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Praise for 15 Fundamentals…


“Paul McMahon has a refreshingly different approach to process improvement. It is based on sound theory, personal observations over a long career, and his participation in the groundbreaking SEMAT project. This book is a perfect counterpoint to the traditional improvement methods so often applied with CMMI, Six Sigma, and other improvement approaches. Read it and then wonder how you ever survived those other approaches.”



  Dr. Richard Turner, Co-Author of CMMI Survival Guide: Just Enough Process Improvement



“Many efforts have been made to capture the enormous breadth and depth of knowledge and practices necessary to improve organizational performance. Until now, these efforts have either woefully lacked for substance or completeness. More likely, other efforts simply gave up on the fantasy of being complete and settled for a focus on a tiny subset of what’s needed to be said. Through masterful architecting of ideas, Paul’s 15 Fundamentals for Higher Performance in Software Development offers a readily digestible framework to provide both substance and completeness to a very large, complex and important subject.”


Hillel Glazer, Author, High Performance Operations, CMMI High Maturity Lead Appraiser 


“Paul has done a great job looking at a wide spectrum of prevalent software methods, without a bias for or against any, and come up with a few practical tips for a sustained performance improvement. If you are short of time or don’t know where to start the book, jump to the 15 fundamentals. They are worth their weight in gold.”


Prabhakar R. Karve, Director of Engineering, Impetus 


“I very much like the ‘out of the box’ approach.  The book exemplifies high  maturity thinking in a simple way.  There is a need for this book because people are always looking for examples of high maturity thinking.”



  Winifred Menezes, CMMI High Maturity Lead Appraiser



“This book gave me insight into other ways to improve and lay the foundation for CMMI Level 4 and 5; a foundation to last and expand.”



  Dr. Michael Oakes, Process Improvement Lead, Alion Science and Technology, A CMMI Development and Services Level 3 Organization



“I am one of those people that Paul refers to in the preface of this book who are turned off and have tuned out when it comes to the multitude of process and performance improvement approaches along with their related hype and buzzwords.  So the first thing that hit me when Paul asked me to review this book was ‘oh no! not another buzzword and tool!’  But in going through it, it really hung together. This actually struck home with me because this Essence framework introduces a lot more context with regard to problem solving. And again this upset me because I wanted to scream at someone for  introducing another tool and I couldn’t.”  



  John Troy, Program Manager Rockwell-Collins



“Congratulations on producing a really valuable piece of work. Clearly the product of many years’ worth of serious application. The book reveals the essence of improving software development performance by teaching us to take ownership for improvement and focusing on patterns to address repeating, specific, weaknesses.”  



  Barry Myburgh, Johannesburg Centre for Software Engineering(JCSE),School of Electrical and Information Engineering, University of the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, South Africa



“We have spent about 100 years applying scientific management. Until now we just do our job without knowing why we are doing it. We know what we are doing when we pay attention but not when we don’t pay attention and it is in those times that our efforts come undone. This is the thrust of a lot of this book.”



  Dr. Tom McBride, University of Technology, Sydney, Australia





“The material addresses how to apply principles and practices to control the Complex Adaptive System that we call our organization. SEMAT provides structure to control development and sufficient freedom to leverage the creativity from within the organization, to meet your objectives.  If individuals take the time to “think” about how to improve and their team understands “why” they are performing an activity; the leader and the team should be able to adopt and extend the SEMAT framework to address their desired ‘productivity’ performance goals.”



  Bob Epps, Lockheed Martin Corporate Engineering and Technology



“If you are a software practitioner and serious golfer (or athlete), and are looking for advice on how to continuously improve your professional and personal performances, this book is for you. It encompasses 40 years of Paul’s experience on how to practice to get to the next level of excellence, both at work and on the green.” 



  Dr. Cecile Peraire, Carnegie Mellon University, Silicon Valley Campus






Foreword by Scott Ambler


The goal of a foreword is to help you to determine whether or not you want to invest your time reading this book.   Some people read forewords but I suspect many do not.  You apparently are one of those few people who read forewords.  Good for you.  


A few years ago I saw Watts Humphrey speak about PSP, TSP, and CMM/CMMI at an agile conference.  After his keynote we had a chance to break bread and discuss how CMM(I) had worked out in practice. Watts told me that he felt that the CMMI community had badly gone off the rails, given many pushes by large service providers who were primarily interested in getting as much money out of the US Federal government as they possibly could.  Worse yet, these service providers were aided and abetted by a systemic culture within their customers that rewarded following procedures rather than doing what it takes to deliver real value to their stakeholders.  Watts lamented that this was exactly opposite of what he had envisioned for CMM(I).  He also recognized that the agile community not only understood what was really important they also had a viable strategy for achieving that goal.  He saw the need for the CMMI community to embrace agile.  This was in 2004. 


