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“Sooner Safer Happier nails the point that many leaders miss—transformation in itself is not a worthy goal, it is a vehicle for optimizing business outcomes.”

—David Silverman, Co-Author of Team of Teams, 
CEO of CrossLead




“What [Jon] has achieved and created to help others succeed is nothing short of exceptional.”

—Barry O’Reilly, Business Advisor, Entrepreneur, Author of Unlearn and Co-Author of Lean Enterprise




“It is a real pleasure to read a book that doesn’t assume ‘Agile is the solution, now what is your problem?’…I strongly recommend this book.”

—Dave Snowden, Chief Scientific Officer, Cognitive Edge, Creator of Cynefin




“[Jon Smart] and his co-authors’ observations and lessons succinctly summarize and teach what decades of books have failed to do.”

—Gene Kim, Bestselling Author of The Unicorn Project and The Phoenix Project, Researcher, and Multiple Award-Winning CTO




“This book is not just a great handbook to draw from to assist you on your journey, it is also a great read!”

—Sally Clark, Executive Coach, NED, Strategic Advisor and Avid Agilist




“Sooner Safer Happier covers business agility learnings thoroughly…Compelling.”

—Patrick Eltridge, Seek, Westpac, Telstra, RBS, Nationwide




“This gem of guidance is destined to become the manual on HOW to deliver better value, sooner, safer, and happier through engaging customers, colleagues, leaders, and importantly boards!”

—Michael Harte, Researcher, Advisor, Investor, Director, ex-COO/CIO Santander, Barclays, Commonwealth Bank of Australia, PNC, Citi, Fonterra




“Jonathan’s excellent book provides us all with a very practical guide on how to embrace agility in an ever increasingly digital, chaotic, and challenging world where the path to delivering outcomes is uncertain.”

—Ian Buchanan, Independent Board Director and Advisor, 
Former CIO/COO Barclays, Société Générale, Nomura




“There are lots of books on organizational agility. But few are as comprehensive or thought-provoking as Jon Smart’s tour de force, Sooner Safer Happier.”

—Julian Birkinshaw, Professor and Deputy Dean, 
London Business School




“Sooner Safer Happier is a must-read for leaders who have recognized the need to connect the cultural and the technological aspects of digital transformation.”

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




“A true business-wide perspective on Digital Transformation and the need for whole business agility.”

—Adam Banks, Non Executive Director and Former CTIO of AP Møller Maersk




“This is as close to a field guide as I have seen, and speaks of real and practical experience.”

—Dawie Olivier, GM for Enterprise Transformation, Westpac




“This book is a treasure trove for anyone involved or interested in the theory and practice of business agility.”

—Richard James, Ways of Working Enablement Leader, 
Nationwide Building Society




“[Sooner Safer Happier] describes a set of patterns and antipatterns—with a great set of skills—to help you understand what is happening to stop teams delivering SSH and why it may be happening.”

—Jenny Wood, Delivering Customer Value




“Jon provides an authoritative and engaging description of how to set teams up to build great things, and ultimately delivers a handbook for overall organizational effectiveness and successful transformation that I will keep close.”

—Werner Loots, EVP Transformation, U.S. Bank




“I can’t recommend this book enough. BVSSH is kind of a ‘meta framework’—flexible yet explainable, realistic yet capable of step changes in effectiveness. Jon is a master coach and guide. Read, read again, and share.”

—John Cutler, Product Evangelist, Amplitude




"This book is an absolute must-read for business leaders responsible for leading transformational change.”

—Brijesh Ammanath, CIO, Trade & Working Capital, Barclays




“[Sooner Safer Happier is] a must-read book if you want to stay relevant in your market and run a forward-thinking organization.”

—Christian Metzner, CIO, Volkswagen Financial Services UK




“BVSSH is the unlock for organizations, and this book gives the practical guidance to WIN.”

—Courtney Kissler, VP, Global Technology, Nike




“This is a book that can be picked up by anyone across the business and is one that I will certainly be recommending to all our business and technology partners alike.”

—Chris Orson, Head of Digital and Data, HSBC Securities Services




“[Sooner Safer Happier] has so many valuable enterprise agility lessons that it could be used for an MBA course.”

—Leah Jochim, Experienced Enterprise Leader on Agile Ways of Working




“Jon Smart brilliantly weaves theory and real-world experiences to provide antidotes that are focused on delivering better value sooner, safer, and happier. . . . Truly, a great and essential book for every agilist, leader, or change agent!”

—Ahmed Sidkey, PhD, President of the International Consortium for Agile (ICAgile) and Head of Business Agility at Riot Games




“Better Value Sooner Safer Happier. These five words, taken to heart, could very well change everything. . . . The book itself is a masterpiece of both insight and practical advice.”

—Evan Leybourn, Co-Founder and CEO, Business Agility Institute




“This book is an invaluable guide for change agents looking to help organizations to remain relevant and indeed thrive in an increasingly challenging business environment.”

—Mark Lines, Co-Creator of Disciplined Agile




“You will return over and over to this book for strategies to make your transformation a success.”

—Scott Ambler, Vice President and Chief Scientist of Disciplined Agile




“Jonathan Smart’s book is a timely call to action for organizations that wish to survive and thrive in the emerging digitally enabled, people-centric landscape.”

—Matthew Skelton, Co-Author of Team Topologies




“This book is essential reading for organizations stuck with large ‘scaling’ frameworks that treat people and teams as interchangeable units.”

—Manuel Pais, Co-Author of Team Topologies
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A SENSE OF URGENCY




The world changed on June 26, 2018. It happened quietly. Few people even noticed. But that was the day that, after more than a century, General Electric, the last original member of the Dow Jones Industrial Average, was removed from the index.1

GE was one of just a dozen firms that Charles Dow included in his list in 1896. The company appeared alongside giants such as American Tobacco, American Sugar Refining Company, and Tennessee Coal and Iron, companies that dominated what Carlota Perez, an expert on the effect of technology on socioeconomic development, calls the Age of Electricity and Engineering.2

As the previous age gave way to the Age of Oil and Mass Production, sugar refining lost its monopoly. Health concerns put out tobacco. General Electric, however, just kept going. It rode the change, feeding electricity into America’s growing economy and transforming from an industrial conglomerate into a financial colossus. In 2004, GE was the largest firm in the world by market capitalization with a value of $382 billion.3

In 2016, it was one of the world’s ten largest companies,4 a symbol of how big and stable a company can become with expertise that suits the age. Just two years later, it was not. With a market value of $61 billion, only 15% of its peak value, and with its share price contributing less than half a percent to the Dow Jones’s value, GE found itself relegated from industry’s top league. Something had changed.

The reasons for GE’s decline are numerous (bad bets in oil, junk mortgages, and the size of GE Capital’s short-term borrowing leading up to the 2008 credit crisis5 had much to do with it); however, it’s not the only large, venerable company to find it was no longer leading the pack.

