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		More praise for The Art of Business Value

		“With an engaging writing style, Mark Schwartz builds a case for developing an organizational culture for . . . IT and other stakeholders to collectively work to define and deliver business value. If you care about how IT can effectively support improved outcomes for your organization, you should read this book.” 

		Richard A. Spires, CEO of Learning Tree International, former CIO of US Department of Homeland Security, and former Deputy Commissioner and CIO of the IRS

		“Mark Schwartz masterfully deconstructs the overloaded and misunderstood concepts of ‘business value,’ ‘product owner,’ and other nebulous value terms. He then introduces us to novel approaches that directly address many of the shortfalls of more traditional systems—finally helping to plug a gaping hole in much of the Agile literature.”

		Max Keeler, Chief Projects Officer of The Motley Fool 

		“This book brings together Agile, DevOps and Business Value in a coherent, direct yet humble manner with insights that can only come from an experienced practitioner. ‘At the heart of DevOps is a machine—a Continuous Delivery pipeline . . . The pipeline is an automated bureaucracy . . . it applies its rules in a rigorous, unemotional way’ – priceless!”

		Tapabrata Pal, Ph.D., Director & Platform Engineering Fellow, Enterprise Application Platforms

		“Schwartz calls into question all previously known techniques for assigning business value and provides a sane, modern approach to evaluating priority. Bridging the gap between Agile, DevOps, Lean Startup, Continuous Delivery and the business, he makes his recommendations approachable, couching them as experiments . . . a must-have book for anybody interested in a better way to align their IT department with the business.”

		Mike McGarr, Engineering Manager, Netflix
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			To those who are deploying code.

			We can talk all we want about business value, but they are the ones creating it.
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		Foreword

		The study of business value seems obvious at first—after all, over the course of our careers, we’ve all seen which activities create value and which ones waste everyone’s time. But what if our grasp of what business value really is, is not quite right to start with? In his new book, The Art of Business Value, the indomitable Mark Schwartz shows us that understanding business value is not as simple as it seems.

		For me this book is reminiscent of a book that I love and have read several times over, An Inquiry Into Values, especially the passage in which Robert Pirsig tries to define “quality.” Similarly, Mr. Schwartz points to many things we already know and have learned—but then he makes us pause and reevaluate as he shows us how many things we don’t know, or didn’t adequately question.

		A particularly unsettling moment occurred for me when Mr. Schwartz points out that business value is often incorrectly conflated with either customer value or user value—in that moment, the book’s goal of more precisely defining business value suddenly took on much greater significance and urgency. If we run our organizations to create value, are we correctly defining what types of value we strive to create? How do we measure it? And, by the way, whose job is it to define value, anyway?

		Irreverent and whimsical, The Art of Business Value challenges conventional thinking and questions many of the deeply held beliefs of the Agile community. It forces us to examine carefully the concepts and definitions we thought we understood, which, in the end, allows us to define more precisely what business value is—so that we can create more of it.

		Using a wide-ranging, educational, and scholarly exploration that covers nearly a century worth of organization design, business principles, and software delivery, The Art of Business Value offers a startling and incredibly rewarding journey for the reader.

		Fearless and entertaining, this book is ultimately a quest to examine the concept of business value—a concept that we so often take for granted. It provides tools on how to better understand it and, more importantly, create it.

		I found reading this book to be immensely satisfying, and I felt more informed and much smarter after reading it. I genuinely hope that you have as much fun and learn as much as I did as you read The Art of Business Value.

		Gene Kim

		Portland, Oregon

		January 2016

	
		
			Don’t for heaven’s sake, be afraid of talking nonsense! But you must pay attention to your nonsense. . . . Never stay up on the barren heights of cleverness, but come down into the green valleys of silliness.

			Ludwig Wittgenstein, Culture and Value

		

	
		Preface

		 For the last few years, I have been struggling to bring Agile and DevOps practices into a large federal government agency—seemingly the most inhospitable of environments. As a newcomer to government, my first reaction was one of amazement: How was it possible to throw so many obstacles in the way of good practice? How was it possible to inject so much waste into processes that were otherwise headed in the right direction? What was especially striking, though, was that the obstacles and the waste were being injected by some of the most intelligent people I’d ever worked with, and certainly the most committed and well-meaning. It had the feeling of a paradox, set up by some very clever philosopher with two hundred-some-odd years to get the confounding details just right. As an ex-philosophy graduate student, I recognized that there was just one thing to do: approach it with a sense of humor and enjoy the elegance and aesthetic pleasure of an argument well delivered as I figured out its strange internal logic.

