You know, Eleanor, in the last few months I‟ve done a 

lot of thinking about how to sell this approach to other teams within CCXCO, and this was 

my first chance to test out my new approach. Mark helped me out a lot.‟  

Eleanor leaned forward, mirroring my sitting position. She nodded. „He told me. He 

said that you were wondering why people didn‟t want to buy your quarter-inch drill and 

suggested you start selling them quarter-inch holes.‟ 

„That‟s it. So Maria, Paul and I did considerable prep before Maria and I spoke to 

Claire, thinking about the implications of our immediate problem the idiot customer had 

for her – not us, but her – and thinking about what our solution – the combination of our 

incremental approach and her giving us an engaged and competent customer – did for 

her, how she, not we, benefited.‟  

„Good. So you realized that to get her attention then you needed to solve a problem for 

her, not for yourself. That‟s hardly rocket science.‟ 

„I know that sounds blindingly obvious, Eleanor, but that simply wasn‟t how we‟d 

normally try to solve this problem. We‟d normally spend a lot more time focusing on the 

problems it caused us and we‟d end up arguing. You know how it is.  

„The first thing I did was to clearly request that she put her clout behind finding me a 

good customer. She immediately responded by asking my why I was making this request. 

I told her it was in order to save our part of the project running late. I was relieved to see 

her eyes widen when I said this because I was banking on her not realizing that the project 

was in trouble; after all, according to our project plan everything was ticking along nicely.‟ 

„Was it?‟ 

„Technically, yes, we were on schedule. In fact, if we‟d had the right customer on 

board then we would have been ahead of schedule because we‟d started development 
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earlier and we were expecting a much shorter testing phase. But the implication of having 

the office idiot as our customer was that the schedule would only start to explode when 

we hit the user-acceptance phase, when the rest of the bank really started to look at what 

we‟d delivered and demand changes. 

„I then immediately apologized and took responsibility for the situation. I was genuine 

about this. I then asked Claire‟s permission to explain why we needed to take corrective 

action.‟ 

Eleanor said, „Ah ha.‟ 

„I then handed the conversation over to Maria. She took a piece of paper showing the 

project‟s Gant chart from folio and laid it out on the table in front of the three of us. She 

told Claire that this was the project plan we were working off. She pointed to the end date 

and asked if that date was important to Claire.  

„Claire said, of course it was. Maria asked her what the implications of the delay 

would be and Claire said that, to start with, any extra time required of my team would 

also ultimately come out of her budget. She said that our project was on the critical path of 

her far larger project, which had absolutely no wriggle room, and if we didn‟t deliver on 

time, as promised, then the bigger project would be delayed. She didn‟t say it out loud, 

but she made it quite clear that there would also be severe repercussions for Maria and I if 

we were playing games with her.‟ 

„But you already knew all that, Steve.‟ 

„Of course.‟  

I paused for effect, taking a gentle sip of my beer. 

„Then Maria asked Claire how much any delay would cost the project in terms of lost 

revenue. She seemed to be surprised by the question but answered, quickly, “an effing 

fortune”. Her face looked like thunder as she asked me how many weeks we were going 

to be late.‟ 

„She is a tough cookie,‟ said Eleanor. „But you‟re lucky, you don‟t know the half of it,‟ 

she added. 

„I decided I needed to take over from Maria at this stage. I pointed at the end date 

again, checking that Claire was focused on it, then I told her that if we continued working 

the way we were, then there was no way we could meet that date, and that the delay 

would be months, not weeks. I needed her to be aware of the uncertainty in the project so 

that she could help me to manage it. She screwed up her mouth but said nothing more 

than a reserved “ah ha”.  

„I told her that the delay depended entirely how much she cared about the software 

being “fit for purpose”. She asked me to clarify exactly what I meant by “fit for purpose” 

and I explained my concern that the requirements were very poor – because the customer 

her team had supplied us was a dolt – and that when the rest of her team saw exactly 

what we were producing, then they would want us to make many, many changes to 

software to make it fit to be used by her staff and her customers. I explained that we could 

make changes to improve the software, but that came at a price to her project: it would be 

delayed even further. Not making those changes, I said, also had a price, we would finish 
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her software sooner and her product would be inferior.‟ 

„Knowing Claire, I imagine that at this stage she got rather vocally annoyed with you,‟ 

said Eleanor. 

„She doesn‟t mince words, does she? She said that of course she wanted the best 

product, one that was fit for purpose. She said that she thought that was what she was 

paying for all along. Then she asked me why the…‟ the barista dropped a tray of coffee 

mugs just as I spoke the next word „…she was finding out about this now? Why hadn‟t 

she heard any of this earlier? Why did the status reports show the project was going well? 

And so on.‟  

Eleanor said, „All reasonable questions.‟ 

„I apologized once again. I said that our industry had a bad track record of making 

promises that we didn‟t keep. I told her that we had made changes to the way we worked 

and that if she would help me out with this one request – giving me a competent customer 

– then I promised to put things right and I would deliver her the best product possible – 

not the product which the numpty customer was asking for – on the promised delivery 

date.  

„She asked me why she should trust me. I answered that we had just used our new 

approach to bring in VSP four months ahead of the official schedule and at least eight 

months ahead of the unofficial schedule, perhaps more. I said I would gladly explain the 

new approach in more detail if she wanted to hear more, but otherwise all I was asking 

from her was one solid customer.‟  

Eleanor summed up, „So, in exchange for her getting you a good-quality customer – 

which she could achieve with one ten-minute phone call – you would deliver a better 

product, on time and save her the hassle and the considerable cost of it running late?‟ 

„That‟s right. Another benefit for us was that the idiot customer‟s boss would 

presumably get his butt kicked.‟ 

Eleanor smiled. „I take it Claire said yes?‟ 

„Not immediately. She asked to hear the “executive summary” of our new approach 

first.‟  

Eleanor said, „She‟s no fool.‟ 

„I told her that we were developing software just like journalists write newspaper 

articles – it‟s called the Inverted Pyramid approach. I told her it was a very efficient way of 

working, it means we can make very reliable commitments, and it‟s been used for years in 

places like NASA and the DoD, but it‟s only just making its way into mainstream 

commercial software development environments.‟ 

„The Inverted Pyramid?‟ 

I explained how journalists had used the inverted pyramid principle to write articles 

to Eleanor just as I had to Claire Best. 

„That works for me,‟ she said. She thought a moment. „Let me double-check that I‟ve 

got this right, Steve. So, in exchange for procuring a better customer for you, Claire would 

get a better product, delivered on time. Is that it?‟ 

„That‟s it. Plus, based on our experiences with VSP, we expected the software which 
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we delivered to be of better quality – that is, lower defects – too. I didn‟t go into that with 

Claire though – I didn‟t want to flood her with details about our…ah…product. Instead I 

suggested that she call Mark Richmond and ask his opinion.‟ 

„What a very good idea,‟ said Eleanor, smiling to herself as if she knew something that 

I didn‟t. „Mark and Claire know each other very well.‟ 

„We had a new customer on board the following day.‟ 

Eleanor seemed to disappear for a moment, deep in thought. 

She sat up straight in her chair then spoke emphatically, „You‟ve done well, Steve. 

You‟ve got your ducks nicely all lined up in a row with VSP. You‟ve got marketing onside. 

You have even got an influential outsider – Claire Best – lined up to, I hope, sing your 

praises in a few months time.‟  

„I feel good about this. I am now comfortable that it is right to recommend to the 

CCXGroup board that we kick off our outsourcing pilot with CCXHealth rather than with 

CCXCO. They have always been my preference and I think it is in CCX‟s best interest to 

keep you on board, inverting CCX‟s pyramids, rather than one of our competitors.‟ 

I couldn‟t help it, but I grinned from ear-to-ear, then I reached out and gently touched 

Eleanor on the back of her hand.  

„Thank you, Eleanor,‟ I said. 

I was grinning on the outside, but I was giggling on the inside. I felt like a silly 

schoolboy who‟d just been kissed on the cheek by the prettiest girl in class.  

„There‟s only one potential hurdle I can see: Harry is a very proud man. He doesn‟t 

like you. He‟s made that clear. He‟s made it very clear to the board that he wants you out, 

and he‟s going to fight me.‟ 

My grin faded in an instant. 

I watched Eleanor‟s face. Eleanor was normally very stony faced and I didn‟t have a 

clue what she was thinking. But right now I watched her eyes as they chased thoughts 

around her head. She was trying to save me. 

I left her with my thoughts. It was at that moment that it finally dawned on me that I 

was worth more to Eleanor alive than I was dead. CCXGroup had dozens of subsidiaries, 

most of which had IT departments which were in a similar situation to mine – they were 

using the same old methods, having the same problems, the same disputes. She wasn‟t 

just battling with one Harry; she was battling with a dozen Harry‟s. Every day.  

She still had four years, perhaps a few more, before she retired. It‟s like Mark 

Richmond had said – it‟s all about money and relationships. Our turnaround of VSP had 

made CCXCO an extra six million dollars by delivering early and it had turned one of our 

most frustrated customers into one of our biggest supporters. I knew that Eleanor had run 

these thoughts through the cold and calculating part of her mind and decided that she‟d 

rather spend the next four years delighting her customers and making bucket loads more 

money for CCX than overseeing an outsourcing program. 

„Here‟s what I‟ll do, Steve. Provided everything goes well with the VSP launch, then I 

will meet with Harry first thing on December 2nd when he‟s in a good mood and I‟ll ask 

for his support.‟ 
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My smile widened.  

Eleanor said, „If I play this right, then Harry Nelson will look like the hero in this story, 

Steve; not you, not Craig and certainly not me.‟ 

I nodded. I could live with that. 
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Rock 47 December 2
nd 

– All is well that ends… 
 

 

A few weeks later – December 2nd. 

I couldn‟t see my navel from where I was sitting – my office desk – but I contemplated 

it nonetheless. It was better than contemplating the email on my screen. One day after VSP 

went live and my dreams were shattered. I was on my way out.  

What‟s worse, I was kicking myself for not doing as Eleanor had suggested and 

keeping my options open. I‟d never followed up the new job angle, I had nothing set up, 

and when I did leave I was leaving as a failure. No one wants to buy a failure. 

If I‟d left at anytime during the previous two years, I would have left at the top of my 

game. It wasn‟t all that long ago that I‟d been the keynote speaker at a prestigious 

conference, shouting out to the world about the world-class development methodologies 

we used in CCX. Sure, the conference was sponsored by one of CCXGroup‟s biggest IT 

vendors, but that didn‟t take away from the work we‟d done up to the point. Damn it! I 

should have jumped ship then. 

The irony is that just the day before, the Future Perfect product had been successfully 

launched to the public, as promised and without a hiccough.  

VSP was a success.  

The software application had now been running live for over three weeks with nary a 

problem. Mark had even given his sales guys and favored brokers a chance to sell Future 

Perfect to a limited number of their favored customers. The initial feedback was positive. 

It cost us nothing to ship early, but it bought us a whole lot of piece of mind. And I had a 

new pension product and I‟d made my first payment a couple of weeks ago.  

And Catherine, or rather the VSP software, had a new “dashboard” which showed 

Catherine and her colleagues various statistics and warnings about the system‟s health. 

This feature was in the original requirements list but had been prioritized very, very low 

in the war room. But then a couple of weeks ago she‟d asked us to bump it to the top of 

the list. She said that it would give her an extraordinary confidence boost if she could see 

real-time stats from the live system. We argued with her, but she insisted and according to 

the ground rules, it was her call.  

We were firing live rounds now and we had to be more cautious when we released 

software. A few weeks earlier we had agreed with Catherine that we would continue 

enhancing the software incrementally, releasing new improved software once every week 

except for the week before or after the 1st of December, unless there was an emergency. 

We had debated vigorously whether or not it was safer to release a whole lot of changes 
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every two months, say – which by our previous standards was very frequent – or to 

release just a few small changes every five business days or so. In the end Catherine had 

convinced us that since the software changes now resulted in operational changes that her 

team would find it much easier to co-ordinate a few small changes each week than it was 

to co-ordinate a big change every so often. Once we‟d gotten into the rhythm we 

discovered that the same was true at our end. 

So there we were, I thought. Why did I bother? 

I looked up at my screen and read the email once more. 

  
From: Eleanor Burns 

To: Steve Abernethy [Steve.Abernethy@CCXCO.com] 

Date: 2nd December 10:40 a.m. 

Subject: Great work. 

Hello Steve, 

I’ve received some excellent feedback about the public VSP launch yesterday. 

Good work.  

I know this is going to disappoint you, but I spoke to Harry early this 

morning and he demanded that I keep the outsourcing process moving. He was 

pleased to see VSP “back on track” – as he put it – but he says he is still 

“overwhelmingly underwhelmed” by your performance in general. He claims that, 

for all he knows, VSP is just a one-off.  

I need your help to continue the outsourcing process – no matter how 

distasteful it may be to you. I will conduct the first formal discussions with 

potential outsourcing partners in late January. I need you to join me. 

Yours, 

Eleanor Burns. 