The rate of creative destruction is now faster than ever. In 1964, a firm listed on the S&P 500 Index could expect to remain on the index for thirty-three years. By 2016, that tenure had fallen to twenty-four years. By 2027, companies can expect to spend no more than twelve years on the index before they’re replaced. At the current churn rate, between 2018 and 2028, about half the index will have changed.6 With companies growing and shrinking faster than ever before, there is a need to be on the right side of change in order to survive and thrive.

A look at the current set of companies listed on the Dow Jones provides one clue to the source of the dramatic turnover on the S&P 500. Alongside stalwarts such as ExxonMobil and Procter & Gamble are Verizon, Cisco, IBM, and Intel, as well as Microsoft and Apple, two of the world’s largest firms by market capitalization. Currently, seven of the world’s ten largest firms by market capitalization are information technology companies, including (in addition to Microsoft and Apple) Google’s parent company Alphabet, Facebook, Amazon, and China’s Tencent and Alibaba.7 An economy that used to be dominated by oil and repetitive mass production has given way to one dominated by a continuous stream of information technology innovation and unique product development.

It’s not just what the technology companies are making. What characterizes today’s most highly valued organizations is how they make what they make. Their behavioral norms and systems of work are different from anything that’s come before. They are applying better approaches to work by evolving their ways of working to deliver value in a way that suits the nature of their work. We are in the Age of Digital.

In this new age, every company is an information technology company, whether they know it yet or not. Today, nearly all change and nearly all product development in organizations (such as a new mortgage, a new vaccine, or a new model of car) includes information technology. For example, by 2030 it is forecasted that software will account for half of the total cost of a new car.8 The organizations that are thriving are the ones that are leveraging information technology and treating software not as a cost center but rather as central to generating new business value.

Crucially, unlike in the age of repetitive mass production—where, for example, 1,500 cars are produced by one factory every day, one car a minute, twenty-four hours a day9—in the Digital Age, you don’t write the same software thousands of times. Software is written once, rewritten a few times to improve it, and then runs thousands of times. Every software binary coming off the virtual assembly line is unique. People don’t know what they want and you don’t know how you’re going to write the software until you’ve written it. Only once it’s in the hands of people do they know what they don’t want and do you realize how you should have written the code. Rather than the domain of work being repetitive, knowable, and deterministic with known-unknowns (you know how to fix it if something goes wrong), unique product development is unknowable and emergent with unknown-unknowns. For something that has not been done before, you don’t know what you don’t know until you do something and get feedback.

Over time, as compute power has increased, as we went from punch cards and valve-based computing with slow feedback loops (such as an overnight run) to microprocessors and the ability to have near-immediate feedback loops, an increasing number of software engineers realized that the then-conventional “heavyweight,” sequential, stage-gate processes for software development were not optimal for the complex, emergent domain of digital knowledge work.

Practitioners felt and saw the pain. With inspiration from articles such as “The New New Product Development Game,”10 software engineers in the late 1980s and early 1990s saw the benefits of better ways of working that were taking place in manufacturing firms like Toyota, Honda, and Xerox, with small empowered multidisciplinary teams and frequent small iterations, rather than the previous way of working with sequential, big-batch, stage-gate work passing by job role. This was in the context of product development and was heavily influenced by the legendary W. Edwards Deming, the godfather of Agile and Lean. With experimentation and experience, “lightweight” processes for software development became increasingly popular, being more suited to the emergent nature of digital work. In 2001, the values and principles of these lightweight processes were codified in the Agile Manifesto.

People doing product development found that these Agile principles helped them deliver value early and often with empowered teams. This led to better outcomes. These agile ways of working (suited to unique, emergent, product development) altered everything because they correctly optimize the approach to the work to the type of work. This way of working leads to the delivery of Better Value Sooner Safer Happier.

Increasingly old, traditional companies—the horses rather than the unicorns—are feeling the need to exhibit agility across the whole organization in order to keep up with the “born agile” disruptors who are not held back by legacy ways of working. Organized human endeavor in the Digital Age has increasingly shifted from repetitive production to unique product development. In addition, fueled by the same technological revolution, the pace of change has become faster.

To succeed, organizations are recognizing the importance of being proficient in ways of working suited to and leveraging the increasingly emergent nature of work and the continuous pace of change. Organizations are recognizing a need to exhibit business agility. These ways of working are not specific to IT, nor to any sector. They are essential to survive and thrive in the Age of Digital.

Living through the Tipping Point in the Age of Digital

In order to understand the macro picture, it is helpful to look at the work of Professor Carlota Perez. In 2002, Perez wrote Technological Revolutions and Financial Capital: The Dynamics of Bubbles and Golden Ages, an analysis of the relationship between financial bubbles and technological change. In it, Perez demonstrates how, since the first industrial revolution, approximately every forty to sixty years there is a new technology-led revolution that gives rise to a paradigm shift and a new economy with societal impact. There is a recurrence of financial bubbles bursting in the middle of each technology-led revolution, caused by over-investment in the hype, leading to a recession and then a new golden age.11 Each recession is a tipping point from a previous normal to a new normal. Since the beginning of the dot com crash in 2000, we’ve been living through the tipping point in the Age of Digital.

In each age, the ways of working evolve, suited to its context. Each advances on organized human endeavor, increasing productivity. We went from factory systems to subcontracting to Taylorism and Fordism and subsequently Lean in the Age of Oil & Mass Production. Now, we are emerging into business agility in the Age of Digital.
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Figure A.1: Technological Revolutions

Adapted from Perez, Technological Revolutions and Financial Capital.



Project management and Gantt charts come from two technological revolutions ago, optimized for the primary context at the time: repetitive, knowable, deterministic, and generally physical activity. The evolution in ways of working using time studies reinforced the notion of managers versus workers, with a command-and-control, order-giver, order-taker, behavioral norm. Productivity improved, however, at a human cost, with workers treated as cogs in a machine.

Unfortunately, today, some organizations are still misapplying this way of working from more than a century ago to unique, unknowable, emergent, behavioral knowledge work: a type of activity that benefits from a wholly different approach if there is a desire to deliver Better Value Sooner Safer Happier.

What This Book Is About

This book is here to help you on your unique journey to better ways of working in the Age of Digital in order to lead to better outcomes. It is a collection of antipatterns and patterns grouped into eight chapters, each chapter being a key learning.

These are lessons learned the hard way, and they are presented here to help you avoid potential potholes. Where work is emergent there is no such thing as best practice. There is no one size fits all. Your context is unique.

These antipatterns and patterns are approaches that have been experienced by the authors and observed across hundreds of organizations to—more often than not—act as a headwind (antipattern) or a tailwind (pattern) to improving outcomes. This book, and the patterns and antipatterns within it, is shared learning. As your context is unique, your mileage may vary. No other organization has the same impediments, history, and culture as your organization. There is a need to apply an emergent mindset to this emergent domain of work. Take these learnings and optimize for fast learning. Amplify experiments that work and dampen experiments that don’t.

