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Introduction
It’s better, even from a purely selfish point of view, to be
constrained by principles than by stupidity. - Paul Graham

This project comes after many years of searching and
thinking about organisations, about abject failure to lead
or succeed and the apparently wilful blindness of manage-
ment. No matter how hard people try they still seem to
fail, despite their best efforts. Quite often people succeed
despite the failings of the organisation they find themselves
blighted with. Continually doing broken things, the same
old useless crap, is cruel and wrong, a great, criminal
waste of human potential. It needs bravery and long term
thinking, both of which are in short supply in our risk
averse culture, where people enjoy the illusion of control
where all can be a complicated set of do’s and don’ts and
rendered harmless until the next orgy of blame throwing.
Of course, every time something bad happens people have
the urge to do something and quite often that urge is wrong,
or the simple minded gut reaction creates even more prob-
lems of a different nature. A good example of this is the
proliferation of child protection databases, yet the amount
of incidents seems to be about the same. In fact every
time anything happens the politicians commission another
database, it’s the technocrat’s solution to everything. It
would often be better to do nothing than waste time and
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energy on looking like you’re doing something, whatever
the gutter press say.

The most recent part of this personal journey was when I
saw Bob Marshall present his No CV ¹ talk at the Manch-
ester Agile Rails (Magrails) conference I helped to organ-
ise in October 2011. Bob first introduced his model for
organisational maturity, where the capability increases to
the right of the graph, along with a decrease in the waste
caused by mediating the broken pieces of the organisation
itself. He has coined the term Right Shifting to show how
more speed and resilience comes from shifting to the right
on the chart. However most organisations are in the first
two categories ad hoc and analytical. Ad hoc is basically
chaos, but usually works for small organisations where the
people are talking to each other, analytical starts trying
to control the chaos by (ironically) creating ad hoc rules
that delineate responsibilities and procedures to do things.
These then become the only way to do things and start to
cause waste, sometimes very quickly.

For example, I once worked with someone who, every
time there was a problem, would create a process but
not actually engage and address where the apathy was
coming from. This is about a lack of trust, an inability
to talk to people, to involve them in the decision making
and understanding the why - if you know the goals of an
organisation, the why, then the what is quite easy. But then
you have to trust people to work it out for themselves and

¹No CV

http://confreaks.com/videos/779-magrails2011-nocv


Introduction 4

treat mistakes as a chance to learn something new. I didn’t
last long in that company, sadly, because I just ignored a
lot of this as nonsense and it didn’t go down well. When
there are less than 6 of you procedures are pointless, as long
as everyone is kept in the loop. Check lists work though,
because it stops you forgetting things.

The Marshall Model

Bob’s talk was an eye opener for me after 25 years working
in various kinds of corporate and consultancy IT. I realised
I’d spent most of my career hating working for analytic
organisations, hating their stupidity and arrogance, hating
the painful waste I saw everywhere, hating the endless
meetings about nothing but ass covering, hating the blame
game, hating the yards of procedures you couldn’t follow
and actually get anything done, hating the way they de-
livered my education to me, hating being their uninten-
tional victim. To the right of Bob’s graph there are the
synergistic organisations, the ones that respect people and
where the management are enlightened enough to allow
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their workers the freedom to think for themselves, theory Y
organisations in McGregor’s model² of organisations. This
is where the Agile software movement came from, with its
ideas around self-organising teams and so on. Problem is, in
an analytical culture the ship of synergism soon founders
on irrational promises that originate from the prevailing
disconnected culture, which we will discuss more later.

..

Theory X and theory Y: I have heard it said that it’s
easy to tell the difference between theory X and Y.
X is the victim/employee holding their hands above
their head trying to protect themselves, Y is them
standing with their arms open. It makes it easy to
remember.

There is a terrible irony that when there is a blame culture
almost no-one takes responsibility for anything. In an
organisation that can learn, everyone takes responsibility.
The crazy, ironic, sad thing about the new-seeming ideas
in the Lean Startup movement, is that it is founded on
validated learning - founded indeed on theory Y. Blaming
often means making sure the person to be blamed doesn’t
know all of the (sometimes unwritten) rules, setting up to
fail. This is another terrible waste of human beings.

Bob’s final category is chaordic, which is used in the title of

²Theory X and Theory Y

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theory_X_and_theory_Y
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this book. Rather than put words in his mouth, I will quote
directly from his ground breaking article³:

The Chaordic mindset believes that being too
organised, structured, ordered and regimented
often means being too slow to respond effec-
tively to new opportunities and threats. Like a
modern Jet fighter, too unstable aerodynam-
ically to fly without the aid of its on-board
computers, or sailing a yacht, where maximum
speed is to be found in sailing as close to the
wind as possible without collapsing the sails, a
chaordic organisation will attempt to operate
balanced at the knife-edge of maximum effec-
tiveness, on the optimal cusp between orderly
working and chaotic collapse. - Bob Marshall -
The Marshall Model of Organisational Evolu-
tion

This is self-organising teams on steroids. This is a learning
organisation that is obsessed with understanding what
needs to be done and making sure things stay learned until
they need to be forgotten. I have also just started reading
the recently published Insanely Simple: The Obsession that
Drives Apple’s Success,⁴ by Ken Segall. He talks about
Steve Jobs’ obsession with simplicity, about how Apple
employees would come back from meetings saying that

³The Marshall Model of Organisational Evolution
⁴Insanely Simple: The Obsession that Drives Apple’s Success

http://www.fallingblossoms.com/opinion/content?id=1006
http://www.amazon.co.uk/s/?_encoding=UTF8&camp=1634&creative=19450&field-keywords=insanely%20simple&linkCode=ur2&sprefix=insanely%20%2Caps%2C441&tag=franfish-21&url=search-alias%3Dstripbooks
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they had been hit with the simple stick, a metaphor for
Jobs blunt questioning of their attempts to make things
complicated, for not thinking enough. That said, simple is
really hard to do well and it’s an all or nothing proposition.
So simple requires honesty, bluntness and bravery too.
These are in short supply in organisations that play the
blame game.