I first met Paul at the inaugural SEMAT meeting in Zurich in the spring of 2010.   Going into the meeting I knew about three quarters of the people involved, although  Paul was one of several people new to me.  During one of the breaks we introduced ourselves to each other and started up a conversation.   To be honest, my first thought was “Great, another CMMI zealot who wouldn’t know what a clue was unless it was documented, reviewed, watered down, reviewed again, and then finally accepted by a committee several months later.”  But then I listened to him.  He had real world experience making CMMI work in practice, often overcoming the well-meaning CMMI true believers whose primary desire was to define and then enforce repeatable processes instead of producing repeatable results.  His experiences and opinions were very similar to what Watt’s had shared with me, and his observations about CMMI implementations were very similar to my own.  More importantly, it was clear to me that Paul had earned his seat at the SEMAT table.  Almost immediately after the SEMAT meeting I read Paul’s book, “Integrating CMMI and Agile Development,” and confirmed that he was a true pragmatist.


Fast forward to the Autumn of 2013.  Paul contacts me and asks me to be a technical reviewer of the manuscript of his latest book, this one.  In this book Paul provides important insight for succeeding at improving your software engineering processes.  Although there is a plethora of great advice in this book, four of Paul’s insights struck me as important for achieving lasting process improvement.


First, he rightfully questions the effectiveness of many CMMI implementations.  Although this book is about far more than CMMI, I believe that it’s critical that we listen to, think about, and then act on the criticisms that Paul shares with us.  Paul has worked in the CMMI trenches for years and clearly cares about helping organizations who are on the CMMI path to improve their effectiveness.  I have worked with several organizations claiming to be CMMI Level 5 compliant and have been consistently appalled by the wastefulness of their approaches despite their claims to the contrary. 


Second, I was struck by his idea of first and second level checks.  First level checks are very lean in nature in that they are non-intrusive, support rapid feedback, and support continual small corrections.  The goal is to sense, and rapidly  correct, commonly repeating weaknesses.  Second-level checks enable you to assess whether you are achieving the intended results.  These checks should also have a rapid feedback loop to ensure that timely actions are taken.  I suspect that you will find that Paul’s advice about first and second level checks are easily actionable within your organization.


Third, I found Paul’s insights around measurement to be very pragmatic.  In particular, his observation that you are often better off analyzing the data that you already have is critical.  You have a limited process improvement budget, if you have one at all, so you want to invest it wisely.  Investing in more measures, when you likely have a lot of data you aren’t yet leveraging, is wasteful.  Modern development and operations tools, including open source ones, often generate usage data that can be analyzed and reported on using business intelligence dashboard technology.  In fact, this is a strategy called development intelligence in the Disciplined Agile Delivery (DAD) framework.  


Fourth, Paul promotes what is effectively a Kaizen-based approach of small changes.   This is a strategy that the lean community has promoted for years,    Once you have achieved your performance objectives you have to keep making small changes, and you need a mechanism in place to rapidly sense the effects of those small changes, and rapidly respond to those effects to minimize performance impact.


My fear is that many agile transformations in the enterprise space will fail.  They will fail because they ignore Paul’s advice.  When you’re  transitioning to agile the hardest part is evolving your culture, and unfortunately many enterprises  have built a culture for themselves that is almost the exact opposite of agile.  This is particularly true in CMMI environments.  


Should you read this book?  If you are interested in software process improvement,  if you are responsible for an agile transformation effort, or if you are an IT professional who wants to get better at what they do, then I also think the answer is a resounding yes.  In short, Paul has written another great one.


Scott Ambler, May 2014


Co-Author of Disciplined Agile Delivery: A Practitioner’s Guide to Agile Software Delivery in the Enterprise


ScottAmbler.com 







Introduction


The Problem And What This Book Is About


For the past forty years I have been helping high technology organizations in their quest to improve and keep ahead of the competition.  During this time I observed millions of dollars spent annually on process improvement initiatives that too frequently fell short of their intended mark.  Due at least in part to this situation, today many are turned off and have tuned out when it comes to the multitude of process and performance improvement approaches along with their related hype and buzzwords. Agile [1], CMMI [2], Kanban [3], Lean [4], Six Sigma [5], Lean Six Sigma [6], PSP [7], and TSP [8] to name just a few.  We have taken a simple idea and made it far too complex and in so doing have lost the spirit and intent of performance improvement.  I have also observed common patterns associated with these past efforts which can shed light on how we can do better at the process of getting better in the future.  


My First Goal in this Book


My first goal in this book is to explain why we are facing these problems and how you can get yourself and your organization back on track focused on the things that matter most to both your own personal performance and your organization’s performance.  This book is equally about personal and organizational performance.



  
    More About the Problem
  



Part of the problem we face has been caused by a gap that exists between the theory of performance improvement and the way that theory is being implemented today.  As an example, today many organizations that use the CMMI– specifically the high maturity practices–  have fallen short of achieving the high value sustainable performance improvements sought [9].  By high value I mean those improvements that address pain points that hurt us the most when we need our performance to be at its best.  I am using the CMMI as an example here, but the data presented is reflective of other performance improvement models as well, including Lean Six Sigma [10], and Agile Retrospectives [11], as will be discussed. 