The focus of this book is on outcomes, not on Agile for Agile’s sake, or Lean for Lean’s sake. These outcomes are expressed as Better Value Sooner Safer Happier (or BVSSH for short).

Better is quality. Quality is built in rather than inspected in later. With smaller slices of value and multidisciplinary teams, changes are within a team’s cognitive load (that is, complexity that fits in your head) and there is a limited “impact radius.” There are fewer incidents and outages. There is less rework, less failure demand. More time is spent proactively rather than reactively.

Value is unique; it’s why you are doing what you are doing. It is of value to someone. It could be financial; it could be maintaining public safety; it could be charitable.

Sooner is time to market, time to learning, to pivoting, to de-risking, to avoiding a "sunk cost fallacy," to locking in progress value early and often.

Safer is Governance, Risk, and Compliance (GRC), information security, data privacy, regulatory compliance and resilience in chaos, be that a cyber-attack or a global pandemic. It is customers trusting your organization. It is agile rather than fragile. It is speed and control, not one or the other. It is cultural, keeping the conversation on risk alive. The better the brakes, the faster you can go.

Happier covers customers, colleagues, citizens, and climate, as it is not about “more for less” at any human or climatic cost. It is high levels of customer advocacy and colleague engagement with a positive impact to society and the one planet we live on. It is a more humane way of working.

Each of these elements balances the other. You can’t force Sooner, as there will be a downward trend in Better and Happier. Improving on BVSSH is not prescriptive. Measures are vector metrics (trends) rather than absolutes so that improvement over time can be compared. No one is exempt from improving. Within guardrails, teams are empowered and supported to build a muscle memory of continuous improvement in line with BVSSH. Sometimes it’s more agile and lean; sometimes it’s smaller waterfalls due to history, a command and control culture of fear, and lack of psychological safety. It depends on your unique culture, history, and context.

A key theme in this book that is worth highlighting is “Go Slower to Go Faster.” This is explored in particular in Chapters 2 and 7. There will be quick wins, and it is a fallacy to try to do too much too soon. People have a limited velocity to unlearn and relearn. You cannot force the pace of change in the same way that King Canute could not hold back the tide. Forcing the pace of change will likely lead to real, lasting change either not happening at all (with new labels on the same old behavior) or taking longer and with more risk. Lasting behavioral change takes as long as it takes, based on actions taken to nurture it, ignore it, force it, or sabotage it. It can be given a tailwind or a headwind. The intent is that this book gives you a tailwind.

What this book does not attempt to do is to touch on each body of knowledge. This is such a rich, deep, fascinating topic that it could fill a library. And if you are holding a physical copy, you are probably grateful that it doesn’t weigh more! While in particular agile, lean, and DevOps are spoken of, there is no explicit attempt to cover in depth topics such as systems thinking, design thinking, user experience (UX) design, Eli Goldratt’s Theory of Constraints, W. Edwards Deming’s System of Profound Knowledge, and so on. It is a beautiful, never-ending learning journey, which you too can contribute to, should you wish to.

The intent is that this book will give you a tailwind for improved ways of working. This book is not just about agile or lean. It is about ways of working for better outcomes in the Age of Digital.

Who Are We?

I started out as a developer on the trading floor in investment banking in the early 1990s. I was part of a multidisciplinary, single-digit-sized team, physically sitting together, with a tribal team identity. We were the swaps trading desk. We were all “the business” irrespective of specialism. We were naturally agile, with many-times-a-day deployments of technology-enabled value. We followed an adaptive “lightweight” process, which today would be recognized as agile and lean. It was a case of “you build it, you run it,” which incentivized writing software that was supportable and resilient. It was fun and engaging.

Over time I’ve repeatedly taken multi-disciplinary teams on the journey from traditional to better ways of working to optimize for outcomes within the financial services industry. I have approximately thirty years of experience as an agile and lean practitioner, as a “business technologist” delivering software to generate business value, with lessons learned the hard way: by trying, sometimes succeeding, sometimes failing, learning, pivoting, and trying again.

Most recently I led Ways of Working at Barclays, a universal bank that dates as far back as 1690 and employs about 80,000 people globally across multiple business units. It’s a large, highly regulated business. My role was to increase agility and help everyone in the bank deliver better services to Barclays’ customers, release value sooner, and ensure that change was safe and compliant, with happier customers and colleagues. The benefits we saw are mentioned in the next chapter. I am currently helping organizations across industry sectors improve their ways of working, applying principles in context to optimize for Better Value Sooner Safer Happier.

It’s teamwork, and I’m delighted that three people who have been on the same shared journey have contributed to this book. Together with Zsolt Berend, Myles Ogilvie, and Simon Rohrer—colleagues and friends—we will share in this book the most important lessons that we’ve been able to draw from our experiences developing and adopting better ways of working.

In the decades that Zsolt, Myles, Simon, and I have been agile and lean practitioners, we’ve seen the benefits that better ways of working can bring. We’ve repeatedly seen initiatives with a deterministic mindset, work passing by job role silos, and Think Big, Start Big, Learn Slow ways of working where hundreds of people fail at very high cost. We’ve also seen thousands of small, empowered teams and teams of teams improve their ways of working within guardrails, with strategic alignment, with intrinsic motivation, growing together, increasing engagement and satisfaction, regularly delivering value, and improving on BVSSH outcomes. We’ve seen how better, more humane ways of working are adopted through an organization, and we’ve also experienced the impediments that are a headwind for improving outcomes, and how they can be alleviated. We’ve implemented many mandatory, regulatory initiatives with a fixed scope and fixed date, with a need to cease business activities if not implemented in time, all implemented with agile and lean principles, all early and all successful. In these situations, a waterfall approach would have been too risky, with late learning and back-loaded risk. Due to agility and fast time to learning, having got early learning on the least understood and the riskiest bit of these activities, we were able to go back to the UK regulator and suggest that for the benefit of global competitiveness, they might want to update the legislation, which they did. Even regulation isn’t always immutable if you’re learning fast enough.

Who This Book Is For

This book is aimed at leaders at all levels, in all roles, in large, complex organizations, who are on or are about to go on the journey of reinvention in the Age of Digital. You might be having some issues or you’re not seeing the expected outcomes you desire or you want to set out with a guide for your journey.

This book is aimed at a broad spectrum of experience, including those who do and don’t have decades of experience in agile and lean ways of working or organizational change at scale. For those who do, as per the Dunning-Kruger effect (see Chapter 3), you will realize how much you still have to learn and that you’re never done learning. It is a huge pivot, how people work together, a mindset shift with a focus on outcomes over output, with finance, HR, compliance, internal audit, and real estate implications. This is a once-in-a-lifetime pivot in how human endeavor is organized. Therefore, building on all the bodies of knowledge to date, it is still a nascent topic and there is still much to learn. My intent is that this book will be updated in the future as we all continue to learn.