 

Why had I even bothered? 

I‟d called Eleanor the moment I finished reading the email; she‟d suggested we meet 

somewhere outside the office at eleven  a.m. That was fifteen minutes away. I read the 

email one last time then grabbed my jacket, scarf and gloves, asked Carol to cancel my 

next few meetings, and rushed out the door. 

 

-oOo- 

 

„Look, Steve,‟ said Eleanor. „I need to tell you something which you can‟t repeat and I 

will swear I never told you. You‟ll understand why in a moment. Can you keep a secret?‟ 

„Of course.‟ 

„Okay. Big things are happening at the group level. I‟m not privy to all the details, and 

I can‟t tell you many of the specifics of those details I do know. What I can tell you is that, 

despite the successful launch of VSP, Harry‟s job is still on the line.‟ 

„But VSP is a success. I thought that was all that mattered.‟ 

„Our masters are attributing VSP‟s success to Mark Richmond, not to Harry. They‟re 

saying that Mark is ready to move up to the next level.‟  

I said, „Mark excels at building relationships with the right people.‟ 

Eleanor said, „He tells a very good VSP story too – one where he, not Harry, is the 



Rolling Rocks Downhill 1.0 

 

213 

hero. And to a certain extent he has a point.‟ 

I raised my eyebrows, „He does?‟ 

„Do you remember when you first called me with the news about Chaste Group and 

VSP? After I got off the phone with you I immediately called Harry. He said he was 

meeting with his direct reports at 8:30 and he told me to join them. Mark was there, of 

course, so was your boss, Billings; there were eight of us in the room in total; plenty of 

witnesses. What those witnesses will tell you, if you ask, is that it was Mark, not Harry, 

who insisted that we deliver on December 1st. He said that his numbers – his profit 

forecasts – were based on VSP being first to market and that we simply had to be first to 

market – we simply had too much invested in this product to lose it all. He said that we 

had to blow Chaste out of the water. He said that there was no second best in this 

particular race.‟  

I nodded.  

„But Harry was torn. He said he was concerned that Mark‟s approach was risky. 

Perhaps it would be safer to take it a little more slowly, to deliver a product of undisputed 

quality; that, after all, was the CCX way. Mark said he didn‟t care if the software was held 

together with rubber bands and bits of string so long as it was out there, on sale, on 

December 1st. In the end Harry acquiesced and – unfortunately for him – Mark turned out 

to be right.‟  

„So Mark is claiming victory?‟ 

She nodded. „Like I said, he tells a good story.‟ 

I took a sip of my coffee as I digested this new information. 

„So where do I stand? Where do you stand?‟ 

„I‟m safe,‟ she said. „You, my friend, are stuck between the proverbial rock and a hard 

place. If Mark wins the war, then you‟re looking pretty. If Harry wins, then you should 

pack your bags – he really doesn‟t like you, Steve. My advice to you is to keep moving 

along just as you have been with your inverted pyramid approach, but at the same time 

help me out with the outsourcing process. Continue innovating, but keep your nose clean. 

Oh, if you haven‟t already, between you and I, you should start looking for other options. 

Just in case.‟ 

I said nothing as I considered her advice. 

„But I simply don‟t understand why Harry doesn‟t just cancel the outsourcing deal, 

claim that he‟s thrilled with the success he has achieved with VSP and how he has 

motivated his IT department – me – to finally deliver on what we promised. Why can‟t he 

turn the cancellation into a victory?‟ 

„Perhaps he could…but then he‟d be trying to outsell Mark – something he‟ll never do. 

Plus, he claims, quite reasonably, that until he sees proof that VSP wasn‟t just a one-off, it 

is still prudent to stick with group strategy and continue with the outsourcing process. He 

says that the VSP situation and the outsourcing situation are unrelated.‟ 

„But…‟ I started. 

„But nothing. You can‟t do anything about this so drop it for now,‟ said Eleanor, 

holding up her hand. „Harry‟s not got to where he is today by making friends. I may be 
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reading the situation incorrectly, Steve, but it seems that Harry‟s only viable option is to 

remain steadfast in his approach, to put on a strong face, and – if I know Harry – to start 

fighting dirty.‟ 

We chatted for a few minutes more before Eleanor said that she needed to head back 

to her office. She asked me if I‟d join her for the walk, but I said that I‟d stay put in the 

coffee shop for a while. I had some thinking I had to do. 

Before she left she said to me. „Don‟t ever underestimate Harry when he‟s cornered. 

He‟s been in worse spots than this before. His fate is nowhere near sealed.‟ 

I nursed my coffee mug for another ten minutes then got up to leave. I wasn‟t ready to 

go back to the office just yet. It was coming up to lunchtime so I bought a sandwich and 

decided to go for a random walk down Main Street. 

My mind darted all over the place as I walked. It was obvious that right now I 

definitely needed to open up my options – I decided that I‟d make a few phone calls this 

afternoon and call in a few favors. The higher up in an organization you went, the smaller 

the job pool and the longer it would take to find a new job. I‟d find it much harder to find 

a new job after I‟d been kicked out of CCXCO so I needed a way to keep in my current job 

for as long as it took me to me to jump to a better ship. My best bet there was, as Eleanor 

said, to get behind the outsourcing initiative with gusto, but not so much gusto that it 

finished too quickly. Hell, if I played it right, then I could come out of this as an 

outsourcing expert! In today‟s market I could do quite well for myself. But then I 

wondered, did I really want to spend the next phase of my working life administering 

outsourcing projects? That didn‟t really appeal to me. 

Poor Eleanor, I thought. That‟s exactly what she was facing. She was retiring in four 

years time. I was sure she didn‟t want to spend the remainder of her working career doing 

that. She couldn‟t feel good about that. She‟d done her best to help me out. She‟d forced 

me to meet with Craig and, as painful as that had been at the time, it had certainly paid off 

hugely. She could see that. She had the intuition, just as I did, to see that we were on to 

something that could make CCXCO a very rich company. What did I mean CCXCO? She 

would be thinking about the entire CCXGroup! We were sitting on a very rich gold mine. I 

felt a faint spark of hope. Eleanor was a very clever woman; she had a lot to gain from 

keeping me on board so she wasn‟t just going to take this lying down.  

I stopped and pulled out my cell. I’ll give her a call, I thought. Suggest we get together 

and thrash things out. I put the phone away. I wasn‟t ready for that conversation yet. I had 

nothing to bring to the conversation that she didn‟t already have. I had to keep thinking. I 

had to. 

I looked up and realized that my random walk had brought me near the park tourist 

trams. I smiled as I remembered how I‟d sat and watched them go around and around 

and around just a few months before. It had been much warmer then, but the world had 

seemed just as bleak as it suddenly did now. But what a fun ride we‟d had in between. I 

smiled at my memories. On a whim I decided to take the trams around to the other side of 

the park and walk up to the peak where I could eat my lunch and look down at them. I 

walked to the closest stop and the readout said that the next tram would be stopping in 
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less than two minutes. Good. 

I bought my ticket, then as I waited for the tram I tried to put into words what I 

needed to produce for Eleanor in order to save my butt. It was simple. Provided I didn‟t 

piss Mark off, then I could stop worrying about him for a while. I had to concentrate on 

Harry. I had to find the gold in them there hills and then I had to go to his office and pour 

the nice shiny nuggets out on his desk. If that didn‟t grab his attention, then I had to take a 

nugget and force it into his hand and make him admit just how nice and shiny and heavy 

it was. The crazy thing was that I knew there was gold there, but I didn‟t know where to 

start digging. 

I was puffing a bit when I reached the peak so I took a seat on one of the park benches. 

I unwrapped my sandwich and took a tiny bite. I was thirsty and I wished I‟d bought a 

bottle of water, but I didn‟t and I wasn‟t going to walk down the hill again, so I just sat 

and looked at the scenery. I smiled fondly as I peered down at the trams. They‟d played a 

big part – albeit a subconscious part – in bringing me to the light bulb moment when I 

discovered what I was now calling our inverted pyramid method.  

I looked across at the tall buildings in the city center where my office was. I thought 

about how different my life would have been had I stuck at what I was once truly good at 

– coding. Unfortunately, that was when I studied programming in college. Things 

changed when I got my first job, at CCXCO, and discovered that twenty-five-year-old 

code was a great leveler. Life would have been so much easier if I‟d stuck with the coding, 

but I was lucky that while I wasn‟t the world‟s best communicator, I was better at it than 

many of my fellow developers were. That quirk of fate put me in a position where I could 

do other jobs and – eventually – I rose in the organization to a point where – I hoped – I 

could make my small little part of the world a happier place.  

I looked down to the pavement in front of me; a small brave tuft of grass had grown 

up through a crack. A gust of cold wind blew by me and I pulled my jacket closer around 

my neck. Damn it! The people working on VSP and NSSP – and I expected the banking 

project soon – were all much happier in their work. They had to be – the inverted pyramid 

approach removed many of the conflicts that arose between and within people. Customers 

didn‟t have to beg for changes; managers didn‟t have to say no; developers didn‟t have to 

cut quality because they guessed wrong. That was important. Hell, I thought, if only I could 

help him see it. It should keep Harry happier because he‟d be finishing more and more 

projects, each of them making more money than in the old days. He was sitting on a gold 

mine and he had no idea that all he needed to do to save himself was to let me start 

digging. 

I took my sandwich from beside me and took another small bite. I didn‟t have much of 

an appetite. 

I put the sandwich down again as my eyes wandered towards the toll bridge which 

spanned the mouth of the river at the north side of the city were Fran and I lived with our 

two kids. I leaned forward to study the bridge. In the distance I could see the sun glinting 

on the cars as they crossed. I could even guess the make and model of some of the larger 

cars by their shapes.  
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It was just coming up to noon, and unlike those rare evenings when I left the office in 

time to drive home during peak commuting time – along with almost everyone else who 

worked in the city but lived across the river – there was no queue. 

I picked up my sandwich and took another, bigger, bite. 

That was interesting, I thought. 

Very interesting. 
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Rock 48 The Bridge 
 

 

I fixed my eyes on one car as it left the tollbooth and I counted the seconds under my 

breath as it crossed the bridge. I lost sight of it as it left the bridge after fifty-two seconds.  

That was even more interesting.  

I counted the cars in front of the toll barriers – there were less than a dozen. I watched 

a car as it left one of the roads feeding the bridge and joined the queue in front of the 

tollbooths. It took about forty seconds to reach a tollbooth. Plus another five or ten 

seconds to pay the toll. So, it took less that two minutes to cross the bridge at this time of 

day.  

Yet, in the evening, during peak commuting time, on most nights it took it took 

between thirty and sixty minutes to get through the queue in front of the tollbooth, pay 

my toll and then whizz across the bridge towards home.  

Intriguing.  

How much shorter would the queue to get on the bridge be, and how much quicker 

would my evening commute be if the tollbooths were removed?  

Hmmm. I couldn‟t tell. Were the tollbooths the bottleneck? Or was the spot a little 

earlier in the crossing where six lanes, from three roads, converged into one road with two 

lanes, and then into seven lanes, one for each tollbooth? Who knew? Who cared? Not me. 

Sure, I‟d love my evening commute to be shorter, but I had no control over how the bridge 

was run. And, besides, the moment the queue became shorter and the journey time 

dropped, it would grow again as people changed their driving patterns to exploit the 

shorter trip. I knew a lot of people who deliberately stayed at work during the peak traffic 

times to avoid the long waits. 

However, I did run a multi-project system which I cared about greatly and which I still 

had considerable, but not complete, control over. And yet, for some reason, I hadn‟t ever 

considered what the bottleneck for my entire multi-project system was. My system, like 

the bridge during the rush hour, had more demand than it could cope with. It had a 

bottleneck. Now that I realized this, I had no choice but to identify it. 

I took another bite of my sandwich then sat back in the bench, stretched my legs out in 

front of me, closed my eyes, and thought. I ran circles around and around in my head 

trying to identify the current bottleneck in our multi-project system. But I couldn‟t get 

there. I made a list of all the roles that played a part in delivering new working software to 

our customers and for each I asked myself: if I had more of this type of resource available 

to me, would I deliver more projects? It didn‟t help.  
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I took out my phone to call Craig. I dialed, but it went straight to voicemail. 

Okay then, I thought, if I can’t talk to Craig, what would Craig ask me? 

That was easy. He‟d tell me to get my team together and ask them. A dozen brains 

were better than one. It‟d worked before and it would work again. 

I opened my eyes again and waited for them to adjust to the light. I was starting to feel 

the cold so I called Carol and asked her to arrange an urgent meeting with my managers 

for two p.m. that afternoon. I told her not to take any excuses. This was important. 

I held the phone there in my hand for a moment. I looked down at its shiny keyboard 

and I contemplated calling Eleanor. This was big. Once we‟d identified the bottleneck in 

our multi-project system, then I was positive – absolutely positive – that we would be able 

to lift our game even further. We‟d follow Goldratt‟s five-step process – identify, exploit, 

subordinate, elevate, and repeat – and we‟d figure out how to deliver more projects to 

Harry, or Mark, or whoever happened to be running this place.  