Figure  Intro-1 demonstrates the improvement theory underlying the CMMI, alongside what some organizations have actually experienced [12]1.  I emphasize the word some because there is also growing evidence indicating high maturity practices can reduce cost. [13] Our focus here is on those organizations experiencing difficulties reaping the most valuable benefits from their performance improvement investments, regardless of their improvement approach.   I highlight  CMMI High Maturity practices because the intent of these practices is to help organizations improve performance and sustain those improvements.   
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The graph on the left in the referenced figure demonstrates the theory that as CMMI maturity rises cost should decrease (this assumes the same quality/defect level in the resultant product).  The graph on the right demonstrates that after level 3 cost actually rises in some organizations thus degrading, rather than improving, performance.  This data was originally provided by a Senior Manager in a CMMI Level 5 organization and there are numerous other sources available supporting similar experiences [14, 15, 16].  This leads to a question: 


Is the theory underlying the CMMI wrong? 


It is my contention that the theory is not wrong, but as an industry we have not done a good job of translating theory to practice.   Or, in other words, we have not done a good job of explaining the theory in simple enough terms so it can be applied easily to everyday situations faced by professionals on the job.  Stated another way, the increase in cost observed in the diagram reflects poor CMMI implementation, rather than an error in the CMMI model.  


About the Proposed Solution


To achieve high value sustainable  performance improvements in the current technology environment we need a culture shift in how performance improvement is viewed and implemented.  Organizations need to take a lesson from how great performers really get better at what they do and apply it within their own business context.  


Today many organizations use documented process descriptions, comprehensive formal training, and extensive studies and pilot projects to help their people get better at doing their job.  While these techniques can help achieve a level of proficiency, historically they have fallen short at helping us achieve and sustain our most valuable potential improvements taking us beyond fundamentals.


How Performance (Process) Improvement Works Today


Often a process 2 improvement effort in an organization begins by assigning a small group of employees to the task.  The first pattern I have observed is that this group is usually secluded from the stakeholders who must eventually use the improvement.  This is not wrong.  Change must be carefully managed so it does not disrupt critical on-going business.  But too often the major portion of these improvement investments is expended by people working the effort in isolation from those intended to receive the help.  High value sustainable improvement can only result when those who must perform can utilize the improvement in solving their daily challenges. I have also observed many of these efforts in organizations leading to a cycle that seems to move from one fad to the next with little sustainable improvement3 over time to show for the effort expended.  


If you work in a large corporation, these observations may not surprise you, but have you given much thought to why these patterns occur, and what could be done differently leading to a more sustainable positive result?    


In the book “Talent is Overrated: What Really Separates World-Class Performers from Everybody Else” [17] the author explores how world class performers move their performance to much higher levels than most people ever achieve through what the author calls “deliberate practice”.  “Deliberate practice” is not what most of us were taught about practice when we were young.  It is highly demanding mentally, and it is not fun. 


A Second Goal in Writing This Book and Why You Should Care


In Chapter One of this book I begin the investigation into what it takes to achieve high value sustainable performance improvement by discussing in more detail the concept of deliberate practice and how it has helped world class performers such as Jerry Rice4, and Bill Gates. But this book is not about how to become another Jerry Rice or Bill Gates.  


On the personal side, this is a book that can show you how to get just a little bit better at whatever you want to get better at regardless of your current performance level, and it will show you how to sustain that performance improvement once you have achieved it.  


On the business side, organizational process and performance improvements can be broadly grouped into two categories:  Technology and major organizational changes looking to the future, and smaller changes that can help practitioners every day.  


A second goal in this book is to present the case that the speed of change we are all witnessing in today’s world requires a rebalancing of how organizations view and prioritize their process and performance improvement initiatives across these two broad categories.  


This may not sound like a very big goal for a book, but think about what it would mean to you and your organization if everyone just got a little better at what they did today, and tomorrow everyone got a little bit better again.   


This book provides practical techniques that have been proven to help individuals and organizations get better and sustain their performance improvements into the future.  


The Approach in this Book


Before we jump into the material, let me tell you a little about the approach I took in developing the book.  This book is not about any specific performance improvement approach, but it does discuss many popular approaches including the CMMI, Lean Six Sigma, and Agile Retrospectives.  My approach is to highlight fifteen (15)  fundamentals I have observed common to all successful improvement efforts where sustainable high value performance improvements are achieved. These fundamentals too often get missed by organizations and individuals trying to improve and sustain their improvements.  


The intent is not to focus on, or dive too deep into, any specific improvement approach, but to highlight what is common across all of them with respect to the essentials of effective performance improvement.  


In this book I share real examples from both my own consulting experiences, a personal  performance improvement experience, and stories from high performing athletes and musicians to help you think about performance improvement outside-the-box.


A Third Goal of this Book


A third goal of this book is to share a vision for a framework that can help counter the patterns that may be holding you and your organization back.  I am not talking about yet another buzzword, method, or new tool to hype, but rather a simple thinking framework that can help keep you and your organization focused on the fundamentals too often missed. 