This book is for people organization-wide, not just IT. Nothing is out of scope if it is an impediment to delivering Better Value Sooner Safer Happier. Marketing, sales, legal, compliance, internal audit, HR, finance, procurement, real estate, executive committee members, non-executive directors, strategy, business units, product managers, digital, data, back office operations, the PMO, and so on should all find benefit in the antipatterns and patterns in this book.

If you are feeling that you are living through an antipattern, the intent is that this book can support you in making your case to bosses, peers, and stakeholders to help amplify ways of working that should lead to better outcomes.

How This Book Is Organized

Antipatterns and Patterns

Organizations are complex adaptive systems. There is no one way of working that suits every context. Change is emergent. Changing how you do change is emergent. Organizations are emergent, with a memory. It’s emergence tripled. The only feasible way to progress is by running experiments, being sensitive to context with a fast feedback loop, and having a safe-to-learn environment. There is no such thing as “best practice”; no one-size-fits-all set of practices that optimizes for all contexts.

What I have observed from learning the hard way and shared learning from the agile, lean, and DevOps communities is that there are common antipatterns and patterns.

An antipattern is a common response to a situation that, more often than not, is ineffective and risks being highly counterproductive. Antipatterns are approaches that have been seen many times to not optimize for outcomes, sometimes setting an organization back many years and creating organizational scar tissue and a strong headwind. Very occasionally an antipattern for the majority of organizations might be a pattern for one organization: for example, perhaps a scenario where cash flow is running short, and it’s a high-risk, do-or-die strategy for an organization.

A pattern is a response to a situation that, more often than not, is effective and improves desired outcomes, of course with ups and downs, back-and-forths, and swings and roundabouts, as it’s all about people. A pattern can help create a tailwind. It has repeatedly improved outcomes and become “sticky.” It can help create a tailwind for change. As with the antipatterns, your mileage may vary. In some rare contexts, a pattern might be an antipattern. However, I would advise caution and not use this as a rationale to knowingly adopt an antipattern with a command-and-control, deterministic mindset. I would suggest starting with the patterns and experiment with fast feedback.

This book is laid out as a series of antipatterns and their corresponding patterns. If you are reading a particular antipattern and are feeling the pain, you can look at the corresponding pattern for a suggestion on an approach that will likely generate better outcomes.

Each chapter looks at a related set of antipatterns and patterns. My aim is that you will be able to use this book as a guide on your own unique, never ending journey. You’ll be able to learn from others, avoid potholes, and accelerate while remembering that this is not a cookbook or a manual. It can’t do the work for you. You should interpret the antipatterns and patterns in your own unique context. A bit like learning to ski, it’s advisable to have coaching from a ski instructor, someone who can anticipate the bumps or turns ahead and help people learn to ski for themselves.

I believe these antipatterns and patterns are applicable in the context of large, bureaucratic enterprises—the economy’s horses rather than its unicorns. That said, as some unicorns grow rapidly, hiring people from larger, more traditional firms, I’ve seen a meeting in the middle. The horses exhibit more agility and the unicorns become more bureaucratic. Even unicorns are not exempt from continuously improving. You will need to probe, sense, and respond.

Principles

With each chapter comes a number of principles. They distill the essence of the chapter to its guiding principles, to guide behavior and the millions of decisions that are made every day. For example, “Invite over Inflict” and “One Size Does Not Fit All.” They apply across contexts.

Specific practices emerge by applying the principles to a unique context and by using coaching and experimentation, leveraging many bodies of knowledge. As Dan Terhorst-North has said: “Practices = Principles + Context.”12 The successful pattern is to identify the top ten or so principles that you feel are most important to encourage across your organization, communicate them relentlessly, and recognize behaviors in line with them. They are positive behavioral guardrails.

The intentionally long list provided in this book is intended to help you get started. The principles themselves are self-referential. You are invited to use them, and there is no one size fits all. Your context and impediments will determine which are more important to encourage.

How to Read This Book

Just as there is no one size fits all, there is no one way to read this book. It could be read left to right in a linear manner. Equally, it is intended to be “dippable.” The idea is that you can hone in on an area of interest, reading the relevant antipatterns and patterns.

The book is organized into three parts.


	•Chapter 0 covers how we got here and takes a closer look at agile, lean, and DevOps.

	•Chapters 1 to 8 are the lessons learned, comprised of antipatterns and patterns.

	•Chapter 9 is advice on how to get going.



In Chapter 1, I start by looking at how agile and lean are not the goal and how, instead, it is important to start with why and focus on outcomes.

In Chapter 2, I talk about achieving big through small. It’s not about scaling agile on top of the current bureaucracy; it’s about descaling in order to scale agility and applying an agile approach to agility.

In Chapter 3, I talk about how one size does not fit all and how it is better to invite change rather than inflict it. One of the core tenets of this book is that a practice that works in one context won’t necessarily optimize for outcomes in another context. Also, forcing ways of working on people is less likely to be successful than inviting participation with incentivization. Here, we look at a pragmatic approach with the VOICE acronym.

In Chapter 4, I discuss the importance of leadership, including role modeling desired behaviors, creating a psychologically safe culture where safe-to-learn experimentation is rewarded, and being less commander, more servant leader, ensuring that there is high alignment and high autonomy.

In Chapter 5, I discuss building the right thing and explain how to move from discrete output to continuous outcomes. This is the pivot from project to product, from output to outcomes.

In Chapter 6, Myles Ogilvie talks about building the thing right: how continuous compliance keeps teams on track while also keeping them free to innovate and respond. These are the minimal viable guardrails that enable safe autonomy and empowerment.

In Chapter 7, Simon Rohrer explores how continuous attention to technical excellence is essential to exhibit agility and deliver better outcomes.

In Chapter 8, Zsolt Berend explains how to become a learning organization. This is intentionally the final chapter of antipatterns and patterns, as for any organization this is an aspirational state to achieve: to become a continuously unlearning and relearning organization in order to be the best at being better.

Throughout this book, you’ll find case studies, examples, and scenarios drawn from across different industries. This is a book that, should you choose, will put you on the right side of change, create a tailwind, and help you deliver Better Value Sooner Safer Happier.
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In 1992 the representatives of China’s National People’s Congress voted to build a hydroelectric dam at the site of the Three Gorges on the Yangtze River. Engineers drew up their plans. Work got underway. A small cofferdam was built to create a channel that would divert the flow of China’s most powerful river. A new ship lock on the left bank allowed navigation to continue. Five years after the vote to start the project, the flow of the Yangtze River was blocked. A second cofferdam was used to build the dam itself together with a power station. A permanent ship lock replaced the first lock. Ten years after the vote, the second cofferdam was removed and the Yangtze River flowed again, filling the reservoir.1

During the construction, the Chinese government relocated more than 1.3 million people and over a thousand towns and villages were flooded. By the time the dam opened, construction had cost around $24 billion and, at its peak, employed over 26,000 workers. The dam reached as high as 185 meters and stretched more than two kilometers across the river. With twenty-six turbines, it could generate twenty times the power of the Hoover Dam. It now has thirty-two turbines and is the world’s most powerful dam.2

It was always clear that an economy growing as quickly as China’s would need new energy sources, and ideally those energy sources would need to be cleaner than coal. By implementing one stage of construction after another, China was able to successfully complete the production of one of the most complicated engineering projects ever undertaken.

