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Praise for

Making Work Visible





“I love this book—Dominica DeGrandis talks about the chronic problems we all have in knowledge work and technology work in a way that is breezy, familiar, and often irreverent, but also shows off decades of learnings and concrete techniques we can quickly adopt, both at work and at home. Also wonderfully rewarding is when DeGrandis describes the theory of why these practices work, in a way that is accessible and enlightening.”

—Gene Kim, author, researcher, and founder of IT Revolution





“Making Work Visible is the quintessential book on visualizing work and understanding work management dysfunctions. Dominica has done brilliant work bringing these dysfunctions to life as the Five Time Thieves, and showing how these thieves rob your capacity and effectiveness. We use Making Work Visible at our company to build a common understanding of how vital it is to visualize and manage work effectively. I’m so excited to see this work expanded in the 2nd edition.”

—Scott Prugh, CTO, CSG International





“Making Work Visible is a must-read for everyone involved in digital transformation. The foundations outlined are critical to understand at the individual, the team, and the organizational level. If you haven’t yet, make Making Work Visible the guiding philosophy of your transformation—and start today!”

—Mik Kersten, CEO of Tasktop and author of Project to Product





“It is about time someone addresses time theft (aka the perfect crime) head-on. Not only does Dominica provide a lot of the why behind the forces that cause us to make bad decisions about our time, she also provides ideas of what to do about them. I wish I had this book when I took my first management job!”

—Julia Wester, Lean Consultant and Blogger at EverydayKanban.com





“Making Work Visible is a conversation we need to have now more than ever, regardless of whether it is about transformational change or governance, risk, and compliance.”

—John Willis, Sr. Director Global Transformation Office, Red Hat





“The most practical book I’ve seen on making processes lean. Dominica’s deep experience coaching companies is fully on display as she walks the reader through a series of exercises to find waste and eliminate it—or, in her terms, to catch those sneaky ‘time thieves’ in the act. Read this on a Sunday and you’ll want to start trying out the exercises on Monday!”

—Mark Schwartz, former CIO of US Citizenship and Immigration Services and author of The Art of Business Value and A Seat at the Table





“Making Work Visible makes work livable. It is a practical, actionable guide for organizations stifled by too much work-in-progress and the frequent interruptions that delay delivering value to customers and fuel employee burnout. Making Work Visible belongs on the shelf of every high-performing organization that respects their talents’ time and capacity.”

—Aimee Bechtle, Head of Solutions Architect, Mid-Atlantic and Carolinas Enterprise, Amazon Web Services





“Many of us wear our busyness as a badge of honor. In Making Work Visible, Dominica DeGrandis shows us how we can make hidden work-in-progress visible, to clearly see the effect it has on our ability to get things done. Once we can see it, she dives deep into the hidden aspects of our WIP that steal our time, energy, and productivity, along with strategies for combating each of them. Making Work Visible helps us to take a step back from all that busyness and really see.”

—Chris Hefley, Chief Revenue Officer, Retrium
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My main aim with Making Work Visible was to help teams (IT Operations teams in particular) navigate problems related to conflicting priorities, dependencies, neglected work, and the ominous too-much WIP.

A lot has happened since the first edition of Making Work Visible was published in 2017. I’ve learned even more about workflow and the impacts of poorly managed value streams on people and businesses.

I’m going to address some of these additional learnings (and make some corrections) that I’ve come across along the way that would be helpful for you to think about and know as you dive into the rest of the book.

Let’s begin with a major area of concern that needs more attention—the need to acknowledge and address the lacking partnership between technology and business leaders. It can be fairly easy to optimize workflow within the control of your internal teams, but meaningful improvement at the business level without mutual trust and partnerships is a tough journey. For significant improvement, you need a coalition of the willing—a broader community of real buy-in and support from business leaders.


The Business Relationship

One area I briefly covered in the first edition was the topic of technical and business team alignment. This topic deserves further attention. I didn’t describe the essential need to partner with business people and the need to fully understand business perspectives. If companies hope to get better at what they do, then technology must become a strategic partner to the business. Torn relationships need diligent attention to advance beyond shared accountability and toward shared goals, mutual respect, and true collaboration.

The better you understand the context in which the business operates, the better you can function as a major player to business leaders in identifying opportunities for technology to gain a seat at the table as a strategic partner.

It is useful to take stock of your own understanding of your company. Ask yourself: Do you truly know your business? Then consider the following questions:



	•What problems do we solve for our customers?