In William Gibson’s excellent novel Zero History,⁵ one
of the characters is the extremely wealthy owner of a
marketing company, Hubertus Bigend, he deliberately sets
his company up with internal tensions so people will break
it and defect to his competitors. This is how he finds the
edge where he makes his money. I’m convinced Gibson
gets the simple stick. I’m also convinced he’s read the ex-
cellent, if a little dry, The Innovator’s Dilemma: When New
Technologies Cause Great Firms to Fail⁶ by Christensen.
In this work Christensen explores why well put together
and managed, innovative companies, led by people with
a good understanding of their customers, disappear. It’s
about edge, about doing things that won’t make money
right now in markets that aren’t properly mature yet,
seeing competitors who don’t exist yet. It’s also written
with the advantage of a huge amount of hindsight.

⁵Zero History
⁶The Innovator’s Dilemma

http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/0670919551?ie=UTF8&camp=3194&creative=21330&creativeASIN=0670919551&linkCode=shr&tag=franfish-21&=books&qid=1366804163&sr=1-1&keywords=zero+history+-+william+gibson
http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/B004OC07GM?ie=UTF8&camp=3194&creative=21330&creativeASIN=B004OC07GM&linkCode=shr&tag=franfish-21
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Chaordic

The word chaordic was coined by Dee Hock in his book
One from many, VISA and the rise of the Chaordic Organ-
isation⁷. He defines it as:

1. The behaviour of any self-organising and
self-governing organism, organisation or
system that harmoniously blends char-
acteristics of chaos and order.

2. Characteristic of the fundamental organ-
ising principle of nature.

The book describes how he refused to become the big
cheese in the VISA organisation and set it up so that
decisions were made directly by the people who were
affected by them. He set up local committees that then
reported to more central ones, with the decisions being
made by the people who were directly affected by them.

Interestingly, for those of us who have studied a bit of
history, he describes a method of organising very close to
the soviet one (without the rapacious party). I was amused
greatly by the idea of a soviet of bankers co-operating with
each other for some definition of the greater good.

In this work chaordic organisation is where we want to be,
or at least end up, this is why it’s titled so. However getting
there is a challenge.

⁷One from many

http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/1576753328?ie=UTF8&camp=3194&creative=21330&creativeASIN=1576753328&linkCode=shr&tag=franfish-21&qid=1366823010&sr=8-1&keywords=one+from+many


Organisations are sick
All the things we need to know about how to set up
organisations to be effective are known. The seminal book
Peopleware⁸ was published in 1987, nearly 30 years ago,
(the third edition came out in July 2013). It describes
how knowledge workers can be managed to do things
effectively. There is a whole sections on why a noisy work
environment is a stupid idea, why open plan offices make
sense to accountants (because you can fit more people into
the same space) but not to people who need to concentrate
and get things done (as in it’s a false economy - beyond
false, utterly stupid), and how to organise small groups of
people into teams that can’t be interrupted to be effective.
They even discuss how, if you do something like program-
ming, where you aremoving and sequencing things in your
head, music will make it hard for you to do this kind of
task because the part of the brain that listens is the same
one that organises. Plus, of course, the standard argument
about why multi tasking is a dumb waste of time because
the context switching burns a lot of brain power. One of
the most amusing stories is how they encouraged people to
break their phones (this is pre ubiquitous always on email)
so that they weren’t interrupted and productivity soared.

⁸Peopleware

http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/B003I84OIU?ie=UTF8&camp=3194&creative=21330&creativeASIN=B003I84OIU&linkCode=shr&tag=franfish-21
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..

Programming to music: What’s interesting is a com-
parison of problem solving by two groups of sim-
ilarly skilled programmers. The problem was one
where there was a simple (if obscured by the casting)
solution to the problem. None of the people with
their choice of music saw the easy answer. Both
groups solved the problem in about the same time,
but the music group’s solution was well below par. I
personally find that I sometimes need pink noise to
drown out distractions, not music. Your brain has a
part of it that sorts and combines things, this is es-
sential for problem solving, it’s also the part of your
brain that listens tomusic and the creativity switch is
set to “off”. You’re multitasking and working below
par without realising it!

So, how did we lose this battle? Why do we work in noisy
environments where we are expected to do four projects at
once?Why is it accepted that ridiculously low productivity
is the norm? Why do some places force you to listen to
the inane prattle of the radio all day? Why are people not
taught that always on email with the notifications is a
really bad idea? In The Four Hour Work Week⁹ Tim Ferris
talks about checking his email twice daily, at 12 and 4, and
checking his paper mail once a week, Ferris knows how to
manage time.

⁹The Four Hour Work Week

http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/B006X0M2TS?ie=UTF8&camp=3194&creative=21330&creativeASIN=B006X0M2TS&linkCode=shr&tag=franfish-21&=digital-text&qid=1366804441&sr=1-1&keywords=four+hour+work+week
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It’s worse than this, though. In my research I discovered
that some of the fundamental ideas about responsibility
and treating people like human beings are described in
Deming’s 14 points¹⁰. He started his work in the 1940’s!
So it’s not 30 years of hurt. Getting close to 70 years. His
classic work Out of the Crisis¹¹ was published in 1982. This
book talks through the 14 points at some length. It’s mostly
talking about businesses that make products in factories,
but the principles are sound whatever you are doing. There
will be a chapter on the 14 points later in this work.

Fundamentally we are allowing our thinking to be dom-
inated by the long out of date needs of mass industri-
alisation. Those factories are long gone and quite often
didn’t work that well anyway. In the developed world we
can’t compete with people who are more numerous and
much cheaper than we are if we race them to the bottom.
Even if you manage to win this game, who the hell wants
to be there? Knowledge work has turned into a sea of
interruptions and pointless meetings where people have
to make sure that they make a contribution. Forget it, just
work out how to get things done and do them.

Most people in any organisation can’t see that they are
spending a lot of time on waste. Waste is anything that
doesn’t meet the organisation’s goals either directly or
indirectly. So, meetings about meetings. Planning meetings
that attempt to fix everything in stone before the work

¹⁰14 points
¹¹Out of the Crisis

http://leanandkanban.wordpress.com/2011/07/15/demings-14-points/
http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/0262541157?ie=UTF8&camp=3194&creative=21330&creativeASIN=0262541157&linkCode=shr&tag=franfish-21&=books&qid=1366811379&sr=1-1&keywords=out+of+the+crisis
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begins and other festivals of ignorance. I used to think this
was endemic in large organisations, and it is, because there
is usually a tier of management who don’t do anything
measurable, but provide reporting lines to some nebulous
board entity. I worked for a very small company and the
same thing kept happening too. We had process instead of
engagement. No amount of admonition will make things
happen in a different way. It’s a fundamental truth that
you need to design the behaviour you don’t want out of
any system you create. But there needs to be some kind of
system in the first place, hence the top-down process that
everybody ignored.