		I haven’t seen this problem just in Washington, DC. Before joining the government, I was the CIO for Intrax Cultural Exchange, a medium-sized, services-oriented, mission-driven company. The personalities of the founders were so strongly stamped on every interaction in the company that the organization seemed to have its own peculiar logic. Before that, I proudly played a role in the dot-com bust of the early 2000s as CEO of a small software startup and a general hanger-on in Silicon Valley. Delivering software product seemed to rely on yet a different kind of logic: Could you make sure your features rolled into a one-sentence pitch? Good talent and good ideas were going unfunded—economic waste—but there was a logic to it if you didn’t have to take it too seriously.

		In the classic literature of Agile software development, teams produce business value. In the Scrum model, there’s someone called a product owner who figures out what is valuable by applying some ROI standard; there are customers waiting to be pleased; self- organizing teams stand ready to shear away the stuff that they somehow know is waste. I’m sometimes amused at how simplistic the notion of business value is. The question the authors take on is how to create lots of this value stuff, whatever it is, as soon as possible—and cause the cultural change that will make it possible. But in the actual situations I have faced, organizations seemed to have strange ideas about what value looked like.

		Here’s what I realized: the strange notions of value expressed by each of these organizations actually made sense in their contexts. The odd behaviors of the government agency, the closely held company, and the startups competing for venture funding were entirely rational and appropriate to their circumstances. Activities that seemed wasteful were not always so; priorities flowed from what was really important, not from some universal standard. The meaning of business value—not just the features that would realize it—was different from organization to organization.

		What if—humor me for a moment—some of that waste that the government injects into its processes actually adds a kind of busi­ness value? What if business value in the startup community means raising capital at higher and higher pre-money valuations, and generating profits is only a distant second as a business goal? It didn’t make much difference to us in a Waterfall world—we cared about schedule and cost milestones. But in Agile practice, we only care about the delivery of business value. Which means we care about . . . what?

		That was the train of thought that led to this book. The more I explored the topic, the more critical it seemed to become. It seemed to have implications in how Agile teams fit into the enterprise, how we measure their success, how we go about causing cultural change, how we think about the IT function in a company, how we deal with compliance and bureaucracy, and how we choose and work with a product owner or on-site customer. It was about whether the way we practice Agility aligns with the philosophy behind it. It was about how I should do my job as a CIO.

		Humor often requires that we accept the bizarre logic of an unfamiliar world. Consider this exchange from Through the Looking Glass, and What Alice Found There:

		“I see nobody on the road,” said Alice.

		“I only wish I had such eyes,” the King remarked in a fretful tone. “To be able to see Nobody! And at that distance too!”

		Once you accept that a little girl has gone through a mirror or down a rabbit hole and is having conversations with a Cheshire Cat and a childish king, who seem to be logicians and always find ways to twist her words around, the exchange makes a lot of sense. All I’m saying is that business value is sort of that way, too.

		[image: horizontal rule]

		I feel some urgency about this whole thing.

		Have you ever been to one of those big Agile conferences and seen all the people wandering around, trying to decide which of the many sessions to attend? “The Armadillo Model: Dasypus hybridus and the Snuffling Anti-Pattern,”1 “50 Shades of Agile,”2 “Lessons from Coaching a Cult of Dancing Schizophrenics to Conduct Effective Retrospectives.” There are a lot of ideas out there. Sometimes it helps to think about what ties them together—that’s right, this business value thing. The raison de backlog.

		Our abstraction is leaking.3 I don’t know about you, but I’ve found it pretty hard to locate a good product owner. We know we are creating features, but are we creating business value? Sure we are: the product owner says so, and she’s from the business. Are you frustrated trying to explain to her why spending time to reduce technical debt is more important than adding the mimsy borogoves feature to the Jabberwock, which Marketing says will have an ROI of 321.25 percent? “But refactoring the FixAllYourProblems class to use the Classy Recursion pattern is worth 7.2 Value Points!” I don’t have exact stats for you on how many of us have tried unsuccessfully to have this business value conversation, but it’s a lot. Anyway, 97.5 percent of readers believe that statistics in books are mostly made up.4 

		In the meantime, the cutting edge of Agile practice today—DevOps and Continuous Delivery—seems to be moving us toward smaller and smaller batch sizes of requirements, perhaps approaching single-piece flow. Or maybe even smaller—some organizations seem to be deploying change sets so small that they’re just fractions of features. It starts to feel like a calculus problem—what is the limit of risk as requirements batch sizes approach zero? Our business case is vanishing into infinitesimals with a smile on its face, like the Cheshire Cat.