More money meant I was more valuable to CCXGroup and they couldn‟t let me go. 

We could measure money, we could count the coins. We‟d need to work out the details, 

but they were just that – details. I‟d need to talk to Eleanor about it. I needed to ensure 

that she and I got credit for this innovation, not Harry, not Mark.  

But hold on Stevie boy, I thought, You’re getting ahead of yourself again. I‟d be foolhardy to 

call Eleanor without a plan, a solid plan. I put my phone away and quickly wolfed down 

my sandwich. I needed to get back to the office and talk to my managers. I stood up to go. 

I had to hunt down a video within the next hour. 

I stood up and stretched the kinks out of my back. As I stood there I looked at the 

bridge one more time, marveling at how similar the problems were in two such different 

domains. I watched for a moment or two longer. From that distance I could clearly see a 

surprisingly long queue of a dozen, perhaps more, cars queuing up at the end of the 

eastern most of the three roads which converged just before the tollbooths. The other two 

lanes were empty.  

How odd.  

From this distance I couldn‟t see any reason why the cars should need to wait. Then I 

realized what was happening. Presumably they were waiting for their traffic lights to 

change to green. One of the other two lanes – both of which were empty – must still have a 

green light. I guess the lights had the same sequencing during the middle of the day when 

traffic was light as they did during the peak hour when it made sense to run them in big 

batches.  

The traffic lights were working in big batches. But they didn‟t need to. Not at that time 

of day.  

I sat down again without taking my focus off the bridge. I started counting. Roughly 

twenty-five seconds later the traffic lights changed. I started counting again and watched 

as the other two lanes slowly filled up with more and more traffic. Three minutes passed, 

roughly, before the lights changed again. 

I wondered…just how stupid could I be?  

I was suddenly relieved that Craig didn‟t pick up when I called him a few minutes 
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earlier. He would have reminded me of a few things I should have known without asking. 

He‟d have said that my current constraint wasn‟t a physical bottleneck, but a policy, a rule 

– a rule that, like the traffic light sequence, made sense at one time, but no longer did. He 

would have reminded me that the waterfall model worked in one big batch which delayed 

the flow of cash into CCXCO. He would have said working in this big batch caused us to 

expend huge amounts of effort doing rework and building low-value features. He would 

have reminded me that I had a solution for that. He would have told me that only then, 

when we were working in much smaller batches of work – i.e. incrementally – would we 

be able to see where the bottleneck was.  

Craig wouldn‟t have said anything directly, but I know he would have been 

disappointed that I‟d even had to ask him.  

But where did that leave me?  

Sure, I already knew my constraint and I already had a solution in hand. Once we 

rolled out our inverted pyramid approach to all our teams, the amount of work in process 

within my department would drop hugely, the flow of work through our department 

would even out and our true bottleneck would – most likely – be revealed.  

That was great, in theory, but I had already decided that I couldn‟t rush out and 

convert all of my teams to the incremental approach. Maria‟s experience had shown me 

that some bits were going to be easy…but it had also served as a warning that we were 

going to uncover problems as we went. I needed to ensure that we didn‟t flood ourselves 

with problems. That was going to take time…and I didn‟t have a lot of time.  

I closed my eyes and tried to imagine what this new world would be like…and I 

couldn‟t. I was going to have to talk to my team. 

I stood up and started walking back to the office. My navel contemplation was over for 

the day – and hopefully for much longer. 
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Rock 49 Finite Capacity – Paul’s Two Actions. 
 

 

That afternoon. 

I walked to the corner of the conference room, loosened my tie and pulled myself up 

to sit on the ledge atop the cupboards running along the back of the room. I would have 

taken my shoes off, but loosening my tie was already radical enough behavior for 

CCXCO. Someone wise once wrote that each person, however civilized now, was just two 

days of hunger away from theft, and four days away from murder. We felt the same at 

CCXCO – a loosened tie today could lead to mismatched socks next week and rampant 

orgies in the stairwells by the end of the year. You could never be too cautious. 

I turned to face my management team, making sure I made eye contact with each of 

them before ending at Paul. 

„Paul, you had two actions from the salary review meeting. Can you tell me where the 

group is at with those, please?‟ 

„The first action was to organize a meeting where we, as a group, come up with offers 

which delight our customers. Well, Steve, we had the meeting a couple of weeks ago but – 

to be honest – it was hard work and nothing much came out of it.‟ 

Jackie, never short of an opinion, said, „We tried, Steve, we really tried, but we just 

kept going around and around in circles. To be honest with you, I just don‟t think we‟re 

used to thinking that way. We deliver projects, we don‟t invent them.‟ 

She sounded disappointed in herself. She‟d made an important distinction: we, in 

software development, with our big backlog of work, were used to working on requests 

made by others. I‟d asked them to come up with offers – and not just any old type of offer, 

a compelling offer. That wasn‟t how we normally worked, but I knew deep down inside 

that we needed to transform ourselves into a team of offer makers as well as request 

fulfillers.  

I nodded, thoughtfully. „I understand, Jackie, and everyone else. Thank you everyone 

for trying. It was worth a go.‟ 

I turned to Paul and said, „And how about the second action point?‟ 

Paul said, „My second action point was to co-ordinate the collation of a list of the 

blockers that were causing our teams noticeable delays – the teams or resources that were 

holding up our development list.‟ 

He handed out a stack of papers which he divided in two and sent scuttling around 

the room in both directions. He kept back two copies – one for himself and one for me.  

 Once everyone had a copy, he said, „We‟ve grouped them. The first group consists of 
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the DBA team, the CORETRAN team and, to a far lesser extent, our operations team. 

They‟re all teams which have big queues of work waiting in front of them so when one of 

our development teams ask them to do something, our request goes at the end of the 

queue. The second group is made up of teams and one particular person where we felt 

like we had a lack of staff. They include the lack of testing resources in general, the lack of 

engaged customers, the lack of actuaries and finally – a surprise, last-minute entry – the 

lack of Ron.‟ 

Everyone looked at Ron and he smiled back at them sheepishly. I‟d not actually 

considered Ron as a bottleneck, but he was, of course. There were many pieces of work 

that needed Ron‟s input or approval before they could continue.  

I mulled over the other items in the list for a moment.  

I took out my pen and quickly crossed off the four blockers that didn‟t bother me: the 

DBA team, the operations team, testing resource and lack of engaged customers. They 

might be the bottleneck, but I felt comfortable that we could easily take actions to ensure 

that they weren‟t the bottleneck. 

 

 DBA team 

 the CORETRAN team 

 our operations team 

 

 testing resource 

 lack of engaged customers 

 the lack of actuaries 

 Ron 

 

Only one of the items on Paul‟s list was project specific – the lack of engaged 

customers. Each project dealt with a different customer or set of customers. I knew that 

provided our compelling offer was indeed compelling, then gaining a strong commitment 

from each sponsor to provide suitable skilled and available customers for our projects 

would be far easier than it had been. Maria‟s discussion with Claire Best had showed that 

it could work, provided we framed our argument properly. I had also resolved to refuse to 

start or continue any projects if the business didn‟t provide us with an abundance of 

skilled and engaged customers to steer our vehicle. 

I figured the same argument would work for our testing teams too. There as no doubt 

that testing was a skill, but the best testers also needed a strong understanding of how the 

systems they used should and shouldn‟t work. If we were short of testers, then we could 

quickly train up experienced business folk to do the job, with guidance of course from our 

professional testers. That‟s what I‟d done at the start of VSP – it was one of Paul‟s war 

room conditions. I was hopeful that with time Phil would figure out how to automate 

more of our testing in the same way he‟d done with the VSP calculations.  

Time would tell how these things would pan out, but I was optimistic. I was relieved 

to hear that the other blockers were not project specific, and that I had some influence over 
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how we worked with them. That gave me hope. 

I reminded myself that these weren‟t the only potential bottlenecks – it could be some 

of the other project specific roles like a shortage of analysts, developers, or even a specific 

type of developer. My gut told me that it was most likely one of the remaining three items 

on the list. But…what did my gut know? 

„Okay. That‟s good work. Before we consider the list further, I want us all to watch a 

short video clip.‟ 

Carol, my PA, was sitting at the back of the room ready to take minutes. I caught her 

attention and signaled for her to switch the projector on. She flicked a switch and 

moments later the screen showed the first grainy frame of a very old I love Lucy episode 

called the “Chocolate factory”.11 

I said, „Most of you will be too young to remember this‟.‟ To be fair I was too young 

too – Craig, who was younger than I, had pointed the video out, and that I could 

download it from the Internet. He said he found it useful when he did training. 

I nodded to Carol, she clicked play and we all sat back and watched as the farce 

unfolded in front of us on the big screen. I shoulda brought popcorn.  

Lucy and Ethel were on their first day at work in a chocolate factory. The boss quickly 

gave them instructions, left and then the factory line started rolling. The little sweets 

rolled out on the assembly line and the two characters carefully packed the chocolates into 

nice little boxes. As we watched though, within a few seconds, the line started to speed up 

until it was going too fast for the women and they couldn‟t pack the chocolates properly. 

They quickly became flustered, cakes rushed past them, they ate some, they hid them 

under their hats, but they were soon utterly overwhelmed, and in the traditional of old 

sitcoms, an innocent type of hilarity ensued. 

Once the video stopped running my team turned back to face me. 

I asked them, „You are all experienced managers, so tell me, if you were managing this 

part of the factory, what would you do?‟ 

One of my managers said, „The first step would be to slow down the line so that it ran 

at the correct speed for the two woman to work without making mistakes.‟  

„And then,‟ said another, „you could add more staff.‟  

Jackie added, „But first, before you add more staff, you‟d want to give the two women 

a little training so that they could work faster. They were thrown in at the deep end.‟  

I hopped down off the bench and went to the whiteboard, where I explained the 

concept of a bottleneck and Goldratt‟s five focusing steps. 

„Good,‟ I said. „Let me summarize. Your first step would be to identify the bottleneck – 

Lucy and Ethel in this case – and you‟d confirm to yourself that if you wanted to increase 

your system‟s output – that is, produce more chocolates in this case – then the only place 

to focus is on those chocolates. 

„Then you would figure out how to squeeze as much out of them as you could – a little 

                                                 

11 You can easily find the video by searching one of the well-known Internet video sites for “Lucy chocolate 
factory” or similar. You‟ll know it when you see it. 
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bit of training, as Jackie said. Goldratt calls this exploiting the constraint. You may also 

want to do simple things like have someone take Lucy and Ethel‟s places when they go for 

breaks. It‟s little things like this which don‟t cost much, if anything, but can have a huge 

impact on the system‟s productivity. 

„Then you‟d want to slow down the rest of the factory so it worked at a speed which 

got the best out of the bottleneck. Rather than pushing work through and overwhelming 

Lucy and Ethel, you‟d want to pull work through at a sustainable pace.  

„And then, if that wasn‟t enough you‟d want to employ more staff to work at the 

bottleneck. But when you do these things you‟ve always got to be on the look out to check 

that the bottleneck hasn‟t moved. If it has moved, then you‟ve got to start the process 

again. That can get messy, so we‟d want to avoid it.‟ 
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Rock 50 Where is our Bottleneck? 
 

 

I took a deep breath and looked around the table, then I asked my management team a 

question which I should have asked years ago, „Given that we are a multi-project system, 

where is our constraint?‟ 

Jackie said, „Huh?‟ 

I tried again, „We are a system, just like Lucy and Ethel‟s factory is a system. Except 

that our system processes software features, their system processes chocolates. The 

chocolate factory has a bottleneck. We have a bottleneck. The bottleneck is the resource – 

perhaps an individual, perhaps a team, perhaps something else – which has less capacity 

than all the others. So where‟s our bottleneck? 

Jackie shrugged, „No idea, Steve.‟ 

I looked around the table and saw a uniformity of blank faces. I didn‟t know the 

answer, and I was glad they didn‟t either. I wanted them to experience the frustration of 

not knowing. It would be important in getting their buy-in.‟ 

Paul asked, „Would a picture help?‟ 

Jackie nodded so Paul stood up, went to the flip chart, turned to a blank page and 

started drawing circles at the top.  

„We start with many customers,‟ he said as he quickly sketched a number of small 

circles at the top of the page. „They give us,‟ – he drew a large circle in the middle of the 

page – „many requirements,‟ – he joined the small circles to the large circle with arrows – 

„which we process, turning them into working software.‟ Strangely, he represented the 

working software as a floppy disk.  

„Simple input-processing-output,‟ he said. „Input from the customer, processing by us, 

and output.‟ He drew a few more circles. „But to complicate things, inside this big circle, 

which represents us, we have a number of different roles – analysts, developers, testers, 

designers, DBAs, the folks in operations, even managers – and the work flows between 

us.‟ He drew a little circle for each role – labeling them accordingly – inside the big circle 

then added a lot of arrows going between the smaller circles.  