	•How do we specifically solve those problems?

	•How do we do it differently from our competition?

	•What is our proof? How do we validate our credibility?

	•How does our company’s financial performance compare with the rest of our industry?

	•Why do our customers choose our product or service over other options?




These questions speak to the core of your business. Your business counterparts have a responsibility to drive business outcomes, so these are the things that your business stakeholders obsess about daily. Technologists who lack an understanding of the business context risk investing in initiatives that ultimately won’t drive value. Studying your business puts you in a better position to gain trust from business leaders and to coauthor and prioritize business objectives.

If you try and try but don’t make progress, pause to consider the possibility of irrational perseverance (the failure to abandon a situation when available evidence suggests otherwise). If, at some point, it dawns on you that a business partnership is implausible—that it’s too hard to continue going at it alone—then perhaps it’s time to seek partnerships elsewhere. If support is nowhere to be found in your company, find like-minded communities of practice outside your company—like at the DevOps Enterprise Summit! Come join us. We’re the ones having all the fun anyway. :-)


Doing it All

Product teams in the midst of change at one of the biggest US insurance companies came up with an experiment they called “Doing it All.” The sarcastic title was intentional, as it magnificently described the nature of a theme that I observe across multiple industries. From finance to insurance to transportation, carving out capacity for you and your teams to implement a new way of working requires herculean efforts.

Change takes time. It’s not enough to just give teams approval to do something. They also need time allocated to do so during regular business hours. Some people at the insurance company I mentioned above were working sixteen-hour days to meet expectations. Leadership may agree to change and approve the budget for a transformation, but if teams are not given the capacity to learn new tools and processes on top of their existing load, then “doing it all” burdens the teams with too much cognitive overload, creating resistance and resignation due to the J-curve effect discussed in the conclusion of the first edition of this book.

Those struggling with conflicting priorities and caught up in “doing it all” can improve their situation by helping others understand the impacts to their business bottom line using metrics. Measuring the value you’re delivering for the business is a useful way to address common objections to develop a healthier, more resilient partnership.

When people complain that things take too long, technology leaders should be positioned to demonstrate just how long things actually take to do in a way that others can see, helping to show that “doing it all” is not a good strategy. When the VP of Sales (or anyone else) claims that things take too long, it makes sense to measure and show how long things actually take. This measure of speed (flow time) is helpful to start a data-driven conversation on objections and offer a thoughtful response. This and other objections that you might encounter are listed in Table 1, along with suggested responses and useful metrics to use when building your argument.




Table 1: Prepare for Objections with Key Metrics



	
Objection


	
Response


	
Key Metric





	
“Things take too long."


	
“Here’s how long features actually take to do.”


	
Flow time: measures speed. Clock starts when work begins and ends when the customer can consume the value.





	
“Not enough features get delivered.”


	
“The capacity of the teams is often less than the demand. Teams are constrained by conflicting priorities.”


	
Flow velocity: measures throughput—the number of items completed over a period of time; this is useful for gauging capacity.





	
“We should just outsource this to vendors.”


	
“Outsourcing this work will likely insert more dependencies into the workflow, which impacts efficiency due to back-and-forth communication delays.”


	
Flow efficiency: the ratio of wait time vs. active time. Prompts the reasonable question, “Do we need more wait states in our toolset to accurately reflect all the wait time in the value stream?”





	
“We need features to be delivered, but you just want to refactor architecture.”


	
“We need to change the oil in the car every now and then. Otherwise, we won’t have a car to drive.”


	
Flow distribution: the distribution of different work item types, e.g., 30% features, 60% defects, 10% debt.





	
“We are at risk of not completing all the initiatives on this year’s roadmap.”


	
“Attempting to do too many things at once results in lower quality and slower delivery. It’s why Steve Jobs killed many great ideas at Apple, so they could do fewer things really well.”


	
Flow load: the amount 
of work started but 
not yet finished. Lots of 
partially completed 
work-in-progress (WIP) 
is expensive.








It may seem as though conversations like these are adversarial. However, they are essential for partnership building discussions. Every good objection has a worthwhile objective to consider. As objections come up from business leaders, be prepared to address these and see other people’s perspectives. Two people may bring their opinions to the table. The outcome is that they both walk away with a third option that is better than either of the original two. Consider different perspectives as feedback to move toward a shared path forward.