		Then there’s the CIO, the executive who’s in charge of making sure that IT projects have business value. Or was that the product owner? Well, at least the CIO is in charge of delivering solutions, then. Or was that the Agile team? Have you noticed all the books telling CIOs how to be better CIOs? I have, because I’m a CIO. Mostly they say that the CIO should grab a “seat at the table” (that’s the executive table, where the grown-ups sit). Perhaps this makes sense, because the CIO will need a place to sit while the Agile teams are out creating business value. What’s a CIO to do in a world where their teams are off plotting business value with the business?

		One more thing to point out. As those teams are off deploying sashimi slices of value, where do we think those slices wind up? They immediately become legacy slices of sashimi, and I promise you that that is not a good thing. The boundaries of our systems are blurring with loose coupling and microservices. So ultimately they join that giant agglomeration of IT capabilities that we sometimes call the Enterprise Architecture (EA). I don’t mean EA in the sense of a bureaucracy of Visio abusers; I’m talking about that asset, the abstracted total of IT capabilities that allows the business to operate—software, infrastructure, and all that. That giant hairball of stuff that the CIO oversees, that keeps getting new features stuck to it—duct tape, rubber cement, chewing gum, etc. (And a few bits of mixed metaphor, too.)

		The hairball has economic value, clearly, since it enables the business. We are just turning the corner on how we think of risk and value in our IT projects—should we also be thinking in terms of the value of our hairball? How are we going to care for the hairball, keep it rolling in the right direction, and pretty it up? (Let me introduce a technical term here: “Ick.”)

		What I’m saying is that business value is a problem.

		So this book is a bit of a meditation on business value and why it matters to us. Or maybe it is more of a detective story. Business value is out there somewhere, even as our deployments become vanishingly small, and we’re going to track it down. We’ll interrogate the usual suspects, round up some experts, recruit some informants, test out some theories, and, in the end, track it down. Then we’ll get it to work for us, if the government says it’s authorized to work.

		Some things will occur to us as we follow the footprints. Every decision we make in a software development project is ultimately a decision about business value. Feature trade-offs are decisions about business value. Risk management is about business value. Communication with the enterprise is about business value. Developer morale is about business value—it can affect the company’s costs in hiring and retaining developers, and it can affect the inclination of developers to innovate new value-creating solutions. Agile thinking is explicitly about business value: instead of delivering to schedule milestones, we deliver simply in the way that maximizes business value.

		But we’ll also see that “business value” is often implicit, or at least rarely explicit enough for someone to act upon. We’ll recognize that while learning organizations are important to us, the value of learning is often unstated and the learnings themselves are rarely explicitly valued. We’ll pause to consider what the job of IT leadership might be, especially given that more and more responsibilities are being pushed down to the teams. Ultimately, we’ll arrive at an idea of business value that I think is consistent with today’s thinking about organizations. Then we’ll look at how that understanding should influence the way we practice agility. Perhaps we’ll even talk about how to polish up that hairball.

		But for now I’ll just follow the advice of Alice’s King of Hearts: “Begin at the beginning,” the King said gravely, “and go on till you come to the end; then stop.”

		Who This Book Is For

		 I wrote this book for the Agile practitioner community and for the wider IT community.

		If you are an Agile practitioner—a developer, tester, or Scrum master—then you face decisions of business value every day. You need to be able to speak the language of business value to communicate with the organization at large. Your success or failure depends on your ability to create business value. (Are you more interested in business value now?)

		If you are an IT specialist in operations, infrastructure, security, or just about anything else technical, DevOps is making you part of the Agile delivery effort. While your role was always about business value, it is now more explicitly so. You will feel more a part of the team if you are all aligned behind a common understanding of what it means to deliver value.

		If you are a product owner or

		
		
		
		
		
		
			1 While I was researching this, I learned that there are actually many different types of armadillos, including the screaming hairy armadillo and the greater fairy armadillo. That kind of learning makes all that time in the library worthwhile.
			2 This one’s real. My colleague Josh Seckel presented it at Agile 2015.
			3 Joel Spolsky, “The Law of Leaky Abstractions,” http://www.joelonsoftware.com/articles/LeakyAbstractions.html. I just heard about this and knew I’d have to get it into the book somehow.
			4 Mark Schwartz, The Art of Business Value (Portland, OR: IT Revolution, 2016), xvi.
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