„What Steve is saying is that one of these little circles is the bottleneck for the whole 

system.‟  

Paul continued, „To give you another example. We – the IT department – are the 

CCXCO‟s bottleneck for new innovations. You can tell that because our business 

customers have a huge pile of projects, big and small, waiting to be worked on. Their 

demand is considerably greater than our capacity to supply.‟ 
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He then drew a whole bunch of qqqqqqqqqqqs beside each customer which, I guessed, 

represented queues of requirements waiting to be worked on. 

We all studied the diagram. It wouldn‟t win any art awards, but it was workable. 

Maria said, „Is it the DBAs? They‟re certainly a bottleneck for me. Our projects are 

always waiting for them.‟ 

I said, „Might be, I don‟t know. A long backlog of work is a definite symptom of a 

bottleneck. But didn‟t you also say that you had a queue of work backlogged behind you?‟ 

„Yes, I do…but I don‟t think I‟m the bottleneck for the entire system. I mean, my team 

isn‟t holding up VSP for example because we have nothing to do with them. In fact, we 

only have one customer so I can‟t see how we are bottleneck for anyone but them.‟ 

„Okay. So perhaps having a backlog of work isn‟t a sure sign that you‟re the system‟s 

bottleneck.‟  

Maria said, „I still think the DBAs are our bottleneck though. If we had more time from 

the DBAs, then we‟d definitely produce more work. I mean,‟ she said looking around the 

room at her colleagues, „is there anyone in the room who isn‟t constantly waiting for DBAs 

to do work for you?‟ 

Most nodded, but a few didn‟t. Perhaps they were just a time-trap, not a bottleneck. 

Ron said, gruffly, „It doesn‟t matter if the DBAs are or aren‟t the bottleneck. It‟s very 

easy to fix. Just like you‟ve done on the VSP and NSSP, get the developers on your teams 

on a beginner‟s level DBA training course. The DBAs have already had the security 

permissions changed so that your developers can do the basic DBA work on their 

development systems. Now that Paul is free, surely we can just set this in motion, Steve?‟ 

Jorge, another of my managers, said quietly, „We‟d need training first.‟ 

I said, „If someone is willing to organize an internal course, then I‟ve got enough 

training budget to pay for it.‟ 

Maria instantly volunteered.  

„Thanks,‟ I said to her, then turned to face everyone. „Your DBAs will love you for this 

by the way. It‟ll free up their time to concentrate on the big stuff.‟  

„So will your developers,‟ said Paul. „It might sound daft, but if you get your 

developers to do 80% of the work which the DBAs used to do, then they‟ll not only avoid 

an awful lot of waiting time, but they‟ll also free up more of their own time.‟  

I looked around the room and smiled to myself as a few eyebrows were raised at the 

suggestion. 

Paul said, „Guys, what I‟m saying is that it‟ll save them time! That‟s what we found in 

VSP. It took our developers longer to write the requests to the DBAs and organize the 

work to be done than it did for the DBAs to do the work.‟ 

Ron added, with some enthusiasm, „Plus, I also know for a fact that many of our 

developers often follow the path of least resistance and design their software in a way 

which means that they avoid dealing with the DBAs. That usually results in poorly 

designed code.‟ 

Ron‟s face dropped when he realized that most of his colleagues were automatically 

ignoring him. Sadly, he didn‟t have many friends in the room. 
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„That‟s an important point, Ron. Thanks,‟ I said. „If the code‟s hard to work on, then 

it‟s hard to change and we are less productive.‟ 

I said to Maria, „I don‟t think that the DBAs are currently the bottleneck for the entire 

system and, for sure, they won‟t be once your teams start taking work back from them. I 

suspect that the DBAs are a “time-trap” – work gets stuck in front of the DBAs, and while 

we‟d get stuff done faster by reducing their queue, we wouldn‟t necessarily get more 

work done. My gut says that if I asked myself if we could deliver considerably more 

projects to CCXCO by adding more DBAs – say we doubled the number – then I have to 

answer “no”.‟ 

Jackie said, „I don‟t understand the difference between a bottleneck and time-trap.‟ 

Paul jumped in with an answer. „Think of Lucy and Ethel. Say they could comfortably 

wrap 300 chocolates each per hour. If they are indeed the bottleneck, then that means that 

the entire system can only produce 600 units per hour. That‟s ten units per minute – or one 

unit every six seconds. But imagine that before the chocolates get to Lucy and Ethel they 

have to be baked in an oven for thirty minutes. Are you with me so far?‟ 

„Yes,‟ said Jackie. „But it‟s clear to me that you don‟t spend much time in the kitchen. 

You don‟t bake chocolates. They‟d melt.‟ 

„Okay, whatever. But let‟s say, for the sake of argument, that the oven can bake two 

batches, each of up to 3,000 units per batch, each hour. Is it the bottleneck?‟ 

She did the math. „No. Of course not. It processes up to 6,000 units per hour, but Lucy 

and Ethel can only wrap 600 units per hour.‟ 

„Correct. But do you see why it‟s a time-trap?‟ 

„It‟s because if you look at any one cake it takes thirty minutes in this fictitious oven 

but, what…only twelve seconds being wrapped?‟ 

„Exactly. If you want to ship more chocolates out of the factory, then you need to focus 

on making the bottleneck, Lucy and Ethel, more productive. If you want to reduce the 

time to process the chocolates, then you need to work on reducing the time spent cooking 

in the oven.‟ 

Jackie asked, „But the bottleneck and the time-trap could be the same thing, right?‟ 

Paul said, „Yes.‟ 

Jackie said, „How does that help me? I don‟t see any big ovens out there in the office.‟ 

I looked at the clock on the wall. We were doing okay for time. I was concerned this 

line of discussion was moving too far into the details, but while we had time to spare, I 

decided to let it run on. 

Jorge said, with a little frustration in his voice, „We don‟t literally have any ovens, 

Jackie, but we do have several examples where we need to work in big batches. That‟s the 

point of the oven example, isn‟t it, Paul? If Lucy and Ethel‟s factory produced different 

types of chocolates and each type had to be baked at different temperatures, then the long 

baking time would cause all sorts of delays, and it‟d screw up the flow of work through 

the factory. Isn‟t that exactly why Steve wants us to switch from the big-batch waterfall 

approach to the small-batch incremental approach?‟ 

„I can see that, but I can‟t see how this will help elsewhere?‟  
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Jorge said, „We‟ve already solved the DBA problem, okay, but there‟s another way we 

could have solved it.‟ 

Really?  

Jorge said, „The DBAs hate it when we make lots of little requests of them and they ask 

us to give them larger requests with lots of tasks instead. In other words, they prefer big 

batches to little batches, right?‟ 

„Right,‟ said Jackie. 

„You can understand why they prefer to work that way – it‟s easier for them. They 

want to avoid much of the set-up and administrative overhead work – things like taking 

backups, filling out the work request system, and so on – which they have to do for each 

and every request we send them, regardless of how many tasks are included in each 

request. They simply want to minimize the amount of time they spend doing their 

overhead work and maximize the amount of time they spend completing the work we ask 

them to do. They just want to be as efficient as possible.  

I was surprised at how quickly Jorge had picked up these concepts.  

He said, „But you see the problem? By working this way it means that we have to wait 

longer for each of our tasks to be completed.‟ 

Jackie nodded. So did I. 

„Now let me ask you, Jackie, my friend. Did you notice how Paul‟s made-up example 

of the oven is different to our real-life DBA example? Did you see how each chocolate is 

actually being worked on for the full thirty minutes that it is in the oven whereas when we 

package up a large number of tasks into a large batch for our DBAs to work on, each task 

is only being worked on for a small amount of the total time it is with the DBA team, the 

rest of the time it‟s just waiting for the other tasks to be done?‟ 

Jackie nodded again. So did I. I‟d not spotted the difference.  

I looked around the table and everyone else in the room seemed to be hanging on to 

Jorge‟s every word. 

„Now, tell me, Jackie, what if someone like Steve went to the DBAs with his big stick 

and said to them that even if they accomplished nothing else during the next week, he 

wanted them to figure out how to do two things. The first thing is to figure out a way 

where they can reduce considerably the amount of overhead and admin they need to do 

for each batch. Now tell me, Jackie, if Steve did this, do you think they‟d find a way?‟ 

Jackie smiled, „Of course they would – provided Steve lit a fire under them.‟  

She turned to face me and smiled. „Heck, Steve, I‟d lend you my cigarette lighter if I 

thought it would help.‟ 

„Good. I agree,‟ said Jorge. „All they‟d need is someone to focus their attention 

correctly. It‟s not likely to be difficult. But what if they couldn‟t find something? That‟s the 

second thing they‟d need to do – they‟d need to figure out how they could break each 

large batch into smaller chunks, work on those one at a time, and then give them back to 

us before they‟d finished the whole batch. Restaurants serve three or more courses for 

each meal, why can‟t the DBAs work the same way?‟ 

Jackie said, „Okay, I geddit. Smaller batches make work flow faster; bigger batches 
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makes work flow slower. But it doesn‟t really matter now, does it? I don‟t think that the 

DBAs are the bottleneck, and they won‟t be a time-trap for long – not once we‟ve started 

doing much of their work for them.‟  

„True,‟ said Jorge. „But lots of other teams work that way too – the actuaries are a good 

example. The operations team. Our web design team too. What about legal? They all like 

to work in big batches. It‟s human nature.‟ 
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Rock 51 Who is the True Constraint? CORETRAN? 
 

 

I asked, „So if it‟s not the DBAs, then who is, or will soon be, the true constraint?‟ 

I looked around the table. I still didn‟t know. I was in good company. It was absolutely 

clear to me from the looks on their faces that my team didn‟t have a clue either.  

Paul looked at me and said cautiously, „Steve. Maybe, I wonder, perhaps we‟re going 

about this the wrong way? I mean to say, isn‟t our current constraint the fact we‟re still 

using the waterfall approach? If we stopped doing that on all our medium to large 

projects, then we would definitely deliver more projects. Considerably more, I‟d bet.‟ 

„Absolutely!‟ said Maria. 

Good work, Paul. I feigned ignorance. I wanted my team to draw out the implications. 

„What do you mean?‟ 

Maria said, „Well it‟s obvious, isn‟t it?‟ She looked around the table and held her hands 

out as if she were pleading her case, „It‟s all the rework, the overruns. Projects are going to 

finish sooner if we switch to the incremental approach. If you want to get more projects 

delivered, then we all need to start working incrementally as soon as possible. That‟s what 

I‟ve done.‟ 

I nodded thoughtfully. „Okay. We are definitely going to roll out the new approach, 

but I don‟t want to do it too quickly. Each new project has to be a success or the approach 

will lose credibility.‟ 

Maria‟s face dropped.  

„You‟re right though, Maria. We do need to convert as quickly as possible, but not 

quicker than is sensible. But before we do that, I still need to know where our bottleneck 

is.‟ 

Maria said, „I don‟t know what the answer to that question is.‟ 

„Can you simulate it? Roll forward in your minds six months and imagine that we‟re 

all working incrementally. Where is work getting stuck?‟ 

I looked around the table, giving each of them a minute to astound me.  

Nothing. 

Jorge said, „It‟s too hard.‟ 

Ron, who‟d been quiet for some time, turned to me and said, „Steve. We are going 

about this all wrong.‟ 

Really? I raised my eyebrows in response.  

He said, „It is simply too hard to roll out minds forward, trying to imagine what it will 

be like in the future. It‟s a pointless exercise. Besides, there‟s an easier way. We don‟t need 
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to roll our minds forward, we need to roll our minds back. Back to before we started VSP. 

Back to the good old days.‟ 

My eyebrows dropped again into a frown. I didn‟t know what he meant. 

„Look, Steve, VSP is an anomaly, but it‟s about to disappear. It is an enormous project 

when compared to all the projects we normally do. I mean to say, it‟s using more of your 

staff than all the other projects put together. But it is about to shrink, and in a few months 

disappear completely. I know it‟s not the same thing as doing a full conversion to your 

incremental pyramid approach, but just getting rid of VSP will get us halfway to where 

you want to go.‟ 

 „Okay,‟ I said, cautiously, absorbing what he was saying. It was a very good point. 

The moment we stopped working on VSP, the place would look very different. I said, 

„That makes sense, but I don‟t understand what you mean by rolling our minds back 

rather than rolling them forward.‟ 

Ron rolled his eyes then took a deep breath. He said, „We all need to roll our minds 

back to what it was like two years ago, before we‟d even heard of VSP. If we do that, it 

will be much easier to imagine where the bottleneck is. We‟re much better at remembering 

than we are at imagining. What were we complaining about most two years ago?‟ 

I nodded slowly. That made more sense than I cared to admit.  

Maria said, „Well, in that case, the bottleneck definitely used to be the CORETRAN 

team – they had, and still have – an impossibly long backlog of work behind them.‟ 

Sanjiv, who managed the CORETRAN team, said, „Yes. That‟s quite likely. You all 

know about our particular problems.‟ 

Jackie said, „And it‟s not just isolated to Maria‟s team. I suffer the same problem. We 

always try to rework our designs so we avoid CORETRAN work if we possibly can, and 

they don‟t hold us up anymore.‟  

„Same here,‟ said someone else. „In fact, our customers have developed pretty strong 

instincts for which work requires CORETRAN changes and which doesn‟t, and many of 

our business customers simply don‟t ask for work that touches CORETRAN. It‟s just not 

worth their time waiting.‟ 

„Same here,‟ said another. 