So you speak bluntly to people and say you don’t want
to join in with the crazy parade because what you spend
most of your day doing is working around the broken,
regimented nonsense and not doing anything productive.
They won’t like this. They might say you’re being harsh.
You have to break the consensus. If it’s broken it’s broken.
It’s not a question of papering over the cracks. It’s a
question of what kind of broken do you want?

So why do Japanese manufacturers have such high quality?
Do they measure everything after it has been done and
throw away the bad bits like we do? No, they design
their systems so that the quality is there. They don’t do
crazy things (true story but I can’t remember its source)
like let the purchasing department buy cheaper drill bits
that make defective parts much more cheaply. Everyone
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works together looking at how to make it better. Eric Reis¹²
makes the point that in the 1980’s the US industrialists went
to Japan and noticed that there were lots of robots - so
they bought robots. Nothing changed, their products were
still poor quality and no-one wanted them. People make
products and provide services. Not robots. People make it
work.

Setting up to fail

The game is simple:

Take some task you do collaboratively with others often.
Packing to go camping, or some project deliverable. It
doesn’t have to be work related at all: a lot of people do
this in the comfort of their own homes.

1. Decide on your non-affirming goal, e.g. I always do
all the work for X,  or, people won’t take responsi-
bility and be self-sufficient.

2. Change the unwritten rules of the social interaction
very slightly so that you can catch them out, e.g.
don’t ask for any help (or ask when it can’t be given
because of some other constraint), or, don’t pack the
stuff (say towels) that you always pack for everyone.

3. Crucial part of the game here. Don’t tell anyone
about 2.

¹²The Lean Startup

http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/B005PR422K?ie=UTF8&camp=3194&creative=21330&creativeASIN=B005PR422K&linkCode=shr&tag=franfish-21&=books&qid=1369867290&sr=1-1&keywords=the+lean+startup
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4. Let the unsuspecting individual(s) make the “mis-
take”.

5. Shout a lot.

Stop it, just stop it. Make sure everyone knows what is
expected and check they still understand what it is as the
process is running. No-one fails and no-one shouts, life is
much easier. People are a little stupid sometimes, and they
have short attention spans for stuff that bores them, and
what’s important to you may not be to them. Hard luck. I
have been in several (failed) relationships where this game
was played a lot. I think a lot of the so-called war between
men and women is about this, it’s silly manipulative stuff
and should be avoided. It’s an easy trap to fall into though,
usually when you are down and want to prove something
about the world. Keep it at arms length and smile when you
catch yourself doing it. And stop it.

I’ve also noticed that when people complain a lot I want
to say things like “well, at least you managed to find
something to complain about, be grateful you are doing
something you enjoy.” Constant complaining is another
setting up to fail in a different guise, and it’s bad for your
mind. Stop it, just stop it.

Rant over.
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Fixing problems, not solving them

Of course you want to fix problems where you work or
volunteer. Of course you do! But, fixing means applying
some kind of band aid. Once people stop paying attention
to the problem it will come back. Solving the problem, on
the other hand, means understanding the basic systemic
issue and changing it there. The problem can’t come back,
people won’t forget whatever extra step you asked them to
do, because they will just be doing what is needed and the
system behaves normally. Solving means that you find the
way tomakewhat youwant to see normal, and the problem
is gone. This is much harder than writing an email that
fixes things for five minutes (if you’re lucky) until people
stop paying attention - but that’s why you get paid the big
bucks, right?

It’s not your fault

I want to share something quite radical here. Something
that’s so silly you’ll wonder if it’s true.When things appear
to go wrong in a working system it’s not your fault.

I started studying Deming’s work and BobMarshall recom-
mended the book Four Days with Doctor Deming,¹³ which
is a reconstruction of the four day course he used to run by
some of his colleagues. He managed to look through and

¹³Four days with Dr Deming

http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/0201633663?ie=UTF8&camp=3194&creative=21330&creativeASIN=0201633663&linkCode=shr&tag=franfish-21&=aps&qid=1366804788&sr=1-1-catcorr&keywords=four+days+with+deming
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approve the book before he died. The four days start with
a game involving red and black marbles. The volunteers
from the audience have to pick up marbles using paddles.
The idea is to have as few red ones as possible and there is
some competition between the groups, just like there would
be in some kind of manufacturing or service role, and the
ones that get too many are “fired”, and the ones that are left
“promoted”.

So far so good. But if you look at the scores the individuals
get something interesting comes out, they all fall within a
standard statistical distribution. So one “worker” isn’t any
better than any other, as long as the distribution of marbles
falls insidewhat is expected from the numbers the system is
behaving correctly. Indeed one person may perform really
well in one round of the game and really poorly in the
next, purely down to chance. This sounds so obvious its
ridiculous. Of course it is. So why do we punish people for
“under performing”? If we do the numbers across the whole
of the process and they fall inside the distribution then
the system is behaving correctly and the people working
in it are doing their job right. Why do we have yearly
performance reviews, when the performer has so little
control over the results? It’s because it’s easier to target the
individual than take responsibility, it absolves you of any
blame. Most of the time people don’t even realise they’re
doing this because “this is they way we’ve always done it”.
The corollary is “most of the time we’re totally average”.
It also means that, in reality, everyone should be satisfied
with a rating of “competent” - but nobody is because the
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reality behind what gets done isn’t understood.

The bare fact is: 95% of the variability is from the system.
This is basic statistics. Closer to home, I watched a great
talk by John Seddon. He uses Deming’s ideas to improve
service organisations and he makes this point to the people
he is consulting for. One call centre manager didn’t believe
him (it does sound crazy) so she listened to the recordings
of a large number of calls. Approximately one in twenty
calls was resolved by the operator taking some kind of
initiative (assuming they were allowed), the rest of the time
the interaction was down to the systems and the tools they
had been given. One in twenty, 95% of the variability, was
down to the system.