While the Chinese government was building a giant dam across its most powerful river, the British government was also undertaking an ambitious project of its own: it was trying to computerize post offices so that they could improve benefit payments. The seventeen million people who then collected benefits would be given special “swipe cards.” The system would reduce fraud, lower costs, and be more convenient for both government and claimants.

The card was announced in 1996. The IT project was run by the Department of Social Security (DSS) and by post office counters. Pathway, a subsidiary of International Computers Limited (ICL), won the contract to develop and install the technology. By the time the project was canceled three years later in 1999, post office counters had lost £571 million, ICL wrote off £180 million, and the DSS had laid out about £127 million. Because the system was supposed to have saved £100 million in fraudulent claims, which didn’t happen, the total cost to the taxpayer of the failed project was put at about £1 billion.3

The cancellation of the post office benefit card project was followed by the publication of a report later that year that listed twenty-five government IT projects that had “resulted in delay, confusion, and inconvenience to the citizen and, in many cases, poor value for money for the taxpayer.” The report goes on to say that “for more than two decades, implementing IT systems successfully has proved difficult” and that “problems continue to occur in areas where recommendations have been made in the past.”4

Those challenges aren’t unique to the UK’s IT initiatives. In 2013, the US government launched HealthCare.gov, a health insurance shopping site that would enable Americans to take advantage of the new Affordable Care Act. Despite the budget for the site ballooning from $93.7 million to $1.7 billion during development, it was only four days before launch that officials realized the site still had too little capacity. It crashed as soon as it opened. By the end of opening day, only six of the 250,000 people who had tried to access the site were able to select an insurance plan and submit an application.5

In the cases above, it was a Think Big, Start Big, Learn Slow approach. The future was determined at the moment when the least was known, and there was insufficient learning until right at or after the theoretical end, which is really just the beginning. There was insufficient realization of early and often slices of value and learning. A deterministic mindset was being repeatedly applied to an emergent domain of work. And the same poor outcomes resulted.

That doesn’t necessarily mean that the Chinese government is better at building things than the UK or US governments. Building a dam is knowable. There are more than 57,000 large dams worldwide.6 China is the most dammed country in the world, with more than 23,000 large dams. Dam building requires expertise. And having built concrete structures to hold back water 22,999 times before, those building it know what to expect, including what problems or challenges might occur. They might not be able to avoid every problem and every delay, but they know where and why delays are likely to occur. There are known-unknowns; people know what they don’t know, due to having performed this activity previously many times.

Digitizing benefit payments for 17 million people and all post offices in the UK had not been done 57,000 times before. It had never been done before. Building HealthCare.gov had never been done before. Not only that, HealthCare.gov was expected to go live on day one in the thirty-six states in the US that had declined to build their own exchanges. From zero to 250,000 users overnight in one THINK BIG, BUILD BIG, BIG BANG release.

With this work, which has never been done before, people don’t know what they don’t know. There are unknown-unknowns. Both of these initiatives tried to force a deterministic-way-of-working peg into an emergent-domain-of-work hole, but that does not make it magically work. As Albert Einstein is credited with saying, “the definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over again but expecting different results.”

Instead, it is necessary to optimize for early and often learning in a real environment with real customers or consumers. This lowers the risk of delivery, generates value earlier, enables pivoting to maximize value, and locks in progress as you go. The best part is that, unlike pouring concrete, which sets, with knowledge-based products and services, such as software, this way of working is easy to do. Actually, it’s the easiest to do.

In order to understand traditional ways of working in most large organizations today in the context of change, it’s helpful to understand how we got here.


Previous Ways of Working Were Optimized for Repetitive Labor

One of the leaders of the Efficiency Movement, Frederick Winslow Taylor, did much to improve industrial processes. Working first as a machinist and then as a consultant in the 1890s, Taylor applied a scientific approach to work by using a stopwatch to analyze repetitive work, such as shoveling iron ore or inspecting ball bearings. The result, Taylorism, was a top-down, us-and-them, command-and-control management system. Workers were told when to start and stop working, managers set quotas instead of workers setting the pace of work, and tasks were increasingly specialized. Managers would watch the workers, measure their performance, and order changes. Managers planned and workers worked. Employees did what they were told. As Taylor put it:


The work of every workman is fully planned out by the management at least one day in advance, and each man receives in most cases complete written instructions, describing in detail the task which he is to accomplish, as well as the means to be used in doing the work. This task specifies not only what is to be done but how it is to be done and the exact time allowed for doing it.7



While Taylor’s methods increased productivity, they did little to increase happiness or satisfaction in the workplace. Indeed, it is clear that Taylor looked down on workers: “A man who is fit to handle pig iron . . . shall be so stupid . . . that he more nearly resembles in his mental makeup the ox than any other type.”8

Henry Gantt, the creator of Gantt charts, worked with Taylor in the early 1900s. According to Wallace Clark in The Gantt Chart: A Working Tool of Management (written in 1923), what we call a Gantt chart used to be called the Man Record Chart. The horizontal lines represented a worker’s actual output versus what the manager (not the worker) viewed to be a reasonable quota. If you moved enough crude iron today, you could go home. If not, you had to keep working. “Long line men” were promoted and “short line men [were] very apt to do everything possible to distract the attention of others from their inferiority.”9

The premise of the Man Record Chart was to watch over workers and follow up on perceived idleness—a continuation of the command-and-control culture of Taylorism, with managers telling workers exactly what to do. While the result was greater efficiency, it also drove a strong “us and them, managers versus workers” culture and unrest from unions.

The time study approach that Taylor championed was then built upon and improved by others, leading to the specialized production lines of Ford’s Model T and eventually the pull-based, just-in-time supply methods pioneered by Toyota that now power modern automotive factories.

While Taylorism turned workers into subservient machines, advances in technology led to machines that could do the work better. The automatic loom replaced handweavers. The internal combustion engine revolutionized travel and delivery times. Telegrams and telephones increased the speed at which information could flow. The forklift and automation replaced the muscles of Taylor’s steelworkers. Eventually, with the invention of the microprocessor and the arrival of the Age of Digital, labor’s comparative advantage switched from following orders and moving lumps of iron to the ability to create unique products and services that deliver outcomes for customers. The means of production changed from brawn to brain.