„Ditto,‟ said yet another. 

Maria added, „My team always does just enough upfront work to get the CORETRAN 

work request submitted to Sanjiv, and then we delay our own development work so that it 

happens at about the same time as the CORETRAN work. It makes things a whole lot 

easier.‟ 

„So,‟ I said. „It sounds like the CORETRAN team is a strong candidate for bottleneck.‟ 

Or, I thought, it would definitely be the bottleneck if the long delays waiting for 

CORETRAN time hadn‟t reduced the demand on them so much.  

„Maria, two years ago, if we had managed to speed up CORETRAN work, would you 

get more projects delivered?‟ 

She considered this question for a moment and said, „Maybe, Maybe not. I suspect that 

we‟d just end up working on more projects which required CORETRAN work. Or maybe, 
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we‟d work on a different mix of projects. Presumably if the wait for CORETRAN dropped, 

then some projects would become more valuable to the business than they previously 

were.‟ 

Interesting… 

I leaned forward and asked, „How much more valuable, Maria?‟ 

„Oh, much more. Let me put it this way, if our customers knew that they could get 

work through CORETRAN much faster, then I‟m sure we‟d be working on a very 

different mixture of projects.‟ 

„Come on, the delay can‟t be that bad, can it?‟ 

I looked to Sanjiv for an answer. 

Sanjiv said, „If you forget about all of the VSP work we‟ve been working on, the other 

work requests have been waiting to be worked on from anywhere between five and fifteen 

months.‟ 

He said, „Ignoring VSP, there are two main types of project. The first kind are the 

important projects where the business is willing to tolerate the delays and are thankful to 

get the software delivered as soon as they can. The second kind of work is where the 

business is not so fast-moving, the requests are not so urgent and the customers don‟t 

mind waiting.‟  

Ron said, „There‟s a third kind, Sanjiv: projects that don‟t even appear on your radar 

because the delay just means it‟s not worth doing the project. An example would be 

projects where speed to market is a key factor in the project‟s return on investment, but 

the long wait for CORETRAN time meant that the project would not get to market quick 

enough.‟  

I looked at Ron. He grinned back at me smugly. Smugly? What was the grumpy old 

bastard looking so smug about? He was obviously a couple of steps ahead of me. Why the 

hell was he looking so pleased with himself? 

I played back what Sanjiv had just said. If I‟d heard him correctly, then he was saying 

that he was sometimes working on very low-priority work – where the customers didn‟t 

mind waiting – while very important work – where the customer barely tolerated the 

delay – sat waiting.  

Fuck it! Ron was right all along and he knew it. I could almost hear the cash registers 

in Harry Nelson‟s office ching, ching, chinging away. 

I looked at Sanjiv, aghast.  

I quickly asked Sanjiv, „What mix would it be between the two types of project you do 

work on?‟ 

He didn‟t know, but Maria said, „I don‟t know for sure. Maybe fifty-fifty. You‟d have 

to ask the project office – they‟re the ones who know that kind of stuff. They just dish out 

the work to me and I get my team to do it.‟ 

I looked towards Ron to see if he had any idea, but he just smiled at me, basking in his 

moment, in full knowledge that only he and I knew what was going on. 

I ignored him for a moment and turned to look around the table. „Who here has project 

work which requires CORETRAN work?‟ 
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Almost everyone‟s hands went up.  

„And who would get more project work delivered if you could just get more work 

through the CORETRAN team?‟ 

Not a single one of them lowered their hand. 

We‟d just found our bottleneck. Or one of them – the projects which didn‟t require 

CORETRAN work must also have a bottleneck, but I didn‟t care about them, there were 

very few of them.  

The folks in our project office didn‟t know it yet, but they were soon going to be 

watching a video of two women working in a chocolate factory.  

Suddenly it hit me. Ron had been one-hundred-percent correct; rewriting the 

CORETRAN system would squeeze more work – and more money – out of our entire 

department. That was where we had to focus, but that was going to take too long to show 

results. Sanjiv had just presented us with another way – an even easier and quicker way – 

of making more money. 

I turned to Sanjiv. „How do you currently prioritize your backlog of projects and work 

requests?‟ 

„Unless it‟s for a big, high-priority project like VSP – which is unusual – or for the 

occasional emergency, it‟s done purely on a first come first served basis. That seems 

fairest. The work requests come to us from the other projects and we tackle them in that 

order.‟ 

Yee Gods! What did fairness have to do with it?  

I flashed back to a comment someone had made at the salary review meeting: they‟d 

said that they were sick of sitting in slow traffic on a congested freeway while VSP rushed 

by, sirens blaring, like paramedics using the emergency lane. The CORETRAN team had 

to be working on the most important work, the projects which gave CCXCO the biggest 

bang for its buck. Otherwise it was like forcing the ambulance to sit in the queuing traffic 

while people died. Fairness didn‟t come into it.  

„Look. I know that a good number of you live across the river like I do. You travel 

across the toll bridge just like I do. Now, I want all of you to imagine that the tollbooths 

are the bottleneck for getting across the bridge each night. Sounds reasonable, doesn‟t it?‟ 

I looked around the table to make sure they were all with me. Everyone nodded their 

agreement. 

„Now, I want you to imagine that I am in charge of the bridge and it works differently 

to what it currently does. Imagine that I get paid each time a vehicle gets across the bridge 

and that I get paid a different amount depending on the type of vehicle – and the differences can be 

huge; I get paid much, much more for some vehicles than I do for others. Now, let‟s just say that 

I‟m entirely motivated by making as much money as possible and that fairness doesn‟t 

come into it. How should I manage my bridge?‟ 

Jackie answered, „Well, that‟s obvious, you‟d give preference to the vehicles which pay 

you the most. You‟d probably set up separate lanes for them so that they can get across the 

bridge much sooner. Otherwise they might choose to take the long way around if it‟s 

faster for them.‟ 
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Maria said, „It‟s not as simple as that though, is it? Say some of the highest value 

vehicles took considerably longer to get through the tollbooths and over the bridge, you 

might be able to make more money by letting more lower value vehicles through first.‟ 

Jackie said, „You mean like if you had a big truck with a house on the back? That sort 

of thing?‟ 

„Exactly,‟ said Maria.  

Jorge said, „So you need to prioritize the vehicles according to both the value of each 

vehicle and the time it spends in the bottleneck.‟ 

I said, „That‟s right. We are going to have to do the same with our projects.‟  

I suddenly had a horrible thought about VSP. There was no doubt that it had huge 

value to CCXCO, but it had also tied up a huge amount of the CORETRAN team‟s time, 

preventing many other projects being started, and it delayed many others. I wondered if 

VSP would have ever got off the ground if we had been able to say to Harry that he could 

have one VSP or one hundred other lower value projects. I had no idea. I suspected it 

would, but that was just a guess, and maybe wishful thinking. Whatever the answer, that 

was the sort of question I needed to be able to both ask and answer. 

„Okay, Sanjiv. You remember prioritize-deliver-repeat? I talked about it earlier. You 

need to start prioritizing the work in terms of business value. And Sanjiv, you need to 

start that tomorrow.‟ 

Sanjiv look horrified. „Why? What? How can I do that? I have no idea of business 

value. I only know the approximate effort that each request will take.‟ 

Of course, Sanjiv‟s team didn‟t work directly on projects. They did work for other 

projects. Just like the DBAs did. 

I looked at Maria and she said, „Don‟t look at me either. I just work on the stuff I‟m 

given.‟ 

I looked at Ron, and he looked straight back at me. 

„No, no, you‟re right, Sanjiv. You aren‟t in a position to prioritize, and nor are any of 

the IT teams. The only people in a position to do that are in our project office. They 

currently handle the project prioritization, but they‟re not taking into account how much 

CORETRAN effort each project or work request requires. I‟ll need to talk to them to 

ensure that they release projects in the order that will squeeze the most dollars of project 

work out of your team each week.‟  

I bit down on my lip as I thought about this for a moment. It  was a lot easier said than 

done. Once the project office ran the numbers, they‟d see my point of view. And shortly 

after they‟d realized that they‟d need to reprioritize the order in which we tackled our 

projects. They‟d also realize that they‟d be the messengers making winners of some 

powerful people as their projects moved up the list, and making enemies of others as their 

projects got moved down the list or – just as likely – even got bumped off the list. Damn. 

This wasn‟t going to be easy at all. No. I‟d have to take this higher. This was something 

that I‟d have to take to Harry Nelson himself.  

Or even better, Eleanor and I could take this to Harry, together.  

But first, I was going to need to find some examples of where our current 
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prioritization process was losing CCXCO money – projects that we were working on, but 

shouldn‟t be and projects we weren‟t working on, but should be. Eleanor and I needed to 

walk into Harry‟s office and throw a pile of gold nuggets down on his desk in front of him 

and say, “There‟s gold in them there hills.” 

I thought out loud for a few minutes. „Okay, everyone, the good news is that with a 

few rule changes we can start pumping more money out of this company. Give us a few 

months and people will stop referring to as a black hole, a cost center, and they’ll be 

talking about us like we are a gold mine. The bad news is that we‟re going to have to do 

a little prep work. 

„Paul and I will work with the project office to propose new prioritization rules. It‟ll 

take us a while. To do that we‟ll need to know how much CORETRAN work is involved 

in each project they have on their books – they will only need ballpark numbers so that 

won‟t be hard to do. We will also have to figure out how to schedule the release of new 

projects and work requests so that CORETRAN is always giving CCXCO the biggest bang 

for its buck.‟ 

They all nodded. 

„Sanjiv, I‟m going to need you, Paul and I to examine your current backlog of work 

requests, plus your list of the tasks your team is currently working on.‟  

I looked around the table. „We‟re almost certainly going to have to cull a number of 

projects which are on those lists. That‟ll mean that we‟re going to be canceling a few 

projects which have already started. That‟s going to piss some people off, but I‟ll run 

interference for that. 

„Three more things, Sanjiv. First, you are not to take on any work which doesn‟t come 

through the project office. Nothing. That includes any favors and any pet projects you 

might have. You may discover some improvement work which you can do in order to 

become more efficient – if you do, then go to Paul and he will help you prepare our case to 

present to the project office.‟ 

„Okay.‟ 

„Second, I want you to work on each work request with high intensity – work only a 

few requests at a time; start „em, then finish „em as quickly as you can. I expect your work 

list will be reprioritized frequently, and that will be harder to do if you are working on 

several requests at once.  

„And finally, I need you to get with Paul and Tim, help them to understand how you 

work, and then ask them for help. You may be surprised with what we‟ve learned during 

the last few months.‟ 

Sanjiv nodded. I knew from bitter experience that he was the sort of guy who didn‟t 

like taking advice from others so I turned to Carol, who‟d been taking minutes at the back 

of the room. „Can you book a check meeting with Sanjiv, Paul, Tim and I for two weeks 

time?‟ 

A few moments later I turned to Jorge, „Can you join us as well?‟ 

He nodded eagerly.  

„And Ron?‟ 
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„You want me to drop everything else and focus on CORETRAN work?‟ 

„Exactly.‟ 

He nodded. Our highly paid janitor had been waiting for this moment for years. 

I said nothing for a few moments while I collected my thoughts. 

„Good work, everyone.‟ 
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Rock 52 CORETRAN Rev-up 
 

 

A couple of days later I met with Paul and Tim for our weekly VSP update. Things 

were going well, as I expected. I asked Tim to get together with Catherine to plan our 

post-launch celebration party. Tim said that Catherine was already on to things.  

Paul said, „Mark has a very generous budget set aside for the party. I wish all project 

sponsors were like that.‟ 

„Me too,‟ I said. 

I could have pointed out that Mark‟s motivations were probably equally dividing 

between thanking the VSP staff and shouting out to the rest of CCXCO that VSP was such 

a success that it warranted a lavish party, but I didn‟t. As far as I was concerned Mark was 

one of the good guys.  

Instead I told Paul that VSP no longer required his services and that I needed him to 

focus one-hundred-percent on rolling out incremental approach to all of our teams. 

„Do you still want me to work with Sanjiv on the CORETRAN?‟ 

„Absolutely.‟ 

„Good. Tim and I met with him yesterday.‟ 

„How‟d that go?‟ 

Paul shrugged his shoulders and said, „Well…we have some good news and some bad 

news.‟ 

I mentally flipped a coin in my head and decided I felt like the good news first. The 

bad news was often more fun so I‟d leave that for last. 