Deming goes on to demonstrate that apparently obvious
ways to make things “better”, for example adjusting so you
get closer to your target at every iteration actually upsets
the equilibrium and it can mean that you get further and
further away from a “good” result. So recalibrating your
tools every iteration is a bad idea.

This also illustrates one of Deming’s ideas - management
shouldn’t meddle and fiddle, they need to understand
what’s happening in the system they work with and work
with that, not bully and harass and think that silly slogans
will make any difference.

So when targets seem stupid, arbitrary and unfair it’s
because they are. The only way to improve is to look at the
whole system people are operating with, the basic tools,
their training, how much initiative they are allowed, are



Organisations are sick 18

you measuring the right things (more about that later) and
then you can improve. But it’s the system you improve, not
the people you beat into performing even worse.

Kidnapped by dogma

If you can write it down, the what, you can write a book
or make a process out of it. But if you don’t understand
the why, then the what is just a simple outer form that will
become maladaptive over time. Repeating the same what,
over and over again, while time passes and things change
all around you, is insane. When you are armed with the
why then you can make things work and improve the what.
You can even throw one what away and replace it with
another.

Over timewe end upwith great stinking piles of what. It os-
sifies and becomes dogma, people develop strong opinions
and become advocates for comfortable things that don’t
work any more; at best they don’t work well, at worst
things are just going to fail. Then they bring in consultants,
who talk to people, and write reports full of the things no-
one wanted to hear. Then you find a new what, or die.

So try listening now. Own what’s yours but don’t let
yourself get attached to it. Evolution is your friend, in the
sense of constant adaptation and questioning. Learn to love
change, the inevitability of things breaking. Learn to use
this to move yourself into places you can get things done.
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Fads

Fads are great, as soon as one fails there’s another right
behind it. Fads mean you don’t have to think because
someone has done the thinking for you. Fads mean you can
solve it by buying robots or creating processes, or installing
some new enterprise software. Heaven forbid you should
engage with the human. More insidiously, fads mean you
don’t have to trust your team to think, because the faddage
will do their thinking for them. Yeah, right.

Fads are the place where you can abdicate from responsi-
bility.

Qualidy

I know how to spell quality - it’s just they guy’s accent used
to make me laugh.

In my first job after graduating (it wasn’t my first job, as
such) I was subject to the Cosby method, Total Qualidy
Management¹⁴. I worked for a manufacturer of telco equip-
ment many years before it was destroyed by incompetence
in the early noughties¹⁵. It is where I first heard the phrase
do it right the first time. Which means looking at what you
do, working out where youmight be goingwrong, and then

¹⁴Phillip B Cosby
¹⁵Marconi name today when I joined it was called Plessey, then merged with

GEC, then driven into a cliff with various dot bomb buying idiocies. The site in
Liverpool is used for light engineering and not a lot else now.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Philip_B._Crosby
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marconi_Company#Marconi_name_today
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changing your behaviour to prevent it happening again - at
least that’s how I remember it, but that is also after reading
a lot of books on systems thinking. The emphasis is on the
individual though, not really the process. By thinking about
what youwere doing you did it right the first time. If people
can’t question the grand design then all this will do is upset
and demotivate them, because it rubs salt into the wounds
of their being unable to do a good job.

A friend of mine who worked at ICI in the same period was
also subject to this. The metaphor Cosby uses is a company
that manufactures apple strudel. You need the ingredients,
you need to combine them in the right order, you need the
ovens to be at the right temperature, blah blah blah. My
friend commented that one of his colleagues said to the
manager running the course “this is all very well, but all
we have is a rusty bucket and no water supply”. He was
disciplined for this comment, which must have been so
motivating.

..

World Class: ICI used to do a lot of TV advertising in
this period saying they were world class, my friend
and his colleagues retreated into calling things world
class after this incident, as it was much safer, and the
management couldn’t fault them. Even though this
has a double meaning. In fact the world “quality”
itself is neutral - it needs a qualifier like “high” or
“low” to have any meaning in this context. So yes,
indeed, Mr Cosby quality is free, because (yeah)
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..

anything and everything under the sun has a quality,
in fact it usually has a whole multitude of them. The
point from ICI was - you can blame folk as much as
you like, and expect them to take responsibility, but if
you don’t invest in your plant then what the hell are
they supposed to do? And this mechanical reciting of
mantras might get you promoted, but does it fix any
problems? I agree that you need to think, you need
to empower and so on, but traditional command and
control managements can’t do this. They’d rather fail
than give up their prerogatives. The eighties were a
time of chronic under investment in manufacturing,
carrying on from a long period of complacency, and
the Japanese and Chinese won. Not because they
cheated, but that people started playing games with
money instead of making real things and lost contact
with reality.

The other thing that is assumed but not mentioned with
the strudel is: you need to be able to identify customers who
want to eat it, and who like your recipe. Or you will be
making it to such a high quality you have no customers.
Understanding who the hell you are making your strudel
for comes first, before anything else, but that doesn’t fit the
rigid naive model.

Do it right the first time means you somehow have perfect
knowledge. In fact, iterate closer to what you want and
away from what you don’t want is more honest. And it
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makes the manager accountable to the managed, which is
fair and just.

ISO 9001

I don’t see this as much as I used to when I started out in
the late 1980’s. In essence what this meant was:

• We do something
• We have documented how we do it, and follow that
process

• We can demonstrate that we follow our process
• We have people come and audit us so we can put ISO
9001 on our corporate stuff

The key is a repeatable process, that you should be able to
improve over time (but the improvement isn’t part of it as
such).

What’s missing here? For a start the something, and the
way you do it, could be done pretty badly. In an article I
read when this became trendy someone posted (can’t find
the source):

1. Put bread under hot grill
2. Wait until smoke appears
3. Blow out the flames with something dry, maybe a

tea towel
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4. Scrape toast to desired colour

This is a repeatable process, it meets the criteria, but it isn’t
how anyone sensible makes toast. Once again, the form and
the content do not meet in the middle.

I worked for a well known engineering company one of the
engineers told me he had worked somewhere that had two
subsidiaries. One was ISO registered and the other wasn’t.
If you wanted it done competently but relatively cheaply
you went for the one that wasn’t registered. If you needed
the tick mark for political reasons you paid the extra.

The reason it was such an issue is that it was part of the
illusion of quality promoted by Cosby and others - if we
have a repeatable process then the quality must be there,
right? No, we have a repeatable process that makes strudel
no-one wants.