From Repetitive Manufacturing to Unique Product Development

In Taylor’s time, work was repetitive and performed by hand. Today, more and more of human endeavor is done with the head and is never the same twice, with automation taking on repetitive tasks. Today’s most dynamic industrial workplaces are no longer steel mills and fields of discarded iron. They’re more likely to resemble hipster cafés with espresso machines and shared tables. In many cities, the warehouses that used to store physical goods are now trendy, bare-brick hotbeds of information technology innovation. Work has moved away from hand-making the same thing repeatedly—effort that’s deterministic and has known-unknowns—to unique, knowledge-based work that is emergent and full of unknown-unknowns.

In the same way that going from the Stone Age to the Bronze Age meant not just better tools but also an entirely new society with new ways of living, organizing, and working, so the shift into today’s Digital Age has produced equally large social and economic effects.

In 2011, Marc Andreessen, coauthor of the first widely used web browser (Mosaic) and cofounder of the venture capital firm Andreessen Horowitz, told The Wall Street Journal:


Software is eating the world. Six decades into the computer revolution, four decades since the invention of the microprocessor, and two decades into the rise of the modern Internet, all of the technology required to transform industries through software finally works and can be widely delivered at global scale.10



Organizations that have applied ways of working that suit the domain of work have not just survived, they’ve thrived to a degree rarely seen before. Alphabet, Amazon, Apple, and Microsoft have all been valued at over $1 trillion. Apple was the first publicly traded company to hit this landmark in August 2018, with the other three firms surpassing this valuation within eighteen months. Alphabet (Google) and Amazon went from zero to a $1 trillion valuation in just over twenty years. 

It is interesting to look back in time and see how for each landmark valuation there is a new normal and organizations with new ways of working that are suited to the technology revolution and type of work. The first $100 billion company was IBM in 1987, in the Age of Digital. General Motors was the first $10 billion company in 1955, in the Age of Oil & Mass Production. US Steel was the first $1 billion company in 1901, in the Age of Electricity & Engineering (and was removed from the S&P 500 Index in 2014).11

That doesn’t mean that businesses must adopt new ways of working in this new Digital Age. Firms can choose to not adapt. A quote often attributed to W. Edwards Deming states: “It is not necessary to change. Survival is not mandatory.”

For example, in the retail apocalypse that started in 2010, approximately 10,000 stores closed in the US and 16,000 in the UK in 2019 alone, prior to the COVID-19 pandemic.12 That’s five hundred stores closing every single week. The main factor cited was the shift to ecommerce. Thomas Cook, HMV, Debenhams, Bonmarche, Mothercare, Clintons, Karen Millen, Jack Wills, Bathstore, Sears, Borders, Topshop US, and Barneys are just some examples of retailers who have shut up shop or have needed to be rescued in the past few years. The COVID-19 pandemic is accelerating the trend, with as many 25,000 stores predicted to close in the US alone in 2020.13 Meanwhile, digital natives are set to open 850 stores by 2023 in “clicks to bricks” expansion plans.14 There are plenty of vacant stores for them to choose from.

What Are You Optimizing For?

This is an important question to ask. Within your organization, what are you optimizing for? Are you optimizing for the fast flow of safe value with high levels of customer advocacy and colleague engagement? Or for role-based silos, where work is passed over the wall to the next role-based silo with little notion of end-to-end ownership? Are you optimizing for value and time to value, or for pushing a “promise for a future solution” through endless gates and committees for years? Are you optimizing for fast learning and pivoting in order to maximize outcomes in the shortest possible time and with the least effort and least risk? Or for following a predetermined project plan with learning and risks back-loaded to the end with a large impact radius and big-bang implementation? Are you optimizing for everyone using their brains to run safe-to-learn experiments to continuously improve or for following orders?

As we’ve seen, organizations that have optimized their ways of working to suit the type of work have thrived. This results in higher customer expectations, raising the bar. There is a new normal, further fueled by the COVID-19 pandemic, accelerating the Age of Digital.

Given the importance of taking an optimal approach for the type of work, it is important to understand what agile, lean, DevOps, and waterfall are and their history. As this book is for leaders at all levels and in all roles in large, complex organizations, it assumes no, or little, prior knowledge of ways of working. Certainly this is what I find in practice. People, historically, have spent very little time thinking about or improving how they do what they do.

What Is Agile?

Agile (along with Lean) has origins in manufacturing in Japan, heavily influenced by the teachings of W. Edwards Deming from the 1950s onward. As we saw in the “A Sense of Urgency” chapter, the 1986 Harvard Business Review article “The New New Product Development Game” articulates the benefits of better ways of working that were taking place in manufacturing firms like Toyota, Honda, and Xerox. The article is still remarkably up to date. These organizations, in the context of new product development, had small, empowered, multidisciplinary teams working in small iterations and with a clear North Star outcome. They were empowered as to how to achieve the mission, within guardrails, and with a high degree of experimentation. As of the date of the article, Xerox was developing new products with half the number of people and in half the time compared to the previous sequential, stage-gate process.15

The article uses the sport of rugby as an analogy, with the team moving together up the pitch with the ball. This led Ken Schwaber and Jeff Sutherland in the early 1990s to call their iterative and incremental approach to software product development Scrum, as per the scrum in rugby.16

At the same time, others in software development, myself included, were experimenting with “lightweight processes” (versus heavyweight, sequential, stage-gate processes), finding that more value was delivered sooner with less delivery risk, higher levels of engagement, and no “sunk cost fallacy.” With experimentation and experience, “lightweight” processes for software development became increasingly popular, being more suited to the emergent nature of digital work. As Barry O’Reilly, author of Unlearn: Let Go of Past Success to Achieve Extraordinary Results, puts it, “Think Big, Start Small, Learn Fast.”17

In 2001, seventeen leading software developers met in Snowbird, Utah, to discuss new, lightweight methods of developing software. They produced what became known as the Agile Manifesto.18 This manifesto is a set of four values and twelve principles that optimize outcomes where the type of work is unique product development. Teams who follow these principles welcome changes to requirements late in product development; trust motivated individuals to get the job done; believe that the best architectures, requirements, and designs emerge from self-organizing teams; and adjust behavior at regular intervals in order to become more effective. While the manifesto was put together by software developers, the values and principles apply to any unique emergent type of work, not only software.

The principles laid out in the manifesto are the very opposite of the top-down management methods advanced by Taylorism. Instead of supervisors giving orders, multidisciplinary teams work together toward a clear outcome aligned to business strategy. They determine safe-to-learn experiments to test the outcome hypothesis (probe), measure results (sense), and react accordingly (respond). Teams are empowered within minimal viable guardrails (for example, compliance, standards, and regulation). Change and changing how you change, based on feedback loops, is essential to optimize outcomes. The principles leverage emergence to your advantage to reduce risk early and pivot to realize more value sooner.