Summarizing the 15 Fundamentals and Thinking Framework Needs


Below you will find a summary of the 15 fundamentals and the related thinking framework needs in support of each fundamental.  In order not to distract the reader from the main flow of the book I have chosen to make observations about this framework in sidebars (noted by “Framework Vision”) in Parts I and II of the book.   In these sidebars I explain the framework’s key characteristics, rationale for the characteristics, and connection to the fundamentals.  


In Part III of the book I share an example of such a framework that holds promise  and I explain how this framework may be able to help organizations achieve and sustain the higher performance they seek.  



  
    	
      [image: tip]
    	
      Fundamental One:

  Training is about helping people understand expectations related to a job.  Practice helps you actually do your job, and learn to repeat how you do it, and continue to do it well even under difficult and often unanticipated conditions.


    
  

  

Related Thinking Framework Need: Our framework envisions practices as living entities reflecting what people actually do. With our vision your practices are built as extensions to a set of essentials that have been widely agreed upon.  


Learning to perform a practice effectively requires more than just acquiring knowledge about our processes.  It also requires an understanding of the context we must perform within and it requires that we learn how to make rapid and effective decisions that fit within a specific context.  Thus, our framework must support these real world needs. 
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      Fundamental Two:

  We each have tendencies toward repeating specific weaknesses, and experience has shown they are often the largest obstacle people and organizations face when trying to sustain higher levels of performance.  A critical first step toward sustaining higher performance is to locate areas that contain critical repeating specific weaknesses that hinder your personal or your  organization’s performance.


    
  

  

Related Thinking Framework Need: A key difference with our framework vision from what has been done in the past can be summed up in the phrase “separation of concerns”.  


Our goal is to separate the  essentials (e.g. what all successful projects should focus on) from extensions (e.g. specific practices, such as those needed to address a specific situation or weakness).  


The rationale for this goal is to simplify the management of  practices for individuals, and teams allowing them  to keep their specific practices up to date reflecting their specific needs based on their specific situation, without having to worry about whether their changes are jeopardizing the essentials, that we all need to be constantly focusing on.
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      Fundamental Three:

  One of the best ways to keep people motivated and interested in their work throughout their career is to involve them in their own continuous improvement.


    
  

  

Related Thinking Framework Need: Our framework vision  places the professional in charge of their own practices, supports them in identify where changes are needed, and  empowers them to make those needed changes.  Some fear this approach believing that project pressures may lead personnel to make poor decisions degrading  rather than improving their practices.  This is one of the reasons why separation of concerns is so important.  Separating the essentials from specific practice extensions ensures the essentials are never lost as we make changes to improve and sustain our higher performance.
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      Fundamental Four:

  You have to figure out your own repeating specific weaknesses if you are to gain the benefits and achieve your own sustainable higher performance.


    
  

  

Related Thinking Framework Need: While each organization must locate their own unique repeating trouble spots, our vision  includes a framework that can help organizations by guiding them to consider areas where trouble has most often been found in the past.
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      Fundamental Five:

  You should always, as individuals, reduce the number of areas you are focusing on at any one time to between three and seven, ideally closer to three.  Organizations can have more, but this should not increase the focus of individual performers. 


    
  

  

Related Thinking Framework Need: 
Our vision  stresses that all changes to your way of working should be accomplished incrementally in small steps supporting fundamental five. 
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      Fundamental Six:

  When selecting areas to measure ensure you have done sufficient analysis (e.g. following real threads) to know you understand the real context and  there is high likelihood of findings that will lead to improved performance in the reasonably near future.


    
  

  

Related Thinking Framework Need: Our framework needs to be a  “thinking framework” in the sense that it helps individuals and teams make better decisions related to small timely changes by providing the team with objective data  they can use to support their decisions.
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      Fundamental Seven:

  Some of the most significant impacts to performance start out as seemingly little things that we often fail to notice until it becomes too late to correct.


    
  

  

Related Thinking Framework Need: Helping practitioners make tough choices where they don’t have enough time to do everything may be the most valuable area where our thinking framework can benefit our teams.
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      Fundamental Eight:

  When you’ve been doing something wrong for an extended period, the right way may feel wrong for a period of time while you are adjusting to the change.


    
  

  

Related Thinking Framework Need: We envision the framework helping most at the start of a project (e.g. preparation steps). If the project runs smoothly, its value may diminish as the project proceeds.    On the other hand, if the project starts to run into trouble, the value of the framework rapidly rises. 


This is because the framework is a monitoring aid. You can liken it to a good referee in a sporting event.  In  well played games good referees are often not noticed.  Their value becomes clear when the trouble starts.
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      Fundamental Nine:

  Collecting more and more samples of the same data won’t help an organization improve or sustain higher performance.


    
  

  

Related Thinking Framework Need: The framework will remind the team where they are and where they need to focus their effort next.
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      Fundamental Ten:

  Often the best path to high value performance improvements, especially when you have a limited process improvement budget, is to spend less time collecting data, and more time analyzing what data you have collected, and then using the results of that analysis to keep refining your resolution and measurements to ensure you are moving in the right direction.