The sad thing is that you need discipline, and repeatable
processes, to get good at what you do. All this does is prove
you have them, but it then becomes frozen and broken.
Interestingly there is absolutely nothing in the standard
that says you can’t change the process as circumstances
change. But often no-one does this and boom, you’re all
down the job centre wondering what happened.

Sick sigma

Let me quote from Wikipedia¹⁶:

¹⁶Six Sigma

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Six_Sigma
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It uses a set of quality management methods,
including statistical methods, and creates a
special infrastructure of people within the or-
ganization (“Black Belts”, “Green Belts”, etc.)
who are experts in these methods. Each Six
Sigma project carried out within an organiza-
tion follows a defined sequence of steps and
has quantified financial targets (cost reduction
and/or profit increase).

Normal Distribution

Sigma is a reference to the normal distribution curve and
the distribution of measurements around it. The distance
from the mean in the middle says how much of the popu-
lation of “things” you have measured is contained within
the points. So each standard deviation allows you to say
how much of the population should be between those
points, and it is a fixed move from the mean each time.
Mathematicians love to use Greek letters for concepts so
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each one is known as a sigma, so six sigma means that
you expect the things you make to be within tolerance as
long as they are within six deviation from the mean. So
the number of defects is vanishingly small, close to zero.
As you can see in the diagram above even three gives you
0.1% defects, six isn’t even visible. Even if the some fault
means that the mean moves quite a distance things should
still be within tolerance. Such is the magic of numbers, and
of understanding what you do.

I believe in statistical methods, I really do. My degree was
in Applied Statistics and Computing. But the tricky thing
about statistics is that you have to ask the right questions,
and you have to understand the system you’re working
with. It originated with Motorola (who hold copyright on
the name) and they claim some tens of billions of dollars
saved since they introduced it. The key point being that
it costs far less to produce goods that work than it does
to rework or throw away faulty ones - so the perception
that “quality” costs money is false, when it can save you a
fortune when done right. Also the idea that you measure
after you’ve finished making something is the wrong time
to asses the quality, make sure it will be right before you
put the finished thing together. In fact this is why Cosby
called his course “quality is free”, as in it costs far less if
you don’t make things that are broken.

But the spectacle of grownmen andwomen running around
an organisation wearing different coloured belts, interfer-
ing in (and setting targets for) parts of the organisation they
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probably don’t have a nuanced understanding of is beyond
ludicrous. Motorola came up with something rooted in
their organisation, that helped them really understand how
to make it work better, and saved a lot of money. That’s
great! But they started by understanding their organisation.
They let people who knew the company really well make
the decisions after the framework was set up.

Think of your standard command and control management
who have usually been in their job less than a couple of
years - do you think they have a clue, really? But I bet they
like calling meetings and pretending to be sensei. I bet this
adds at least 20% onto every project.

I’m sure companies that get their own organisation and
how it works can get a lot out of this, but they already know
what to do and are using these ideas to help them structure
the changes. There’s the rub. If you don’t have discipline,
and a clear understanding of how to do useful things, you
are just rubbing tiger balm into your eczema. You’re just
opening a box of magic stuff and wishing.

Agile software development

I have signed up to the Agile Manifesto:

Individuals and interactions over processes
and tools

Working software over comprehensive docu-
mentation
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Customer collaboration over contract negotia-
tion

Responding to change over following a plan

That is, while there is value in the items on the
right, we value the items on the left more.

I also really like the second page:

We follow these principles:

Our highest priority is to satisfy the customer
through early and continuous delivery of valu-
able software.

Welcome changing requirements, even late in
development. Agile processes harness change
for the customer’s competitive advantage.

Deliver working software frequently, from a
couple of weeks to a couple of months, with a
preference to the shorter timescale.

Business people and developers must work
together daily throughout the project.
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Build projects around motivated individuals.
Give them the environment and support they
need, and trust them to get the job done.

The most efficient and effective method of
conveying information to and within a devel-
opment team is face-to-face conversation.

Working software is the primary measure of
progress.

Agile processes promote sustainable develop-
ment. The sponsors, developers, and users should
be able to maintain a constant pace indefi-
nitely.

Continuous attention to technical excellence
and good design enhances agility.

Simplicity–the art of maximizing the amount
of work not done–is essential.

The best architectures, requirements, and de-
signs emerge from self-organizing teams.

At regular intervals, the team reflects on how
to become more effective, then tunes and ad-
justs its behaviour accordingly.
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When I read this ten years ago it blew my mind. I had
worked on lots of projects where all we did for the first
three months was write specifications. Yes, we wrote about
the software at length before we wrote the software. Does
this sound crazy to you? It is. The Agile movement said:
lets work very closely with our customers and deliver what
they want right now, not next week, but now. There have
been some amazing successes with this approach and there
are several ways of doing it.

Problem is, and this makes me sad, the ways were fun-
damentally pragmatic approaches to writing and creating
software recommended by extremely sophisticated project
managers and software developers who already had a
long and firm grounding in getting things done, in basic
software design and testing. So their advice is for experts.
It’s not the kind of thing you can pick up on a three day
course, but by being mentored by people who know what
they’re doing. There’s also a move to start measuring how
long things take using ideas fromKanban, that allow you to
be able to start making predictions and managing the work
flow, which people just don’t understand.

The other thing that a lot of inexperienced people don’t
get, is it prefers X over Y. Not instead of. Not documenting
things at all, not having some kind of architecture, having a
wiki full of things that don’t help, is madness. So, question
the value of Y, but still do it if it adds value. This is a very
important point that has been missed over and over again.



Organisations are sick 30

So again the heart of it, the what, is missed, and it be-
comes a set of things you do, rather than principles and
approaches that come fromwhat you are. It’s a little subtle,
but is very important. Without the beating heart of the
ideas, without a sharp intellectual honesty and willingness
to admit things don’t work and look to improve, it’s just
another fad.

Processes and rules in lieu of
understanding

Oh, save me from process! Because I’m not trusted to think
for myself and because everything must be repeatable I
have to do what a blue book tells me to do, even when
I’m confronted by a set of problems the writer of the blue
book never foresaw. In Peopleware De Marco and Lister
talk about big M methodology. This is where someone has
put a book together telling you (who know the business)
how to run the company (according to a consultant who
has never seen it). Instead of looking at what happens in
the round, as a system, and making decisions on the basis
of what is right in front of you, you must work to some
imagined ideal.