The Agile Manifesto intentionally leaves it to people to figure out how to apply the principles because organizations are complex adaptive systems, each context is unique. It acknowledges that there is no one-size-fits-all set of practices.

One of the principles states: “Simplicity, the art of maximizing the amount of work not done, is essential.” The focus is on outcomes over output. That is, maximizing outcomes with minimal output, the most value for the least effort. The definition of “productivity” is the number of units of output for each unit of input, which for unique emergent work is not optimal. Instead, the focus should be on “value-tivity,” maximizing outcomes for the least output.

As we passed the tipping point in the Age of Digital, to quote Dan Mezick, an “Agile Industrial Complex” developed.19 This is a top-down imposition of Agile practices and one-size-fits-all processes with no empowerment for teams. It is push, not pull. It is prescriptive and formulaic, not emergent or empowering, and rarely optimizes for desired outcomes in context. It is a forced infliction of emergent ways of working, done with a traditional, deterministic mindset. It is Agile snake oil, cookie-cutter Agile, Agile-in-a-box. Install it and you will be Agile. It is Agile for Agile’s sake, Agile as the goal, measuring “how Agile are we.” It does not necessarily lead to agility, to better outcomes.

The word “Agile” itself has collected a lot of baggage since its first inception, and I come across many people who have been burned by an overzealous infliction of it in the past. The word generates resistance. To quote Peter Senge, author of The Fifth Discipline, “The harder you push against a system, the harder it pushes back.”20 To increase agility, to optimize for outcomes, given history and culture, sometimes the best approach is not Agile at all.

In this book, capital “A” Agile is used to refer to agility in this sense: as a noun, a product, a process, a set of practices, doing Agile. This alone does not necessarily translate into better outcomes. I prefer agile with a lower case “a,” as a verb, rather than a noun, as in being agile, exhibiting agility. It refers to behavior, to culture, to principles, which inform millions of decisions every day. How that manifests will be unique, as your context is unique, and as we will see throughout this book.
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Figure 0.1: Being Agile versus Doing Agile

Adapted from Ahmed Sidky.



Sometimes, I will use the word “nimble” in place of agile in order to sense check. For example, we want to be nimble (i.e., we want to learn fast, continuously improve, and pivot), rather than we want to do Agile (we’re doing standups, counting points, and doing mandated, top-down two-week sprints, but not necessarily improving and still working within a broader deterministic mindset). Equally, we don’t necessarily want to “do Nimble” or run a Nimble Transformation. We do want to improve ways of working suited to our unique context in order to optimize for outcomes.

As organizations are complex adaptive systems, there is no one best way. The majority of agility is about behavioral norms, culture, rather than processes or tools. It’s people, process, and tools, in that order.

From Mass Production to Lean Production

“Lean production” was a term coined by John Krafcick, the first American engineer hired at the Toyota-General Motors joint venture, NUMMI. His training at NUMMI included lengthy periods in Japan at Toyota factories, where he learned the fundamentals of Lean production at the source. The term first appeared in the book The Machine That Changed the World.21 One description states that “Lean production is lean because it uses less of everything compared with mass production. Half the human effort in the factory, half the manufacturing space, half the investment in tools, half the engineering hours, in half the time.”22 The core idea is to maximize customer value while minimizing waste.

Lean production began in the Toyota Production System where, due to economic necessity in the 1950s, with smaller volumes than in the US or Europe and with limited capital, Toyota’s chief production engineer, Taiichi Ohno, devised a way to change machine stamping dies for body panels from a day to an astonishing three minutes. In doing so he found that it cost less per part to make small batches rather than run off enormous lots. This was because it eliminated the cost of carrying large inventories, and it meant that any stamping mistakes showed up almost immediately with minimal waste.

Building on concepts from Sakichi Toyoda (founder of Toyota) and his son, Kiichiro, Ohno also instigated a kaizen process of constant improvement with all workers rather than improvement being a job role that someone else did, as was the case in the US car industry and Taylorism. Finally, Ohno developed new ways to coordinate the flow of parts within the supply chains, moving to a just-in-time, pull-based system, further eliminating costly inventory and waste and optimizing for flow. It took Ohno more than twenty years to fully implement these concepts. The result: in 2008 Toyota was the number one car manufacturer globally, stripping GM of the sales crown for the first time in seventy-eight years. Currently, Toyota has the highest market value of any automotive manufacturer, worth four times more than GM and seven times more than Ford.

In Lean Thinking: Banish Waste and Create Wealth in Your Corporation, Daniel Jones and James Womack outline five lean principles:23


	Value: specify value from the point of view of the customer.

	Value Stream: identify the value stream and all the steps in it, from concept to cash.

	Flow: limit work in progress; stabilize flow; focus on lead time, throughput, and flow efficiency; alleviate impediments to flow.

	Pull: move from a push-based system of work to a pull-based system of work; go at the capacity of the system of work and don’t over-produce.

	Perfection: the relentless pursuit of perfection.



Lean and agile, with a common root in post–World War II Japan, have a lot in common, such as a focus on building quality in, value, flow, respect for people, a pull-based system of work, and a kaizen process of continuous improvement and visualizing work. However, a key area where they differ is the focus on “standardized work” in lean. Mass production looks for “good enough,” and lean production looks for perfection. This is desirable for repetitive production; however, for the unique, unknowable, emergent domain of product development, “perfect is the enemy of good,” to quote Voltaire. Lean production (suited to knowable, repetitive work) seeks to minimize variability, striving for perfection, in some cases targeting Six Sigma levels of perfection. Agility (suited to unknowable unique work) actively seeks and benefits from variability with multiple minimally viable, safe-to-learn experiments in order to optimize for outcomes.

What Is DevOps?

DevOps is a portmanteau that combines Development and Operations. DevOps focuses on breaking down the barriers between the teams responsible for developing a product and the teams responsible for deploying and operating the product. The term was coined by Patrick Debois when he created the DevOpsDays conference in Ghent, Belgium, in 2009. Agile in software development alleviated the impediments to flow between customers, business analysts, developers, and testers; however, in many traditional organizations there was still a metaphorical brick wall between those building software and those running it, with a lack of shared understanding, accountability, or end-to-end flow.

Developers would build a product and then throw it over the wall at an increasing cadence, often with no notice or advice on supportability, for someone in a different role to deploy to production and support. IT Operations would tend to repetitively and manually fix issues in production without the Development team’s awareness such that many issues were rarely permanently addressed. The cost of IT Ops (“lights on”) would continue to rise, squeezing discretionary spending. Typically IT build and IT run would not sit together, limiting collaboration and the ability to overhear (or even directly handle) repetitive support queries. Not surprisingly, getting closer to “you build it, you run it,” sitting people together in multidisciplinary teams, automating testing and deployment, and having a focus on failure demand, supportability, resilience, and observability all lead to better outcomes. Having to support your own product is a strong motivator to maintain high quality and supportability. The primary tribal identity is aligned to the customer, the value stream, and the product(s), not the job role. The team succeeds and learns together.