    
  

  

Related Thinking Framework Need: You  may decide there are other important things you work with that you want to monitor and progress, beyond the essentials defined within the framework.  


Therefore the framework will allow you to add your own important things to monitor and progress. 
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      Fundamental Eleven:

  Just following a process isn’t enough to sustain high performance. It must be the right process that addresses the real goal.


    
  

  

Related Thinking Framework Need: The framework will not magically give you answers to all your challenges, but it will provide a practical and simple way to rapidly remind people what is most important to be focusing on right now, and it will provide a structure under which you can add more specific information to help you find your own answers to your challenges.  


The rationale for this framework need is based on the observation that too often practitioners are faced with too much work on their plate and they often need help in deciding where the priority should be placed.  
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      Fundamental Twelve:

  Even if we know it makes sense to practice, it  won’t help if we don’t discipline ourselves to do it consistently at the right time.


    
  

  

Related Thinking Framework Need: The framework must be easy to access,  use and  update as practitioners learn new things interacting with their teammates each day on the job.


The rationale for this framework need is based on the observation that if it isn’t easy to access, use and update, it simply won’t be used by busy practitioners.  
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      Fundamental Thirteen:

  Once you have achieved your performance objectives you have to keep making small changes, and you need a mechanism in place to rapidly sense the effects of those small changes, and rapidly respond to those effects to minimize performance impact.


    
  

  

Related Thinking Framework Need: The framework supports fundamental thirteen by placing practitioners in control of their own practices and giving them a mechanism to keep their practices current with the information they need to continue to maintain high performance.
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      Fundamental Fourteen:

  The most valuable performance improvements  often involve situations that seem to defy resolution because there is no quick fix, but we know they are critical to our performance and we know there is no way to work around them so we must continually deal with them head on.


    
  

  

Related Thinking Framework Need: The framework will provide reminders to practitioners of common situations they should be alert to, and possible options and consequences to potential related decisions.  
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      Fundamental Fifteen:

  Just knowing what is happening isn’t enough to keep it from happening again.  You must practice continually at just the right time with the right objective and contextual data, if you really want to make the changes necessary to sustain higher performance.


    
  

  

Related Thinking Framework Need: The framework will focus on  the most important things we work with.   It will help our teams assess their progress in a consistent agreed to way reminding them when they need to rapidly respond with a change.  


Neuroscience, Human Decision-Making and the Stories in this Book


Today through recent breakthroughs in neuroscience  we understand more clearly how human decision-making occurs [19, 20], and through the stories in this book you will learn how to leverage this new information  about decision-making to help the performance of your people and your organization.   


This Book is for You if…


You are an organizational leader, process improvement professional or software or systems practitioner and…  


	you believe there is no single best approach to performance improvement.5

  	you believe the best approach to performance improvement includes conscious thought and clear decision-making integrated into every team and practitioner’s way of working.

  	you want to learn why many performance improvement efforts fall short of their goals so you can avoid similar pitfalls.

  	you are interested in learning fundamentals that are common to all successful improvement approaches, but are often missed.  

  	you are ready to do some out-of-the-box thinking related to the performance improvement problem we all face today.

  	you are interested in improving both your own personal and your organization’s performance.

  	you are interested in seeing practical and easy to understand examples of high maturity thinking (although some may be non-traditional)  that can bridge traditional and agile approaches.

  	you are interested in learning about proven techniques that can help both your organization’s performance and your practitioner’s performance. 

  	you believe the best path to high value sustainable performance improvements is incremental, continuous and must involve practitioners in a more active way than what most organizations have done in the past.


About the Terms Process and Practice in This Book


The CMMI defines the term “process” as “a set of interrelated activities which transform inputs into outputs to achieve a given purpose. “  The term process has historically been associated with the written description of the process.  Some organizations use the term practices the same way.  That is they view their “practices” as a description of how they would like their people to behave.  But the practices (or processes) that an organization actually follows may not be written down.  They may be tacitly known and followed by the people in the organization.  In this book when I use the term “practice” or “process”  as a noun I mean it to include both types– written and tacit.  


When I use the term practice as a verb, I mean the activity of rehearsing  your practices.    Do you think you need to rehearse your practices to gain the potential high value payback?  Or do you think you just need to be given a little training in your practices before you follow them for real and then you will naturally get better through experience alone?  


If you believe that preparing is important before you perform, then how should you go about doing it, when should you do it, and how much of it should you do, if you want to maximize a high value payback for your effort?  These are questions that rest at the core of the subject matter in this book.  








Part 1 – The Problem & The Start of a Solution





Chapter One  – The Sustainable Performance Dilemma



  “Out of intense complexities, intense simplicities emerge.”  Winston Churchill



When I was young my goal was to become the world’s greatest golfer.  In the summer time my father would take me very early every morning to a small nine hole golf course in Windsor, New York. I would stand out on the far side of Route 79 from where the first hole was situated and hit golf balls to the other side of the road.  It was not uncommon for me to hit 200 golf balls before nine in the morning.   Then I would practice putting and chipping for an hour before heading out to play nine holes.  In the afternoon I would repeat the entire cycle.  