As an example, in a small company I onceworked for one of
the people came in in flip flops. When they were running
they tripped and hurt themselves. So a new rule was put
forth about footwear. Managers had to start checking, and
wasting time with this stuff. Instead of just having a quiet
word. A friend of mine used to work for a letting agency,
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they had a standard contract that ran to a couple of pages
and a 40+ page list of things you weren’t supposed to do,
every incident that had ever caused them the remotest
hassle was listed there, from lighting candles to not hang-
ing out washing. Amusingly the washing restriction didn’t
take into account when people were renting a house rather
than a flat, where there was a washing line. Of course,
everybody signed this, and it made no difference.

Quite often people invent process because they think they’re
working with children. The fundamental rule in human
interaction is don’t be a selfish dick, don’t spoils things for
others. If someone starts messing with their expenses, or
acting in a way that scares their colleagues, you don’t need
rules. You just need to have a conversation. Rules are about
trying to think of every situation and make sure you can be
fair for some arbitrary measure of fair. Don’t be a dick is
much easier to enforce.

I worked in a place where we were supposed to phone in
and do all sorts of things if we were sick. There were four
of us, and we were all on email. Wat? The office manager
would send around yet another google document every
time something went “wrong” (for some arbitrary measure
of wrong). Do you think anyone took the slightest bit of
notice? You’re right, they didn’t. We did introduce check
lists for things to stop steps being forgotten. That worked,
it was appropriate and not onerous.

So, before you issue edicts engage with the problem, work
out whether it’s a one-off, and work out whether a quiet
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word is all that’s needed. Unless, of course, you’re trying
to get rid of people then a whole host of arbitrary rubbish is
very useful because you can discipline them and fire them
for not knowing which magic spell they needed that day.
But on-one sane would want to work for you and good luck
with that.

A lot of franchises have a blue book, this is how the
franchise works and what you buy when you take it on.
This is fine, the model has been tested and works, it’s part
of what you bought when you joined the franchise. But
this is a process which has been refined by many people,
it is a process that will guarantee some kind of success (we
hope). It’s worth doing. It’s also worth documenting what
you do that works - not what you wish for, but what you
do. Process is good when it connects with things that work
- when someone is wishing a problem away it’s just a wish,
see elsewhere in this work for what wishing gives you.

Systems thinking

I first came across this term in the 1980’s and then forgot it.
I am the proud possessor of an Open University reader in
systems from that era, that I haven’t finished. I found a bus
ticket in the book for 16 pence. A typical bus fare now is at
least 10x what that was. I wish I’d read the book then, but
suspect it wouldn’t have helped. I needed the intervening
20 years of corporate bullshit to understand why this stuff
is important.
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Systems thinking focuses on the whole system, which I
think has become a broken record in this writing so far.
You don’t look at any one step in a process, but the process
as a whole. In fact, there is a related discipline, Theory of
Constraints, that looks at flows in complex processes¹⁷ Like
Lean, it started in manufacturing, and like lean it looks at
waste. One of the surprising things I got from studying ToC
is that it’s pointless to optimise the easy bits of a process,
because you need to first identify where the bottleneck is
and then realise the whole system can go no faster than the
bottleneck. This is one of those things that is so obvious
when you think about it you feel like banging your head
on something. When you look at this you realise that a
lot of the things that people who apply Kanban are doing
around small batches and limiting the amount of work in
progress are part of understanding this - it stops bottlenecks
appearing in the first place. In software, my metier, of
course, it’s hard to realise that you’re doing this sometimes.
Why? Because you can’t see a bottleneck of real world
widgets piling up and overflowing in software. Because
it’s abstract, because it’s only code, the bottleneck can be
effectively infinite.

ToC practitioners have a number of things you do to the
bottleneck to make it work for you, instead of you for it.

¹⁷[See Lean isn’t Lean later in this book]
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What is flow?

Systems are defined by their boundaries. A Buddhist would
say that there are no boundaries, in fact what we perceive
as boundaries are arbitrary constructions of your mind. I
think this is true, but it’s useful to imagine boundaries so
you can break problems down into something the unen-
lightened mind most of us are working with can deal with.

From a business perspective a boundary is where your abil-
ity to influence what comes in ends. So it is probably more
than just your own surroundings or company because you
can talk to other people outside of your actual organisation
and change (or at least influence) things there. Flow is
where things come into your system, are changed by it, and
leave again. Of course a water tank with an outflow is a
system and you can come up with various scenarios where
the tank slowly fills or is empty and drains straight through
or cycles through various states of fullness and emptiness
or whatever, and the system just holds on to the water. But
we’re talking about making products of some form, so there
is a transformation of materials by the application of tools
and ingenuity that is under your control.

This seems abstract, and distant from what most people do
all day. But fundamentally, whatever you do or make is a
product of the system you’re working with. That phone,
that PC, that thing you do when Bobby from department
X rings and says the phlogiston¹⁸ level is a twenty - all of

¹⁸Phogiston

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phlogiston_theory
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this together is the system, and all of it affects the outcome
and ultimately what you deliver to your customer. The
flow is how the inputs move from place to place in the
system before they leave. Systems thinking looks at the
whole process, and doesn’t focus on just one step. Most of
the problems we talk about come from focusing on just one
step, and optimising that one step.

We also need the flow to be clean. As in, wherever the
product or service goes next in service to the customer,
whatever person or machine or whatever picks it up can
just pick it up. No rework at the boundaries, this is why
traditional style analytical companies often have huge hid-
den costs. The split functions that came from the analysis
(Finance, Ops, HR, blah blah) don’t give each other clean
items to work with - kaboom it costs more and things get
forgotten and broken. A good organisation knows this and
makes sure rework is minimised.

The scientific method

• Have a theory
• Test it
• If it’s wrong accept that it’s wrong and try a different
way forward

• If it’s right - things improve - keep doing it
• Use the body of theories that work (at the moment)
to develop new theories to test

• Occasionally - question all your assumptions, just
for fun



Organisations are sick 36

Why is this so hard? Usually because people invest emo-
tionally in an outcome that can’t be proved and find
themselves holding on to some kind of comfort blanket. It’s
also easier to keep on doing something than think about
what you might need to change to make it better (and then
test the change, of course). A wise friend of mine once
said why should you care about what other people think
when most people don’t. But most people don’t like to think
about anything if they can help it, unless it’s something
they really care about.