In The Unicorn Project, Gene Kim defines five ideals of DevOps:24



	Locality and Simplicity: alleviate dependencies between teams and components.

	Focus, Flow, and Joy: the smooth flow of work that enables focus and joy.

	Improvement of Daily Work: continuously improve and pay down technical debt.

	Psychological Safety: a top predictor of team performance; enables improvement.

	Customer Focus: optimize for customer value, not for a role-based silo.



In my experience, DevOps can have a narrow IT Dev + IT Ops meaning and a broader enterprise DevOps meaning. The broader meaning of DevOps is delivering Better Value Sooner Safer Happier. It is the application of better ways of working, end to end, to deliver business and customer value, leveraging many bodies of knowledge, including agile and lean. The biggest impediment to flow, to better outcomes, might be in behavioral norms, leadership, finance, HR, PMO, real estate, governance committees, and so on. If in your context DevOps is being used in the narrow meaning, be wary of local optimization. Once the weakest link in the chain is no longer the weakest link, little value will come from continuing to strengthen it. Identify the next weakest link, which could be project-based funding for example, and alleviate that before repeating forever!

Agile, Lean, DevOps, and other bodies of knowledge are all a means to an end, not the end itself. They are shared learning in human endeavor, which can be used in context to improve outcomes, to deliver Better Value Sooner Safer Happier.

What Is Waterfall?

Most large, old, traditional organizations either used to take, or still take, a waterfall approach in the context of unique change. The word “waterfall” is used as there is a sequential, stage-gate process, where work is completed at one stage before flowing to the next stage and so on. It is one-way, with big batches of work passing by job role. There is big, up-front planning and design, predicting time, cost, scope, and quality at the point when there has been the least actual learning. There is change control on the plan that inhibits agility. “Scope creep” occurs (because people are discovering the unknowable as they go) and is inhibited. Time to value is typically measured in years. The focus is on achieving a predetermined plan rather than on early and often learning to maximize value and the outcome—or to stop working on it early and move on at the lowest cost of failure.

There is sunk cost fallacy: “We’ve invested $100 million already. We can’t write it off. Let’s keep on going.” Learning is late, with a high-stakes, big-bang implementation and a large impact radius. Late learning delays the realization of value and reduces the likelihood of maximizing value. It also significantly increases delivery risk, back-loading it to when there is the least time to respond. People end up cutting corners to hit a predetermined “deadline” or feel demoralized at slipping the plan (which in reality is the gap between what is knowable and what is unknowable). The later the learning, the higher the probability and the higher the cost of being wrong. By the time something is delivered, the world has moved on. “IT doesn’t move as fast as the business” is a frequent comment associated with waterfall change delivery.

Engagement is low as employees don’t get to see the fruits of their labor adding value until much later, if they are lucky. People are stuck in role-based silos, with no feeling of or actual end-to-end accountability. People are promoted and incentivized within their role-based silos, leading to finger pointing. “It’s not my problem. I did my bit. The hole is on their side of the boat.” The problem with big-bang, waterfall failures has been described as “the application development crisis.”25

Applying a waterfall approach in the context of unique change is a thinking error. It is miscategorizing emergent work (unknowable) as deterministic (knowable). It is taking an approach that came about in the context of manual labor, shoveling iron ore or building dam number 57,001 (tasks that have been done sufficient times before to be knowable), and applying it to unique product development (which has never been done before and is unknowable).

In the same category as waterfall is water-scrum-fall. While it is a slight improvement on a fully sequential stage-gate process, it is not agile. It usually manifests as a waterfall project with big up-front planning and big up-front design, the word “sprint” ten times in the middle of the gantt chart, the work for each “sprint” having been pre-planned, and then late learning with big-bang testing and implementation. It does not exhibit agility and does not optimize for outcomes. It is still applying a deterministic mindset to an emergent domain of work.

Winston Royce, one of the first to document this process, wrote in 1970 that “the implementation described is risky and invites failure.”26

When considering the optimal approach to the type of work, it’s not about agile or waterfall. It’s about agile (unknowable, unique) and lean (knowable, repetitive). Waterfall is “Think Big, Start Big, Learn Slow,” for which, in my opinion, there is no excuse. Why would you not optimize for early and often learning, continuous improvement, and the ability to pivot for unique change in order to de-risk and realize more value sooner and improve outcomes? Even construction has adopted agile and lean principles and practices.27

As we’ve seen, to deliver Better Value Sooner Safer Happier it is important to apply the optimal approach to the work based on the type of work. In the next section, we take a look at the Cynefin framework, which is a helpful way to frame this question.

Approaching Work Based on the Domain of Work

As we’ve seen, product development, unique change, is emergent, not deterministic. The work is filled with unknown-unknowns and acting in the space changes the space. Conversely, a worker making wheels all day long on an assembly line knows when the wheel is built and when it’s not, likewise an organization processing 10 million payment transactions a day. In that context, you want standardized work, not variability.

It’s much harder when each thing you build is unique. Only once the product is built can you realize a better way of building it, or even realize that building something entirely different would better meet the needs of the consumer. In an emergent domain, you want variability to learn and then amplify the experiments that optimize for the desired outcomes.

This means there is no one-size-fits-all way of working. It’s not about Agile-everything or Lean-everything or DevOps-everything. It’s about optimizing the way of working based on the type of work and your unique context.

The Cynefin Framework

In 1999, while working as a management consultant for IBM Global Services, Dave Snowden produced the Cynefin (pronounced kuh-nev-in) framework to categorize the different domains in which work today takes place. Named after the Welsh word for “habitat,” the framework provides a model of five domains for problem-solving and decision-making (see Figure 0.2). It is a very useful way to determine when to take an agile approach, a lean approach, or neither.



[image: An illustration of the Cynefin framework, which categorizes problems or situations into five domains: Clear, Complicated, Complex, Chaotic, and Confused. Each domain has a recommended approach for addressing problems: Clear (sense-categorize-respond), Complicated (sense-analyze-respond), Complex (probe-sense-respond), and Chaotic (act-sense-respond). The Confused domain is in the center, representing the state of not knowing which other domain applies.]

Figure 0.2: Cynefin

Adapted from Dave Snowden.



Clear: Child’s Play

The “clear” domain of the Cynefin framework is straightforward and has predictable results. This is child’s play. There is no need for a project plan, a sprint, or a backlog. A child knows that if she turns left, then right, then left again, she will arrive at school. The route is the same every day and so is the result. This domain has known-knowns and a best practice. In the UK you drive on the left. In the US

Complicated: Sweet Spot for Lean



Complex: Sweet Spot for Agile



Chaos: Act First
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