More on Best Practices

To the disgruntlement of some people, I have been skeptical of best practices since I was first exposed to the idea. But now more than ever, I fear that teams strive to implement and follow best practices in situations where novel ideas are needed instead. The assumption that published works are the correct approach to take is an interesting topic. I acknowledge the irony of this statement given I have suggested practices and guidance in this book.

It’s just that people seem to read things and assume or accept it as a best practice. But best practice is a misnomer. I suggest a reframe. Remove (or judiciously reduce the use) of the term “best practice” from conversations about what to do.

This book offers good practices. Don’t think of them as best practices that are never to be improved upon; think of them as optional tools available in your toolkit. Recognize that best practices are frequently usurped by better emerging practices. Because of rapid technical and process change and the need to evolve, your organization’s best practice may not be a best practice for very long. One of the best skills you can have going forward is learning how to keep pace with an ever moving edge.

We need diversity of thought and different ways of working. If we get caught up in the idea that there is a best practice—a perfect way of doing things—then we risk branding fresh perspectives or improvements as inherently flawed ideas. This is problematic in a period of time when things are changing so rapidly and we don’t always know the effects or causes that occur. Creativity occurs at the edges. Looking at problems from the fringes of recognizable boundaries with new and novel ideas can be helpful for organizations looking to innovate and to experiment.

I am blessed to have such a person on my team. They refreshingly introduce me to new ideas and concepts, which are met with much enthusiasm. It’s important for varied thoughts and different perspectives to be heard as acceptable ideas for consideration. It’s a good thing when people have energy and passion for new and novel ideas because 100% investment in one area is risky business. Consider the necessity for those working on the edge with different opinions and ideas to occur.

Nip the assumption in the bud that if it’s not a best practice, it’s bad. Practices are always changing. We don’t live in a static world. Call them “today’s practice” or “this week’s practice” or our “2022 practice,” anything but best practice.


Corrections

In the first edition of Making Work Visible, I got some details wrong. Take Unplanned Work. I need to acknowledge that Unplanned Work isn’t really a work item type in itself because any type of work can be unplanned. It’s still a time thief because of the resulting interruptions and context switching, but I no longer consider it a specific work item type. There can be unplanned features, unplanned tech debt, unplanned security vulnerabilities, and unplanned defects. This is similar to experimental types of work—there can be experiments around features, defects, risks, and debts too. If you want to notate work as unplanned or as an experiment, then tag it or flag it as such in your toolset to make these visible in your metrics.

I’ve also learned more about vision. There is so much more to vision than colors, shapes, and textures. The eyes are the only two parts of the brain that reside outside of the cranial vault. They are part of the nervous system and are how we perceive where we are in space and time. Our vision has everything to do with our psychological safety. Sensing that we are okay in a virtual meeting where people don’t have their cameras on makes it almost impossible to tell how others are responding to our words. Are they nodding their head in agreement? Or are they rolling their eyeballs in disgust? I think it would behoove us all if people turned their camera on at least while they are speaking.

The line of commitment (Figure 26) is something that I’ve also reconsidered due to the planning fallacy—where plans and forecasts are unrealistically close to best case scenarios. People generally make decisions based on unrealistic optimism. They overestimate benefits and underestimate costs. As a result, they pursue initiatives that are unlikely to come in on budget or on time or deliver the expected return or even be completed. I suspect the probability of work passing the line of commitment and still being canceled (or not even used if indeed delivered) due to changing priorities is higher than we think. Small batch size and fast feedback can delay decisions to continue building out a request way beyond the traditional line of commitment. When/if ideas are positioned as experiments, the value of a line of commitment seems moot—just a place to start the clock? We need to start the clock somewhere I suppose, but I retract my inept comment about no second guessing once work starts (see page 100).

Please keep the above in mind as you read the rest of the book. Thank you for your time (that time you didn’t have to read this). Just joking. :)

—Dominica DeGrandis

Woodinville, Washington

December 2021





Day, n. A period of twenty-four hours, mostly misspent.

—Ambrose Bierce




FOREWORD
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So about that internet meme, the one assuring our frazzled selves that everyone has the same twenty-four hours in their day as <insert entrepreneurial rock star here>.