The method also uses the statistical methods hinted at
above. If you give different groups of people drugs you use
themethods to see if you have created different populations
of people as a result of administering it to them. The
statistical methods give you an idea of how likely it is the
populations of whatever you are measuring are the same,
which implies the drug did nothing, or different, which
implies an effect. A null result is actually good data, but
just not sexy.

How do you learn the contrarian?

So how do you learn counter intuitive things? You have
to make the mistake and be guided by it. This requires a
degree of honesty a lot of people find challenging. I know I
do. In Toyota they let people manage costs and watch them
go up, allegedly.
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Corporations hate you

Well, not hate you. Just not relate to you in any meaningful
way. I always get really annoyed when people say “it’s not
personal, it’s business”. Nonsense - it’s personal, because
ultimately how you treat people determines how they treat
you. This is karma in the small. Normalising a certain
approach makes it acceptable.

So when cowards and incompetents hide behind corpora-
tions and say it’s “just business”, ask them if they would
like the same done to them. I am a fan of Richard Morgan’s
Altered Carbon¹⁹ series of books - the main character
Takeshi Kovacs comes from a placewhere therewas a semi-
successful revolution that held back the worst corporate
excess after a long and nasty struggle. The leader of that
revolution, Quellcrist, writes extensively about the morals
of revolution and change. She says that it is always personal
- I agreewith her/Morgan. Kovacsmakes it very personal in
the series of books for some peoplewho thought themselves
above the fray.

Not human

Corporations expect us to buy into their bullshit. The
bullshit is a product of people working for the corporation
who think themselves into its goals and start believing
them. So you’ve got growth, profit etc., all of which are

¹⁹Altered Carbon

http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/0575081244?ie=UTF8&camp=3194&creative=21330&creativeASIN=0575081244&linkCode=shr&tag=franfish-21&=books&qid=1368987090&sr=1-1&keywords=altered+carbon
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things most normal humans don’t relate to particularly
well. In Peopleware they describe how the staff for a rather
predatory loan company came in at the weekend because
they were fired up to do something new and interesting.
The senior management were jumping up and down be-
cause they were going to make even bigger profits from
what’s now called the sub prime market and thought the
employees would be as excited as they were (big bonuses
ahead no doubt). The staff all went home and came back
on Monday.

I worked for a company that was the biggest company in
the world for a while during the first internet boom. So I
sold my shares for more than I would have done normally.
But I’m not the billionaire owner. I worked there because
I liked the people and the work was interesting. I’m not
convinced the billionaire would get this.

Not understand human

Legally corporations can be treated as if they were people.
They can be sued, they can be negligent. But they are
collections of people and they don’t think like a person.
This is stating the obvious, but they don’t understand
where human beings really sit. That’s why they alienate
and oppress us. Marx had a theory of alienation, where
the worker didn’t own the means of production, and was
therefore alienated from the fruits of his (definitely his in
the nineteenth century) labour. This is still true, this is still
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why attempts to humanise the workplace often fail. This is
why companies still use the stupid term human resources.

Sections missing:

• Engage like idiots talking to fools - but no-one is
fooled

• Car adverts
• Sex sells everything, and selling it cheapens every-
thing

• Product structure == organisation structure (Hath-
away’s law?)

Dove is the drug

Nice and sinister Dove ad

This advert drives me crazy. A gap between the teeth is
supposed to symbolize wealth, the woman looks like she’s
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high on something, but something wholesome. It’s really
creepy. I’m using it here as an example of how corporations
can’t engage with real people. The message is slap our stuff
on your armpits and you will have a continuous orgasm.
Really?

This advert is entirely artificial. It engages with an imag-
ined person who doesn’t need what it offers and sells a kind
of drug instead of a real product. It’s a fiction. I also find
the L’Oreal you’re worthless adverts even more irritating.
You’re only worth some crappy shampoo or hair product
and no better. No, you’re worth more than we can imagine.

Right Shifting

The Marshall Model

I introduced the Marshall Model in the Introduction. Each
of the phases has an orange bar between it. The problem
one has is moving across from one way of working to the



Organisations are sick 41

other. As you move you will lose people, you may also
have the situation where one part of your organisation has
crossed and the other hasn’t. This happens a lot when you
have a successful agile adoption by the development and
test teams in a traditional style organisation that works on
wishful thinking and shouting.

Jumping each gap requires discipline, honesty and bravery.
Bob has a campaign called NoCV, in essence you match the
people with the kind of organisation they feel comfortable
working for. So if you are a person who is comfortable
in an analytic style company (which most companies are)
then you won’t fit in with a synergistic organisation, and a
chaordic one would be so uncomfortable that you wouldn’t
last. Skills can be trained into people, but organisational fit
works better. For more information search for nocv.

Gantt chart lovers’ lament

The Gantt chart lovers break things up into big projects
and don’t grasp the fundamental contradiction that agile
gets things done in small pieces by controlling scope and
your more traditional budget-based approach assumes that
projects will be done on budget at a particular time. The
main problem is that contingency gets cut from the plans,
usually because of political manoeuvring or just plain
stupidity. This means that there isn’t enough headroom
to do the projects properly. So you get lots of things that
are never finished and yet another “agile fail”. In fact it’s a
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system fail, the project was doomed and whatever methods
were used to paper over the bad planning are just a label.

This also creates a difficulty. As we’ve said, users want
capability. They have a budget and the need X done by
Y. We, the clever software/project delivering elite, know
that they don’t necessarily want all of it. We manage
the backlog and deliver what we can with the available
resources, but if it isn’t enough of the capability then it’s
a fail. So, once again, we get back to why.

Small and large companies

• Small and large companies
• Large == safe - some times
• Small == fun - maybe even make some £

Your own company - be honest now.

Empowerment is a lie

How many times have you heard employers or politicians
talking about empowerment?

They’re going to give you permission to make decisions
that affect you, or perhaps the people you serve. They’re
going to allow you to organise things in a way that makes
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you feel happy with what you do, gives you the autonomy
to do it right. Oh. That’s big of them, isn’t it?

This rests on some fundamental fallacies:

• In order to have any capability beyond some repet-
itive mechanical work someone has to give you
permission.