Tim said, „Yes. The first bit of good news is that the CORETRAN team currently spend 

an excessive amount of their time doing rework. We‟re quite certain that we can cut that 

down by working in smaller chunks and adopting some of the testing practices we used in 

VSP.‟ 

Paul said, „Ron and Phil are convinced that they can also build a simple framework to 

automatically regression test some of the core CORETRAN functionality – just like we did 

with the actuaries calculations on VSP. Now that VSP is winding down, Phil is going to 

focus on that. He says it should save the team a lot of work. It‟s early days though, so I 

wouldn‟t get your hopes up.‟ 

„Good.‟ 

Tim said, „There is one other thing. It‟s just a small thing – Jorge spotted it – but we 

think it might end up being very important,‟ said Tim. He looked towards Paul as if he 

were unsure whether he should even bring it up. 
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Paul nodded earnestly. 

„Shoot,‟ I said. 

 „You know how the CORETRAN team does work for a lot of teams, and all of those 

teams are frustrated by how long it takes to get their work done?‟ 

„Ah ha.‟ 

„Well, it turns out that when Sanjiv first started managing his team, he was 

overwhelmed by his customers – that includes our IT people as well as our business 

customers – calling him up all the time and wanting to know how their particular piece of 

work was coming along. 

„He said that it felt like he was being nibbled to death by ducks. So, rather cleverly, he 

started issuing a weekly status report to all of his customers, and he made sure that each 

week every customer saw some progress on their tasks. He said that it was fairer way to 

treat them – but really, I think he was motivated by getting them off his back.‟ 

I nodded. „I can understand that.‟  

Paul elaborated, „The only trouble is that he has more customers and far more active 

work requests than he does staff.‟ 

„So?‟ 

„So each of his staff end up working on more than one task at a time, switching 

between them in order to show progress on each task. In other words, his team is now 

multitasking – switching between many tasks each week without necessarily finishing any 

of them.‟  

I looked across at the laptop sitting on my desk. Multitasking had revolutionized 

computing. It meant that my laptop, with its one processor, could give the illusion of 

doing many things at once and let me have my email client running in the background 

while I typed in my word processor, even though the processor could in fact only be 

working on one specific task at any given moment. Very clever. 

I looked back to Paul and said, simply, „Multitasking.‟ 

Craig had once mentioned multitasking. I was quite sure he wasn‟t fond of it, but I 

couldn‟t recall why.  

„What‟s wrong with that?‟ 

„Well,‟ said Tim, once again looking towards Paul for reassurance. „To sum up a very 

long conversation Paul and I had with Jorge, multitasking makes every single task take 

much longer to complete than it needs to.‟ 

That was a bold statement. I leaned forward in my chair.  

Tim held out his hand, palm up and fingers spread wide. „Say you are given five tasks 

to work on, each of which takes five days effort. If you work on just one task at a time then 

task one is finished after five days, task two after ten days, and so on until all five tasks are 

finished after twenty-five days.‟ 

„Right.‟ 

„Now say that you have a whole lot of customers who demand that you work on their 

tasks – because, of course, to them they are very high-priority. So, instead of working on 

task one completely before starting task two, you do one day on task one then switch to 
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task two, then one day on task two before switching to task three, and so on.‟ 

„I‟m with you. All of the work is done in twenty-five days, just as in the first case. I still 

don‟t see a problem.‟ 

„Well…the problem is that the estimate for each task – the number we put in our plans 

is twenty-five days, even though the actual effort is only five days.‟ 

„So? This is nothing new. What you are describing is common practice.‟ 

Tim said, frustration, in my voice, „But, Steve, don‟t you see? Don‟t you see that every 

task in your plan takes five times longer to complete? If this multitasking is widespread – 

and I‟m convinced that it is – then every single task in every single plan is going to take 

much longer to complete than it needs to.‟ 

Oh God, I thought. It was starting to dawn on me. 

I said, „And if every single task takes much longer, then every single project takes 

much longer…‟ 

„Exactly,‟ said Tim. 

Phil added, „And that extra duration doesn‟t even count the extra time it takes for the 

developers to reacquaint themselves with a partially completed task – the switching cost.‟ 

„Yee gods.‟ 

Hang on a minute, I thought. This was bad…but if we could figure out how to eliminate 

this multitasking then…then this was good. Very good. 

I said, „This is common, isn‟t it? It‟s not just the CORETRAN team, is it? Most of our 

teams work this way, don‟t they?‟ 

Paul and Tim both nodded.  

„And, it‟s not just us is it? Everyone else does this multitasking, don‟t they?‟ 

Tim, who had worked in a number of other CCX subsidiaries during his career, said 

that, as far as he knew, it was. 

„And from what I‟ve seen, Steve, it‟s very common – hell, it‟s ubiquitous – in every 

industry and every organization that I‟ve worked in,‟ said Paul. „Especially the 

organizations which use matrix management – which so many do.‟ 

„And,‟ I asked, „would it be reasonable to expect that the great majority of outsourcing 

vendors would also multitask?‟ 

They both nodded once more. 

„So, if we can significantly reduce the amount of multitasking in our projects then, 

compared to those outsourcing vendors – my competitors to give them a label – then we 

could deliver projects significantly faster for the same effort?‟ 

„Yeah,‟ said Tim, enthusiastically. „They say ten weeks, you say three. Or two, or five. 

Who knows? But you could blow them out of the water.‟ 

„Absolutely,‟ said Paul. „And if you take into account the switching costs, then we‟d 

require less effort.‟ 

„Excellent! That, my friends, is what Mark would call a significant competitive 

advantage, and Eleanor might refer to as ammunition.‟ 

Yes! Yes! Yes!  

Oh no, no, no. „Hang on a moment. If this is such a problem, then how come no one else 
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is making a big deal about it? How come it‟s so widespread and no one cares?‟ 

Paul said, „Oh that‟s simple. Look at Sanjiv. He had pain, he multitasked, he had no 

pain. Multitasking didn‟t cause him any pain.‟ 

Yes. He was right. I was Sanjiv‟s boss and multitasking hadn‟t caused me any pain 

either. Why? Because I was unaware of it, ignorance is bliss. It didn‟t cause our customers 

pain because they had no idea that it was bloating our estimates. And yet there it was, a 

behavior as common and as acceptable as smoking and opium usage once were. It was 

ignorance that made it acceptable.  

„Okay, how do we eliminate this vile beast?‟  

„Well…we don‟t multitasking on VSP,‟ said Tim. 

Really? „How come?‟ 

He said, „Two reasons. First, working in iterations means that we limit the amount of 

features and tasks that the team can work on at one time. Second, within each iteration, we 

insist that unless they have a very, very good reason to do otherwise, each person should 

only work on one task at a time, from start to finish.‟ 

Paul said, „That‟s one reason why our staff usually take lots less time to finish a task 

than they originally estimate. I told you about it earlier.‟ 

That made sense. I felt bad though because I realized that I never did make it to the 

VSP planning sessions. 

„Can we do the same in CORETRAN?‟ 

„We think you‟ve solved the problem already, Steve.‟ 

That was news to me. „I have?‟  

„You instructed Sanjiv to only ever work on a few work requests at a time. I know you 

did that because you thought his priorities would be changed a lot and you didn‟t want 

him wasting effort on work requests that might be started and then bumped down the list. 

That rule should be enough to reduce multitasking considerably, and it should get projects 

flowing through CORETRAN much faster.‟ 

I smiled, shrugged, and said, „I‟m far cleverer than I thought.‟ 

Paul said, „The only downside that Tim and I can see is that you‟re going to have to 

find a way to protect Sanjiv from the ducks when they start nibbling at his toes again.‟ 

I nodded. Our new prioritization rules could handle that and our project office could 

take the heat on behalf of Harry, or Mark, or whoever.  

I said nothing for a few minutes while I absorbed what I‟d heard so far.  

Our new prioritization rules would mean that we’d always be working on CCXCO’s most 

valuable projects and they would help us to reduce multitasking. The reduced multitasking meant 

that we would finish each project much sooner with less effort. The improved quality practices 

meant that’d we do considerably less rework, which meant an equivalent increase in the 

CORETRAN team’s capacity. That increase in capacity – which seemed to come for free – meant 

that we would deliver more projects during the same period of time. Our backlog of rework would 

decrease, which meant that each project would queue for less time before it started. That meant that 

each project would both start earlier and finish earlier and the cash would start flowing far, far 

sooner.  
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I closed my eyes and tried to fault my logic. I couldn‟t. I truly couldn‟t. My only 

concern was how I was going to sell the changes. They seemed too good to be true. 

I opened my eyes again, looked at Tim and Phil, then held my index finger up to my 

mouth and said, „Shhhh.‟ 

Paul and Tim looked at me oddly. 

„Can you hear that?‟ 

Tim shook his head. Paul screwed up his face. 

They couldn‟t hear it…but I could.  

It was the sound of the cash registers ringing in Harry‟s office: Ching, Ching, Ching. 
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Rock 53 Sanjiv is being a prick 
 

 

„So if that‟s the good news, what‟s the bad news?‟ 

Tim said, „Sanjiv is being a prick.‟ 

Those were unusually strong words for Tim. 

„What do you mean?‟ 

„Our Sanjiv is a very cagey and uncooperative fellow.‟ 

I‟d not heard any feedback like that about him before so I asked Tim to elaborate. 

Paul said, „He‟s acting very defensively. We did have a productive conversation, but it 

was like one of those good cop, bad cop interrogations you see in the movies.‟ 

Tim smiled, „I was the bad cop.‟ I hoped that Tim‟s new authority hadn‟t gone to his 

head. 

Paul said, „Ron works with Sanjiv a lot, so earlier this morning I asked him what he 

thought of Sanjiv. He said that Sanjiv is an excellent technician, but he‟s not really cut out 

to be a manager, at least not just yet.‟ 

I snorted. How many times had I said similar things about Ron? 

Paul said, „To be fair to Sanjiv, he has been doing a good job managing the 

CORETRAN team, up until now, because his job has mostly needed him to be a well-

organized and competent technician. He excels technically. But his job is about to change 

and I think he realizes, perhaps even only subconsciously just now, that he will shortly 

find himself out of his depth. He came across to us as being cagey and aggressive, but 

after having spoken to Ron I think that was just him putting on a strong face cover his 

nervousness.‟ 

I asked them both, „What should I do?‟ 

Tim answered emphatically, „Bump him. We can‟t afford a lightweight in that job right 

now.‟ 

Paul shook his head, „That‟s too drastic. He‟s a good guy, but he‟s suddenly found 

himself in the wrong job a bit too early in his career. I think that we could help him out, 

help him do his job better.‟ 

Tim shrugged and said, „It‟s your call, Steve.‟ 

I marveled at how the good cop and the bad cop seemed to have swapped places 

during the last few months. Tim had always been the touchy-feely guy with what we 

bizarrely called the “soft”, “people” skills; Paul was well known for being a hard 

taskmaster. And here they were unexpectedly dancing on opposite sides of the 

dichotomy. I guess it was inevitable that once Tim‟s job changed and he found himself 
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with more responsibility and accountability that he would become more concerned with 

the task side of things. And yet the opposite had happened to Paul; by working closely 

with Tim he had learned that he could achieve more when he looked out for the people 

working for him. 

Paul said, „Look, according to Ron, Sanjiv is the strongest technician in the 

CORETRAN team and, apart from Ron himself, Sanjiv knows more about CORETRAN 

and its inner workings than anyone else in the company. We can‟t just “bump him” – 

whatever that means.‟  

„Hang on, you two. You‟re both right. Tim, you‟re right that we need to get a strong 

manager in that role. Paul, you‟re right that we need to protect Sanjiv‟s dignity, and we 

need to use him for what he is best at. How can you do both?‟  

I listened as they discussed their conflict for a few minutes before they agreed that 

they should still “bump” Sanjiv, but “bump” him sideways into a more technical role 

where he would excel. They both agreed that we had to do it in a way that came to Sanjiv 

and his colleagues as being a pat on the back – which it was – for Sanjiv and not a 

demotion.  

I said, „I‟ll handle that last bit. Sanjiv doesn‟t know it yet, but he‟s just earned himself a 

promotion and a small, but symbolic, pay rise. I‟ll talk to him this afternoon. He will feel 

very good about himself afterwards. And, most important, he‟ll be doing what he enjoys 

most and what we need him doing most.‟ 

Paul smiled, „Be careful though, Steve, that you don‟t turn Sanjiv into another Ron.‟ 

„Good point! That‟s the last thing we need.‟ 

Tim held up his hand and said, „Um, Steve, don‟t we need more Rons?‟ 

I looked at Tim with astonishment.  

He said, „Wouldn‟t we get more work out of the CORETRAN team if only we had 

more of Ron‟s skills and knowledge available?‟ 

I was momentarily speechless. Ron wasn‟t the problem, his scarcity was. 

„Yes. Yes, you‟re right. You‟re one-hundred-percent correct. The CORETRAN team 

needs more Rons.‟ 

Paul said, „Ron might not like there being more Rons. He‟s in a cushy position at the 

moment.‟ 

„No, no, I think Ron is misunderstood.‟  

I told them about my earlier conversation with Ron where he‟d described himself as a 

well-paid janitor. 