I had been taught if you want to get better you had to practice long and hard.  There was no big secret to it.  The harder you practiced the better your chance for success.  That was what I was taught, and that was what I believed then.  Today I no longer believe it, and if I knew then what I know now about high value performance improvements I believe I would have had a much better chance of achieving my goal.


What Is Practice?


We all know what practice is, or at least we think we do.  It’s what athletes and musicians do.  Right?  In the book “Talent is Overrated”[17]  the author, Geoff Colvin, describes what practice used to mean to him as follows:
“When I practice golf, I go to the driving range and get two big buckets of balls.  I pick my spot, put down my bag of clubs, and tip over one of the buckets.  I read somewhere that you should warm up with short irons, so I take out an 8 or 9 iron and start hitting.  I also read somewhere that you should always have a target, so I pick one of the “fake” greens out on the range and aim for it, though I am not really sure how far away it is. As I work through the short irons, middle irons, long irons, and driver, I hit quite a few bad shots.  My usual reaction is to hit another ball as quickly as possible in hopes that it will be a decent shot, and then I can forget about the bad one. Occasionally I realize that I should stop to think about why the shot was bad.  There seems to be about five thousand things you can do wrong when hitting a golf ball, so I pick one of them and work on it a bit, convincing myself that I can sense improvement, until I hit another bad one, at which point I figure I should probably also work on another one of the five thousand things.  Not long thereafter the two buckets of balls are gone and I head back to the clubhouse, very much looking forward to playing an actual game of golf, and feeling virtuous for having practiced. But in truth I have no justification for feeling virtuous.  Whatever it was I was doing out on the range, and regardless of whether I call it practice, it hasn’t accomplished a thing.”6



  Framework Vision: View of practice


  Historically, many organizations have viewed their practices as static descriptions of the way they would like their people to operate.  Over time, because people constantly learn new and better ways to do their job, a growing gap has resulted between these “practice descriptions”, or “shelf-ware” and what people actually do on the job. Our framework vision takes a different view of practices. We envision practices as living entities reflecting what people actually do rather than what someone thinks people should do. With this vision your practices are built as extensions to a base of knowledge that has been widely agreed upon. While this vision may sound ideal, we also understand that in the real world, learning to perform a practice effectively requires more than just acquiring knowledge about our practices (or processes). It also requires an understanding of the context we must perform within and it requires that we learn how to make rapid and effective decisions that fit within a specific context. Thus, our framework must support these real world needs as well.   





Does this sound like what you think practice is? Colvin discusses how great performers such as Jerry Rice, and Bill Gates achieved greatness by practicing in a different way that he calls  “deliberate” practice.  Deliberate practice has the following characteristics:


	It is designed specifically to improve performance

  	It can be repeated a lot

  	Feedback is continuously available

  	It is highly demanding mentally

  	It isn’t much fun 


When I read those characteristics I wasn’t surprised.  They sound more like what I was brought up to believe about practice than what Colvin had described his view of practice had been.  I was taught you had to dedicate yourself to your practice.  You had to totally commit yourself to your practice everyday giving it everything you had from sunrise to sunset.  And you needed to keep doing it even when your body wanted to stop.  That is what I believed and that is what I did, but it didn’t work for me.  It wasn’t enough to sustain my continued performance improvement. Besides failing to achieve my performance goals, when I was about twenty years old I stopped playing golf altogether and I didn’t play the game again for almost thirty years.  


Looking Back At Yesterday And At Business Today


I believe there were many factors involved in why my hard work didn’t lead to achieving my golf goal.  When I would spend long days practicing I frequently became tired in the late afternoon and found it difficult to keep my mind on what I was doing.  But since I was taught that practice isn’t suppose to always be fun I would keep hitting balls.  Often as a result my golf swing would actually degrade and by the end of the day I would be hitting the ball worse than when I started early that morning.  I felt like I was on a yo-yo, seeing improvement for a period, followed by loss of improvement.  While progress was clearly evident in my early years, over time I reached a point where it seemed that the more I practiced the less value I was getting out of it and the more frustrated I became.  


Today in business I see similarities to this cycle where organizations improve to a certain level and then hit a downward period even though they might still be working hard at trying to get better [9].  There are usually multiple factors involved as to why this pattern occurs, but my observation in many organizations is that sustainable improvement beyond a fundamental capability is not implemented effectively and therefore is rarely achieved.  I find this to be true even in CMMI Level 5 organizations which are supposedly continuously improving their processes and hopefully demonstrating valuable performance improvements as a result [21]. While it is natural to expect a degree of up and down cycles, I believe the impact of the downward cycle in many organizations is far greater than what many may realize.  