I’d like to nip that bit of condescension in the bud and offer an emphatic, not quite. While many of our business role models are in fact driven by a seemingly superhuman work ethic supported by 100+ hour work weeks, they nevertheless have an advantage over us mere mortals. While the number of minutes available to us each day might be the same, control over what we do with those hours differs significantly. When Elon Musk is faced with too much work-in-progress (WIP), he has the authority to delegate, deprioritize, or simply say no. When variation rears its head and a well thought-out strategic plan no longer aligns with the organization’s needs, Sheryl Sandberg has the ability to switch gears. And when Jeff Bezos is confronted with conflicting priorities, it is likewise doubtful that he needs to seek direction via a convoluted bureaucracy to gain clarity over which course to follow.

When these things happen to us (and let’s face it, they often do), we’re faced with a very different set of repercussions than those of our billionaire counterparts.

So what about us? In the absence of unbridled agency and an extensive support staff, how do we do all that needs to get done, when it needs to get done, without sacrificing quality or our sanity in the process? In a culture that exalts productivity and perpetuates the mythology of multitasking, how do we maximize our time and our workflow to the point that our effort and our energy yields the greatest impact? Most importantly, how do we do all of that and still have time for living?

Time saved. Time spent. Time wasted. We frame conversations about time much in the way we do money. Ostensibly “free” but nevertheless invaluable, time is arguably one of the most precious resources we have, yet one we never seem to have enough of as individuals, as teams, or as organizations.

Anyone who has ever been faced with a deadline can certainly relate to Parkinson’s Law: work expands to fill the time available for its completion. Let’s be honest—when was the last time you completed quality work days or even hours ahead of deadline?

You’re not alone.

It seems we’re constantly doing. But doing what exactly? Why are our weeks filled with days where we return home exhausted, only to lament how we’ve barely made a dent in our to-dos? Like the elusive sock that mysteriously goes missing in the laundry, where do those lost hours go? Who—or rather what—is responsible for stealing our time, our focus, our energy?

The attempt to harness or “keep time” is in no way a modern or even premodern convention. Prehistoric humans tracked the phases of the moon. The Sumerians created the sexagesimal numeral system still in use today, employing sixty to divide the hour into minutes and then minutes into seconds. The Egyptians used obelisks to calculate the length of shadows cast by the sun. The shortcomings of solar-based measures became apparent the moment clouds appeared or the night sky arrived, and so with clepsydras—or water clocks— the Persians and Greeks offered an alternative, monitoring water flow instead to measure the passage of time.

With these ancient time-tracking tools came the earliest forms of scheduling—when to plant crops and bring in the harvest, when to conduct commerce, and when to perform daily rituals such as eating or sleeping.

Fast forward to today. Despite all our modern “conveniences,” effective time management has for many become an uphill battle, an all-consuming if not quixotic goal. While the Information Economy ushered in 24/7 connectivity, it likewise begot round-the-clock expectations, and so, paradoxically, technology like mobile phones and email and video conferencing—tools that would ostensibly make life easier—often enslave us. We allow the chaos of modern work coupled with an often paralyzing number of options at our disposal to overload us, to distract us, to stealthily steal our time and focus, and ultimately impede our effectiveness.

We tend to fetishize the complex. But just as the earliest solutions for tracking time were both easily implemented and yielded extraordinary results, so too are the ideas detailed in Making Work Visible: Exposing Time Theft to Optimize Work & Flow. Much in the way sky, sun, sticks, and sand provided ancient man actionable, visual feedback, so too do the suggestions Dominica outlines in the pages that follow.

It should come as no surprise that we can better manage what we can see. When we can’t see our work, our options are obscured. We’re blind to our own capacity, and we certainly can’t communicate that capacity to others. The resultant mental overload creates stress. Stress compounds the work we already have, essentially contributing to WIP, compromising the ability to focus, prioritize, make decisions, and complete work with quality, let alone complete work at all.

The visualization and WIP-limiting strategies Dominica offers demystify our cognitive load; normalize expectations among team members; promote focus; situate work in its context, surfacing problems (and allowing for solutions to be made) in real time; and provide a clear path to completion with quality. Elegantly explained and deeply insightful, the utility of the suggestions contained within cannot be overstated.

To be sure, it is no small irony that I’m writing about “time theft” while spending a week aboard a sailboat exploring an archipelago in the Salish Sea beholden only to “island time.” It’s the first holiday where I’ve intentionally left my watch at home, instead choosing to be fully present to the wildlife and seascapes around me: bald eagles and peregrine falcons soar high above craggy bluffs where the pristine coastline meets old-growth forests. Otters gracefully propel themselves through the glassy surf, disrupting
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