„Look, Tim, that‟s an excellent point. So long as the CORETRAN software is hard to 

work with, we have no choice but to rely on people like Ron. We need more Rons. We 

need more Sanjivs too. If only we could hook their brains up to the network.‟ 

Paul said, „While we wait for that brain-hooking-up technology, Steve, we could go 

looking for a few more Sanjivs. There are plenty of folk here who‟ve done their time on 

CORETRAN. Why don‟t we ask Ron to handpick a few? If you‟re right about him, then he 

should be happy to do that.‟ 

„Yes, yes, in fact, as soon as we‟re able to, Tim, can you release Anne from VSP so that 
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she can go to work with Ron too?‟ 

„I don‟t think she has ever worked on CORETRAN before…‟ 

„No, but she‟s a damned good analyst and an excellent writer. And, most importantly, 

Ron likes her and respects her. We may not have any brain-hooking-up technology, but if 

Anne can get some of Ron and Sanjiv‟s knowledge down on paper so that it is more 

accessible, then that‟ll do.‟ 

Tim said, „Okay.‟ Then he asked, „Who will you get to replace Sanjiv as manager?‟ 

I tried to think of people. I needed someone with strong management skills who had a 

good grip on the ideas which had got us through VSP. My first thought was Paul. He had 

the strong customer-facing skills we needed, but I couldn‟t afford to release him from his 

work rolling out the incremental approach. Tim would have been my second choice, but 

he was tied up with VSP until the end of March. That only left one other choice. 

„Me.‟ 

Both Tim and Paul looked at me, their mouths agape. 

„You?‟ 

„Yes, me…me and Jorge. I like that guy. I‟ll do the job for a month, maybe more if I 

need to, get things up and running and then hand over to Jorge.‟ 

I smiled at both of them then said, „It‟ll be easier for me to do than for anyone else 

because I‟m the boss. Plus, it‟ll send out a very strong message to everyone who matters in 

CCXCO that we are taking this whole thing very, very seriously.‟ 

The truth, I realized, was far more selfish than I would admit – I was just dying to get 

my hands dirty again. VSP no longer required much of my time and nor did my normal 

day job. I‟d been forced to delegate many of my day-to-day responsibilities when the VSP 

crisis happened, and things had run very smoothly without me. I saw no reason to take 

those duties back when I could be having fun sorting out our CORETRAN problems. 

I loved helping people – almost as much as I loved being clever. 
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Rock 54 Final Chapter 
 

 

1 week later. 

„Damn. I‟ll make the column wider.‟ 

Craig and Eleanor and I sat in our favorite coffee shop staring at my laptop screen. I‟d 

just spent the last twenty minutes explaining why CCXCO had to change the way we 

prioritized our projects to take into account not just the forecast monetary return, but also 

the time each project would require from the CORETRAN team. The three of us had just 

manually reprioritized our project office‟s list of projects planned for the next year. Some 

projects had dropped off the list completely, some had moved up, some had moved down.  

I moved the mouse to the top of the cumulative total column. The number I wanted to 

show them was currently displayed in scientific format. The reprioritization exercise had 

added an extra digit to the previous values and it wouldn‟t display within the current 

column width. I double-clicked the column header and it automatically resized. 

„Gosh,‟ said Eleanor. 

„Wow,‟ said Craig. 

„That‟s not bad,‟ I said. I already knew the number, but I figured a little showmanship 

wouldn‟t hurt my case.  

Craig said, „That‟s an understatement, Steve. This makes that six million extra for VSP 

look like peanuts.‟ 

Eleanor said, „And all you had to do was change a few numbers in a spreadsheet. 

Remarkable.‟ 

Funnily enough, the number they were so in awe of didn‟t include any adjustments for 

assumed improvements that would come about due to our reduced multitasking and 

reduced rework. Why not? I‟d run those numbers in private and they were simply too 

high, even when I made very conservative assumptions about what we could achieve. I 

decided it was safer to stick with numbers that were more believable.  

Besides, I didn‟t need that ammunition right then. Why waste it? Better to save it for 

another day. Just in case. 

I smiled then turned to Eleanor. „So I take it that I‟m safe? No more outsourcing?‟ 

„I have to continue on with the outsourcing initiative, Steve, but you‟re no longer on 

my list of priority candidates. I still have a list though – I genuinely believe that 

outsourcing may be a prudent move for us in many situations. There are some obvious 

financial advantages and software development is not one of CCXGroup‟s core 

competencies. I need to continue my investigations.‟ 
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She took her spectacles off, and I watched as a frown formed on her face.  

„As for safe? It depends what you mean. You do realize that you will have to leave 

CCXCO now.‟  

„I‟ll what?‟  

She took a small soft cloth from her handbag and started to clean her glasses. After a 

few moments she looked up at me and smiled. 

„Eleanor, that‟s not what I signed up for. Why the hell would I have to leave? I‟ve got 

Harry covered, I‟ve got Mark covered. What more do I need to do?‟  

Eleanor turned to Craig and said, „There‟s no way Harry can ignore numbers like that, 

is there?‟  

Craig shook his head. „If he does, then you and I should take these numbers to the 

board, and they‟ll put him out to pasture.‟ 

Eleanor screwed up her face once more and said, mysteriously, „If only life were easy.‟ 

She turned back to me and said, „What I mean, Steve, is that it would be irresponsible 

for me to let you stay at CCXCO, I can‟t, in all conscience, let you sit there and waste 

away. I want you to come and work directly with me. I can‟t roll this initiative out across 

the entire group without you.‟ 

I smiled the biggest smile in the world. 

Eleanor smiled, „What did you think I meant, Steve?‟ 



Clarke Ching 

 

246 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rock 55 Epilogue 
 

 

A few years later  -- This is utter crap!   

That‟s the end of my story, or rather, that‟s the end of the start of my story. You would 

be amazed what we‟ve learned since. I‟ll tell you about it someday. 

Harry never got fired, but he no longer works for CCXGroup in any capacity. He did 

write a book which he rather wittily called The Da Vinci Coder – How a simple CEO turned 

around an IT department and saved the day. It was on the bestseller lists for months. He now 

tours the lecture circuits where he has branded himself as “Uncle Harry – the little CEO 

that did”.  

Mark, of course, achieved his ambition of becoming CEO, but he had to leave CCXCO 

to get it.  

I‟ve left CCXCO now, of course, but I still get to work with Phil, Paul, Ron, Anne, 

Maria, Jackie, Jorge, Sanjiv, Dave and Catherine every so often as part of my role in 

CCXGroup. Dave and Susan got married, of course. Dave can‟t afford to buy so many 

gadgets anymore, what with the kids, but he is very happy in his new life as a stay-at-

home dad. Paul took a two-month sabbatical last year where he trained to become a circus 

clown, but he gave it up because it hurt his knees and, he said, it made his eyes water. Ron 

is still a grumpy old fella, but he‟s growing on me. Phil‟s still Phil and Anne is still Anne. 

Nothing much changes really. 

Ron and Phil came up with a rather remarkable and retrospectively obvious way of 

making CORETRAN easier to work with. They worked with Paul to create an “offer” that 

was so compelling that Harry‟s replacement gave them permission to go for it almost 

immediately after she came on board. I‟ve used their approach several times since and it 

really is quite remarkable.  

Look, I‟m not supposed to do this but why don‟t you send me an email – don‟t worry I 

won‟t do anything untoward with your email address – and I‟ll tell you their story. You‟ll 

find my email address somewhere in this book. 

Just don‟t tell anyone else, okay? You don‟t want your competitors to get hold of this 

kind of stuff. 

You know what thrills me about their offer? They did it because they wanted to, not 

because they had to. That is extraordinary. 

 



 

 

 

Epilogue – part 1. 

Six or Seven months after I met with Eleanor and Craig, I was sitting in my fancy new office  

„Steve, you should take Phil and I out to  lunch, boss‟, said Ron.  „Rumor has it that your 
CCXGroup credit card can be very flexible.‟ 

„I‟m not your boss any more.‟ 

He ignored me.  „With what we are going to tell you, you might want it to be very 
flexible‟, said Phil..  „You‟ll be able to use it in your fancy new job.‟ 

„How flexible do I need to be?‟. 

„I‟m thinking T-bone flexible.‟ 

I got up from my chair, put my coat on and we made our way to a nice little steak house 
Ron knew. 

Ron smiled. „But let me give you the background first.‟ 

„Phil and I, and others,  have spent a good bit of time over the years trying to figure out 
how we make our legacy systems easier to work with.  It came to a head a few months ago 
when you dismissed my proposal to rewrite CORETRAN.  I was annoyed at the time, but 
I am man enough to admit that you were right - it would be suicide to do so in one big 
bang.  It‟s too risky technically and financially it would be suicide.‟ 

„So Phil and I got together and we‟ve come up with an approach which will allow us to 
rewrite legacy system, making them easier to work on - more malleable – and in doing so 
making us all more productive.  To cut to the chase we do this by working incrementally. 

Phil said, „Our general approach is this.  We will start by doing a little upfront work with 
the team which looks after the legacy system and we will identify and then prioritize a 
number of useful small improvements.  Well be looking for the low-hanging fruit.  We 
will start our first iteration with the current legacy code and then make a number of these 
small but high value improvements to the code‟s design and then we will test it to death 
to make sure we haven‟t broken anything.  At the end of the iteration we will hand back 
code which functions exactly as it did before we meddled with it, but the code base will be 
much cleaner, more malleable, easier to change.‟ 

Ron said, „Month on month, the system will get cleaner and cleaner, and the developers 
working on the code will get more and more productive.‟ 



 

 

 

Phil said, „The changes would appear invisible to our users because it will it‟ll work just 
the same way as it always did.‟ 

Ron added, „It is vital that we don‟t change the external behavior of the legacy system 
unless it is utterly vital.  Otherwise it would be too hard to test that we‟d not broken 
anything.‟ 

He said, „The obvious benefit of this is that in a years time the business would have 
delivered more projects – because of our increased productivity – than they would have if 
we didn‟t do it this way.‟ 

„Okay‟, I said, wondering how I could possibly sell as a viable business project.  The 
benefits were too hard to measure and too far away.  I kept listening though – I didn‟t 
want to rebuke their hard work without due consideration. 

I nodded.  That was useful. 

Ron smiled, „On top of all that – which we think is pretty damned snazzy - we‟ve already 
picked a suitable legacy system which we can test our approach on. And, we‟ve even 
identified a business project which we can tie our improvement work to.   

I was liking this more and more.  We could achieve something that was immediately 
valuable to the business and learning at the same time.   

„It‟ll give you a safe way to do another medium sized incremental project – it‟ll be bigger 
than NSSP and the banking project but no where as big as VSP.‟   

Phil‟s grinned broadly, „It‟s a good project Steve.  If you sell it right then you‟re going to 
delight several of your customers – including some who currently think you‟re an asshole 
for reprioritizing their projects into oblivion.‟   

I sat up a little in my chair.   

Was this another one of Ron‟s flights of fancy?  The fact that Phil was here too made me 
think not. 

I looked towards Phil, asking him „Really?‟ with my eyes.   

Phil nodded a „Yup‟ back at me. 

Fuck me, I thought. 

„Tell me more.  What project is it?  What system?‟ 

Ron said, „Be patient young man.  We‟ll get to that shortly.‟ 

Oh, they were toying with me.  Fine by me.     

Ron said, „We‟ve been working on the general approach which we‟ve just described for a 
few weeks now, but we only decided on the project over the weekend, following the 
bottleneck meeting.‟   



 

 

 

Phil said, „We had to rope Paul in to help us because he‟s good at working the CCXCO 
politics and he is more astute when it comes to selling things.  We got some beer too.‟ 

„The beer was very useful‟, smiled Ron, suggesting that Paul wasn‟t.  I knew Ron well 
enough to know that he wasn‟t getting at Paul, just at managers in general.  Or, perhaps 
he was just joking.  It was hard to tell sometimes. 

„And so was Paul, too‟, Phil added, leaping to Paul‟s defense.  „He may not be able to 
handle his beer all that well but he did push us in the right direction.‟ 

„The man dances like a girl too‟, said Ron.  I didn‟t ask for elaboration. 

„So what did he suggest?‟, I asked. 

Ron said, „He said that we needed to figure out „who we needed to thrill most and then 
figure out how to thrill them”.‟ 

Phil said, „Which wasn‟t a lot of help.‟ 

Ron said, „It wasn‟t, but it was, if you know what I mean.‟ 

Phil said, „Paul said that if we wanted to convince the project office to schedule our 
initiative as a formal project then we‟d have to put together a business case which had 
some very concrete and immediate business benefits, all spelled out in dollars and cents.‟ 

„He told us that we had to stop thinking primarily about the technical benefits, and the 
medium and long term, business benefits, but start thinking of how we could rework our  
approach so that it gave someone in the business a very strong and immediate business 
benefit.‟   

„Essentially‟, Ron said, „He advised us to turn our solution into a business solution and to 
get the business to sell it for us.‟ 

„Okay‟, I said, feeling a little underwhelmed by this revelation.  „I‟ve been saying that for 
years.‟ 

„Yes, well, maybe you could learn a thing or two from Paul‟, said Ron.  „His next 
suggestion was utterly brilliant. It was bordering on the profound.‟ 

Really? 