You Can’t Sustain Performance Staying Where You Are


One of the most common misunderstandings about performance relates to what it takes to maintain a specific performance level.  You can’t sustain your current performance by doing nothing about improvement.  This is not well understood.  Without working improvements you will lose ground.  This is because the environment in which you operate never stays the same. Personnel may come and go. Projects end, others start.  With the passage of time, if nothing else changes people forget things they use to know.  


The specific factors that cause loss of capability will differ in each organization, but loss always occurs and it is almost always more costly than many realize.  An observation I made both with organizations and individuals with respect to loss of capability is that over time there are performance patterns that tend to repeat.  Once you understand these repeating patterns for a given organization, or individual, you can start to predict what lies ahead.   More importantly to our purpose here, you can also learn how to change the pattern so your losses are mitigated and offset by improvements that allow you to continually sustain  higher performance in the future. 


Most people understand that process improvement and training are important.  But many don’t understand how effective sustainable performance is developed and maintained in an organization.  Where this becomes most evident is in the decisions made when the business is in one of its normal down cycles showing signs of trouble.  For example, when sales are slipping, or when projects are behind schedule.  It is often under these conditions where the benefits of your most recent process improvement efforts could potentially be realized and be of most help to you. But this is what is most often missed.   This is because many don’t understand how high value sustainable performance improvements are attained and nurtured.


If you look at the athletes who most often achieve success you will find they are the ones who are best prepared because they trained in conditions similar to (or more difficult than)  those in which they must perform during competition.  The best athletes seek out the most difficult conditions in which to practice and improve their performance.  Runners who practice in cool weather wither on race day when the temperature turns hot.  West Coast professional baseball teams rarely perform well when they head East for the World Series in cold October.  Successful performers seek out adverse conditions in which to practice because they know these conditions provide the optimum environment to prepare to perform at their best.  


But unfortunately rather than greet the difficult conditions when they arrive in business as an opportunity to help personnel learn to perform at their best, we find more often these are the conditions under which investments in people most often dry up.  There are, of course, reasons why this happens.  For example, an organization’s motivation to improve performance may change over time because of changing business conditions.   But should changing business conditions cause us to lose our motivation to improve, or just refocus us on the high value areas given the current environment?  This will be discussed further, along with what you can do to sustain your motivation, as we move forward in the book.   


Patterns During Difficult Times


I observe repeating patterns in each organization I am asked to help.  Faced with a crisis, in some organizations project management becomes engaged driving a solution.  One pattern I have commonly seen, however,  is for management to become overly engaged in the solution resulting in a lack of leadership and guidance deep in the organization during the crisis. 


In other organizations engineering takes the reigns in times of trouble driving a solution from the technical side.  A common pattern I have learned to be on the look out for in strong engineering organizations has been a loss of cost and schedule accountability during these times of high technical focus. 


During times of crisis organizations that have recently instituted improvements to solve common weaknesses often revert to old habits leading to loss of performance—rather than looking to the crisis as an opportunity to apply the new behavior to gain high value performance benefits.  


The manner in which process improvement is viewed and managed in most organizations today supports this backward mentality.  This is because of the way process improvements are most often implemented today as distinct and segregated efforts from real projects.  This makes them easy targets for elimination in these situations where they could potentially provide their greatest benefit.  But when such decisions are made do we understand the consequences not just to potential future improvements, but to those investments previously made and to our current on-going critical projects?  


Observing these common patterns has led me to ask questions related to what effective sustainable performance requires, and this investigation has led back to the notion of practice–but not the kind of practice I learned in my youth,  nor the kind attributed to the success of our superstars, like Gates or Rice.  


The View of Practice in Many Organizations Today


When we think of someone needing to practice a subconscious thought many of us have is the need to practice implies a lack of competency.  For athletes or musicians practice does not bring this negative connotation.   We accept that getting better for them is a noble goal.  We understand you can always get better as a musician, or an athlete and if you don’t practice we know you won’t perform as well as you could during the next game or performance.  


But why do we take a different view when it comes to people in the business world?  This same idea of needing to practice to ensure you are ready to do your best on the next project, or the next phase of the current project, or even the next day of  the current project doesn’t usually sit so well with the way we think.  In fact, in business the idea of practice takes on more of a negative connotation.  Rather than look upon practice as something that improves performance in the business world we tend to think that if someone needs to practice then: 


”I don’t want them doing it on my project because I want someone who already knows how to do the job”.  


The thinking for some reason in business becomes either you are qualified to do the job, or you are unqualified.  We don’t tend to think in terms of always being able to perform at one’s best by practicing in the context of work.  But why should there be any difference?   


In fact in business practicing on the job is likely to be discouraged because it may mean if you are trying to do it better tomorrow you are risking doing it right today.  We don’t want to take that risk.   This has historically been one of the prime reasons why deploying process improvements in the business world is often resisted.  While our top athletes and musicians are constantly working to get better even right up to a few moments before a big game or performance, in business we avoid change fearing loss of performance rather than recognizing the great potential opportunity it could bring.  


One of the arguments I often hear is that we send people to training so they shouldn’t need to practice on the job.  But this line of reasoning assumes that the purpose of training and practice are one and the same.  This misses a fundamental value of practice that training does not provide.  
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      Fundamental One:

  Training is about helping people understand expectations related  to a job. Practice helps you actually do your job, and learn to repeat how you do it, and continue to do it well even under difficult and often unanticipated conditions.  


    
  

  

Practice under adverse conditions is required to help us learn to do a job in the environment we will actually have to face when performing that job.  Today in business because practicing “on-the-job” is discouraged we often don’t get to practice at all for the real world conditions we are asked to operate in.   As a result—like the runner who practices in cool weather and then must face sweltering heat on race day– we are not prepared and time and time again fall short in sustaining  our most valuable potential performance improvements when they could help us the most.  


Starting To Discover A Different Kind of Practice


When I first began to think about a better way to conduct performance improvement efforts, and if it might tie to practice, I was working with a successful growing organization helping them deploy formal training of some recently improved processes.  While they liked the formal training there always seemed to be people who missed the scheduled training because it was only offered at certain times.  We also received feedback that while the training was good, there were frequently issues on projects that people didn’t know how to handle.  These were often very specific issues such as when and how a certain type of risk should be raised to senior management, or how to handle a specific subcontractor issue, or a specific customer issue. 


Often the answer to these specific issues being raised was actually in the training material, but it required an interpretation on how to apply a fundamental practice [22] 7 we had previously taught to a very specific situation.  This was something we found many people required additional help doing. 



  Framework Vision: What’s different?


  Helping people handle the different real situations that arise on the job is itself a process improvement. It is also one of the best ways to aid real on the job performance. Unfortunately, it isn’t viewed this way in many organizations. Once the fundamental process is defined with basic training, organizational investment in that process often dries up. What makes this so unfortunate is that the investment stops just at the point where the potential performance improvement starts. This is why in organization’s that use the CMMI framework stopping at CMMI Level 3 (basic processes defined) is not a wise business investment. Level 3 means you have a base from which you can start serious performance improvement efforts. What is different in our vision is that we do not try to separate process (or practice) definition from practice improvement and practice evolution. Improvement is continuous and integral to practice execution.  This is a fundamental difference that is necessary to achieve real sustainable performance.





Sustainment Training


Because these situations were arising frequently one of the managers suggested that we consider holding shorter, less formal,  and more frequent sessions that came to be called  Sustainment Training sessions.  The idea of sustainment training wasn’t that it provided new training, but it was refresher training for just key issues that were reoccurring where people needed reminders, and could get specific questions answered. They needed help, and in some cases they needed specific guidance on scenarios that were specific to their projects.  These sustainment training sessions I came to view more like “practice” than formal training.  


We were repeating principles and practices that we had already taught, but we were going much deeper into “how-to” apply the principles and practices by looking at actual scenarios that were occurring on real projects and then considering different options and consequences to handle each.    


These sustainment training sessions proved to be extremely popular in helping people deal with the actual situations that were arising on their project. The sustainment training we implemented had some similarities to Colvin’s  “deliberate practice” and some distinct differences.  Sustainment training was similar to “deliberate practice” in that:


	It was designed specifically to improve performance by taking into consideration the real situations people were facing everyday specific to their projects

  	It can be repeated a lot and we found it needed to be repeated a lot because without repeating it, it became too easy for people to forget or just not to see the connection between the practice scenario and their real project situation 

  	Feedback was continuously available because we started holding these sessions more and more frequently  opening them up for anyone to just stop by during their lunch break to get some quick feedback, and reinforcement


Sustainment practice was also different from “deliberate practice” in that: 


	It didn’t take long and  therefore wasn’t demanding from a  time perspective 

  	It was fun, because we made it fun.  It became a period for sharing across groups which improved morale in the company.  


More and more people just started bringing their lunch and attending to listen even if they didn’t have questions.  They looked forward to these mid-day sharing experiences.


When I think back to my youth, I thought I was practicing the right way to get better at golf.  But my practice wasn’t effective and it didn’t feel right.  I knew there must be a better way to get better, but I didn’t know what it was, and I didn’t know how to go about finding it.  




Chapter One Summary Key Points


	You can’t sustain your current performance by doing nothing about improvement. 

  	Training is about helping people understand how to do a job.  

  	Practice helps you apply that training, and continue to apply it even under stressful conditions.

  	Helping people handle the different real situations that arise on the job is itself a process improvement.  It is also one of the best ways to provide high value assistance to performers on the job.  

  	CMMI Level 3 means you have a base from which you can start serious performance improvement efforts.  Too few organizations actually understand and do this. 

  	Deliberate practice characteristics
    	It is designed specifically to improve performance

      	It can be repeated a lot

      	Feedback is continuously available

      	It is highly demanding mentally

      	It isn’t much fun 

    


  	Sustainment training similarities to deliberate practice
    	Designed specifically to improve performance 

      	It can be repeated a lot 

      	Feedback is continuously available 

    


  	Sustainment training differences from deliberate practice
    	It doesn’t take long

      	It is fun
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