Phil said, „He told us that we needed to identify a technical change in CORETRAN which 
would remove a significant business limitation.‟ 

„Why CORETRAN?‟ 

„Why do you think?‟ 

„Oh yeah‟, I said.  It was our bottleneck.   

Ron said, „And then Paul said we needed to help the business to figure out how to make 
more money with the limitation gone.‟ 



 

 

 

„Uh?‟, I said, as I tried to parse what he‟d just said. 

Ron said, with hiding his impatience, „Look, CORETRAN currently prevents the business 
from doing lots of things that they‟d like to do.  Paul said that if we can improve 
CORETRAN in a way that it removes some of its current limitations then the business will 
be able to do things it couldn‟t do before.‟   

I frowned.  I wasn‟t quite following. 

Phil said, „Steve, we need to find a limitation which, once removed, will allow the business 
to make lots more money.‟ 

That made a little more sense but …. 

„That hardly sounds simple‟, I said. 

„Simpler than you‟d think‟, said Phil.  „It did take Ron a day to come up with the limitation 
though.  That‟s what we want to talk about.‟ 



 

 

 

 

Rock 57 Epilogue – part 2. 

„It took me half a day, actually, to come up with a list of candidate projects‟, said Ron.  The 
following day – Saturday, mind you, I don‟t drink beer on a school night - I came into my 
office after lunch, pulled the blinds down and locked my door.  I spent the remainder of 
the day going through every CORETRAN work request that had been rejected during the 
last 5 years.  There were a lot.  Fortunately, there were a good number which had a strong 
business case but had been rejected because they were considered “too hard”, “too risky” 
or “too time consuming”.   

„I re-familiarized myself with each of them and filtered the list down to seven candidate 
projects, each of which I believed would give considerable financial benefit to CCXCO and 
which would also allow us to rework CORETRAN in a way which would make it 
considerably easier to work with in future.‟ 

I wished, for a moment, that he‟d get to the point, but this was Ron‟s way. 

Ron pulled out a couple of sheets of paper from the his inside jacket pocket then handed 
them to me. 

„We chose this one.  Take a look‟. 

I glanced at the pages as he spoke.  I remembered the project very well.  It was Harry‟s pet 
project – his first major initiative when he parachuted into the CEO position three years 
earlier.   

Ron said, „Three years ago the project office rejected Project Proposal 37666, which the 
business had called Customer Centric Statements, because the CORETRAN team had – 
quite rightly - said that, technically, it was too risky, hard and time consuming.‟ 

Harry‟s and my relationship soured the moment the project office rejected his project.  He 
took it personally and – not for the first or last time – shot me, the messenger.  My jaw 
tightened as the memories flood back to me. 

„The business wanted to make the statements we issue to our customers hugely 
customizable, but they had no idea just how hard that would be for us to do.  The 
statement code is spread throughout the CORETRAN system and if I recall correctly there 
is about 100,000 lines worth of COBOL batch system we‟d have to rewrite too.‟   

Ron said, „Oh, and there are customizations for each of the 80 or so different types of 
statement spread throughout the code.‟ 



 

 

 

Phil added, „That‟s right.  A lot of the code is obsolete too – but it is extremely hard to tell 
exactly what is and what isn‟t.  At the time it would have been a very risky proposition 
because we would have handled it in a very risky way – as a waterfall project.  We want to 
reduce the risk by tackling the conversion one statement type at a time.  We will create a 
new statements subsystem and initially move one statement type from CORETRAN into 
the new system.  Then we‟ll tackle another, and then another.‟ 

Hmmmm, I thought.  I could kinda see where he was going with this and I liked it. 

„And, are you sure that the business will buy into this?‟, I asked. 

„That‟s your job to figure out Steve.  But, look at the business case.  Have any of the 
justifications gone away?‟ 

I took a few minutes to read the business case more carefully.  The statements we 
currently produced were very bland and couldn‟t be customized to suit the different 
brands.  They were hard to read, confusing our customers and causing them to call our 
call centers unnecessarily.  The marketing guys wanted to add personalized promotional 
messages on each customer‟s statement but they couldn‟t.  Even the smallest of tweaks 
needed to go through our CORETRAN team, so they didn‟t get done. The list went on.  
The financial benefits were substantial.  Not VSP style substantial, but then this was a 
much smaller effort than VSP was. 

„Nothing‟s changed.  So how do you want to tackle this?‟ 

Ron said, „Well, to start with, you are going to need to sell this to the business and the 
project office.‟ 

„Okay‟, I said.  I frowned as I flipped to the last page of the business proposal and saw, as I 
expected, Harry‟s name in print.   

„You know that Harry was the original sponsor of this?‟, I asked. 

Ron said, with disdain, „That wasn‟t luck.  That was the key reason why we chose this 
project.  We know that you need to keep Harry happy at the moment.‟ 

They understood the political landscape as well as I did, the difference was that they 
wanted nothing to do with it. 

I put down my cutlery and pondered the nasty spiteful thoughts that were running 
through my  mind.  The fact was that I didn‟t need Harry to like me just now.  Eleanor was 
going to see to that.  Unless he unearthed compromising photographs of Eleanor and I – 
something which was impossible by the way – then I was safe.  He couldn‟t do anything 
to me.  That made me feel good.   

It also made me feel very bad.  That pompous, arrogant bastard had made my life 
miserable for the last few months and even when I‟d delivered 

Then the penny dropped. 



 

 

 

„Damn!‟, I said. „This is no good.  I mean it is good, but it won‟t work.  We don‟t need to 
impress Mark.  We need to impress everyone but Mark.  I does me no good to preach to 
the converted.‟ 

„We know that‟, said Ron, quickly, defensively, then he smiled.  „Look at the proposal 
again.  The benefits are spread around many departments within CCXCO, not just 
marketing.  It wouldn‟t surprise me that in order to get this approved in the first case 
Mark trawled around the other departments to see who else would benefit from this 
project so that the business case seemed even stronger.  He‟s cunning like that.‟ 

He is indeed cunning, I though.  He gets what he wants by bringing benefits to others.  
That wasn‟t just cunning it was downright brilliant.  I thought for a moment as I 
wondered if the benefits laid out in Mark‟s proposal were, like on VSP, on the optimistic 
side of honest.  But then I thought for a little longer and realized that I truly didn‟t care.  I 
would take the benefits at face value.  How cunning was that? 

I put the proposal down again.  I could feel a plan coming together. 

I smiled.  „Provided you can convince me this is workable then I‟ll sound Mark out 
tomorrow and check if the business case is still viable.  But don‟t you two go getting you 
hopes up – business priorities change all the time, so this initiative may not be so 
important for him anymore.  Besides Mark is very focused, right now, on VSP at the 
moment, ironing out the rough spots that have turned up now that it has gone live.‟ 

Phil looked up from his steak. 

„Here‟s something that may work in our favor Steve‟, said Phil.  „The VSP statements are 
generated from CORETRAN and, well, compared to the rest of the product they suck.  We 
could refurbish the VSP statements as the first release - as the proof of concept, if you like.‟ 

I mulled over that for a few moments.  Catherine had made it clear that she wasn‟t happy 
with the VSP Statements but she‟d not been willing to pay the cost to improve them.  
What was different now?  The cost had dropped for VSP because the solution – provided I 
could sell it – was spread across all of our product lines, rather than just one.  It also 
helped that we wanted to do it too.  It felt like a good project – one that our techies would 
relish. 

I figured we could get Catherine‟s support.  The VSP team was still active and they were 
familiar with the statements produced by CORETRAN because they‟d just been working 
with them – that‟d make it the conversion easier.  Plus, at least two of the VSP developers 
had previously worked on the CORETRAN team and although I thought that they were 
scheduled to be released them from the project at the end of January, we was under no 
obligation to do so.  And, come April 1st, when the VSP budget did run out, we 
presumably would have made enough headway into this refurbishment project to know 
whether it was worthy of continuing or not.   

I was getting ahead of myself though.  I needed to hear more about Phil and Ron‟s 
approach before I talked to Mark.   

„What you guys need to do to deliver on this?‟ 



 

 

 

Ron, „Let me tell you how things should look once we‟ve finished this then work 
backwards.  Essentially, the STATEMENTS functionality will no longer  be hidden inside 
CORETRAN, instead statement related code and data will reside in a separate, cohesive 
sub-system, which is nicely decoupled from CORETRAN and all the other applications. It 
will provide services to our other applications and those other applications will only 
communicate with the statements subsystem through the services;  they won‟t know or 
care about how the Statements functionality is implemented.‟ 

„Our plan is to create this subsystem by building it up iteratively, one statement type at a 
time.‟ 

I said, „So, CORETRAN and the new subsystem will both produce statements for some 
time?‟ 

„Exactly‟, said, Phil.  „But, the new statements will, initially, be produced to look identical 
to what they currently do.  We must be able to prove that we‟ve not broken anything.  We 
can sort out the details later, but provided we don‟t change the look and feel of the 
statements then we‟ve got plenty of data to easily regression test our changes.  You know, 
if we built it right then we could run both the old and the new versions in the production 
environment for a few months, but just send out the old version until we‟re absolutely 
confident that the new version is identical.   

I said, „So you‟d run both versions at the same time … I like that.‟ 

Phil said, „Yes.  We‟d be wise to automate the comparison between the old and new 
statements too.  You know that there always anomalies in production that we can‟t spot in 
our development environments with our restricted access to production data. That way it 
will be easy to spot any differences and fix the code to accommodate them.‟ 

Ron  said, „You know, ideally we could just look at the existing code and reengineer it, but 
not this code.  It‟s too messy, too scary.  It would be less scary starting with the VSP 
statements because we are familiar with them and we know the specific customizations 
we‟ve made to build them.  Subsequent statement types would be trickier because we‟d 
have a lot less knowledge.‟ 

I said, „You‟d learn plenty, though, by doing the VSP statements and surely most of the 
learning would happen in the first 10 statements?‟ 

Phil looked to Ron who answered, „I‟d hope so, but we can‟t guarantee that.  This is one of 
those projects where you simply can‟t figure out what all of the requirements are until you 
do it.  But, you are right, I‟d expect the last 10 statement types to be much easier going 
than the first 10.‟ 

I said, „I  like what I‟m hearing so far, but how are we going to get all of this new 
functionality to the customer if all we are doing is replicating the existing code?‟ 

Phil grinned, his big famous grin, „That my friend is the cherry on the top of this proposal.  
The new  subsystem should let the business folks and their analysts, rather than our 
programmers, customize the look and feel of the statements.  We don‟t hard code their 
web pages anymore, why should we hard code the statement formatting?  We can buy a 



 

 

 

package and hook it into our new subsystem rather than roll our own.  It‟ll be quicker and 
cheaper.‟ 

„Of course, before we let the analysts touch the new package we‟d have our development 
team use it to generate the new statements which are in the old format.  Once we are 
happy that everything is joined up and working well we would hand over to the business 
analysts and they can start working on their new versions.  We‟ll have to do some 
customized coding as we go, but this will take a load of work of the CORETRAN team.‟ 

„So, let me get this straight.  The business can start customizing each statement‟s look and 
feel in parallel with our production testing? 

„Ah ha.‟ 

„But we wouldn‟t switch on the new format statements until we are certain that the new 
system is replicating the old statements perfectly in production.   

„That‟s right.  That might take a few months. But we will work this way for each and every 
statement type, delivering a constant stream of new and improved statements.‟ 

I mulled over that then said, „That‟s good.  That‟s very good.  When the project ends I 
would want a team other than the current CORETRAN team to be able to work on the 
new statements subsystem.  The disadvantage of removing this, um, “limitation”, is that it 
will no doubt increase the demand for statements work.  Even if the system is easier to 
work on and to change, I simply can‟t have it increasing the workload of the CORETRAN 
team.  No use removing a limitation if we can‟t deliver more.‟ 

Phil said, „We were thinking along similar lines and we have another recommendation  As 
well as using a package, let‟s use one of the newer development languages rather than 
COBOL for the rewritten subsystem.  Just because CORETRAN is written in COBOL, 
there‟s no technical reason why we need to use COBOL for it‟s replacement.  That way the 
new system will be quicker to build and easier to live with.‟ 

I mulled over that for a moment.  It was a good idea.  It would also ease some of our 
recruitment difficulties.    

Phil said, „COBOL is nearly as old as Ron and things have moved on, um, somewhat, since 
then.‟ 

„Somewhat?‟, barked Ron.  „If we were building our systems from fresh there is no way 
we‟d use COBOL.‟ 

„I‟m sold.  You‟ve both earned your lunch.  ‟ 

They beamed at me. 

„I‟ll talk to Mark tomorrow.  I think I can sell this to him on the VSP improvement alone.  I 
also talk to Paul.  I want Jorge to manage this project, if you two have no objections‟ – the 
didn‟t – „and I want Paul to coach him.‟   

Suddenly I felt good.   



 

 

 

„Now tell me about Paul‟s dancing.‟ 

 