• Someone has to pick you, and other people (there-
fore) have to wait in line.

• Think about it - did Gandhi ask anyone for permis-
sion? He saw a problem with the world and just
started doing whatever he could to change it.

I went to Thinking Digital in May and one of the talks
towards the end was a 15 year old who had come up with
a cheap test for pancreatic cancer that will find early stage
using carbon nanotubes, antibodies and filter paper. Wow.
He’s bright, very bright. But lots of other people are too.
He was upset by the loss of a relative to this disease and
decided to do something about it, he read a lot and came
up with some things to try. Then he badgered some medics
with research facilities until one let him come and try to
develop a protocol.

It works, I hope it will come soon too. But the point I’m
making here is no-one told this fantastic young person
no. No-one gave him permission. He just went and did
something that makes the world a better place.
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So, the next time someone offers to empower you tell them
where to get off. Pick yourself.

If you work in a way that creates systems and processes
where human beings make human decisions then empow-
erment is not needed, permission is not needed. Grab that
filter paper, grab those nanotubes, talk to that person.

I realised that I believe empowerment is also insulting. To
clarify:

Insulting to the “empowered” - as in “you’re no longer too
child like to look after yourself”. My take comes from a lot
of the rhetoric you used to hear when people who had been
disenfranchised by poverty or some disability where being
‘empowered’ by the state to make bogus ‘choices’. Instead
of addressing the real need for creating systems that meet
and help their needs they were so powerful they can fill
in a survey, or walk less far to the council offices because
they’ve built new ones nearer to where they live. This is of
course a simplification but I hope it helps getting the point
across.

And, of course, the flip side of being given permission is
that it also allows the giver to take it away again. That’s
big of them too. It assumes a patriarchal relationship and
distribution of power where the empowered have to rely
on others to validate what they do. Just take a look at the
whole crazy gang of incompetents and buffoons that try to
run your life and think about how little permission they
can ever grant you, or anyone else. Politicians get elected
because they say what people want to hear, not necessarily
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what needs to be done.

One of the other speakers at Thinking Digital was talking
about opening up government data, which is a cause dear to
my heart. Apparently at least some of the nominal owners
of this data are concerned that people like us, the poor
unwashedmasses, might draw the wrong conclusions from
this data. Wrong in terms of whatever ideology or spin
they want to put on it. So the empowerment that this data
may bring should be conditional on whatever they think
we should be saying or knowing. Yeah. Bless them.

As Deming is reputed to have said in Jesus Christ we trust,
all others must bring data. I’m not a Christian, but the rest
of the sentiment is sound :)

Of course if the relationships are dependent, and someone
has or is able to assume power, then it can be given and
taken. But this isn’t how adults behave in general. If you
pay for something you have a lot of say over how things
are done, but if you steal people’s initiative what you have
done won’t be as effective.



Deming’s 14 points
These points were designed to help traditional manufac-
turing organisations get better at what they used to do. So
the emphasis has changed a little since, but I believe the
thrust of what he says is still absolutely on the money. I will
explain my understanding of this in the following sections.
You, dear reader, will have to find your own.

1. Constancy of purpose
2. Adopt the new philosophy
3. Cease dependence on inspection
4. Move towards a single supplier for any one item
5. Improve constantly and forever
6. Institute training on the job
7. Institute leadership
8. Drive out fear
9. Break down the barriers between departments
10. Eliminate slogans
11. Eliminate management by objectives
12. Remove barriers to pride of workmanship
13. Institute education and self improvement
14. The transformation is everyone’s job
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Constancy of purpose

It seems almost ridiculous that it needs to be said. Com-
panies and enterprises need to have a clear purpose that
informs what they do, and people who work there need to
know what that purpose is. But what happens is we get
kidnapped by the outer forms of what we do, the petty
details. In software terms the long list of things that make
you agile, or in management terms those numbers that
mean so much to someone who doesn’t know what you
do all day.

The outer forms are not the purpose, the numbers are most
definitely not what’s important. A sharp understanding of
what your customer needs and how you meet them is.
Of course, in a large organisation, your customer could
be someone else in the organisation that you serve. But
ultimately the people who use your product decide what’s
worth doing. So you should stay away from doing things
for their own sake, and be very critical of what you do do.

One of the outer form manifestations of this is the dreaded
mission statement. People have grasped the importance of
constancy, and it is best summed up in a few sentences or
a strap line, but then they go crazy, writing essays and
using abstract words that have no consequences, or are
aspirational without any underlying method. Google’s is:
Google’s mission is to organize the world’s information and
make it universally accessible and useful. That’s what you
need, and it might take a lot of effort to find something as
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good, but when you’re making decisions about where you
need to go the statement makes it easy - do you get closer
or further away from your simple purpose?

Quarterly figures and targets of all sorts take your eye off
the long term. They mess with your sustainability and stop
the occasional backtracking and retooling from happening
let’s just keep pumping out broken stuff because it meets
the numbers, let’s ship things so we can charge for them
regardless of quality concerns, let’s do some short term
things to inflate our share price for a couple of weeks. Jeff
Bezos, the driving force behind Amazon, takes no notice
of what the stock market say; their goal is to cause brief
fluctuations and dips so they can use the large amounts of
capital under their control to make money on a few pennies
difference here and there, Bezos wants Amazon to be there
next year and for a long time. Bezos is right, screw the
gamblers and their millions, the rest of us need things that
work for us.

Adopt the new philosophy

This means, I should say obviously, using the ideas he
presented in the 14 points, the underlying philosophy, to
guide how you work. So stop using meaningless targets,
start listening and trusting people, start understanding
what your system looks like when it’s stable and what
affects it.
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Cease dependence on inspection

You produce a load of stuff. Some of it isn’t fit for purpose,
for whatever reason. You don’t want to annoy your cus-
tomer, so you create methods and/or buy expensive tools
and training to inspect what’s being delivered after you’ve
created it.

Instead, identify where the fault is and design it out of
what you do and how you do it. This doesn’t just apply
to factories or mass production, but to everything. Fix the
system, not the people.

You might still do some inspection, but not rely on it to
catch things, just verify the system is behaving as expected.
In software terms this means that good communication
all the way through the development and delivery process
should mean that the final tests are a formality. Assuming,
of course, people were clear about what they wanted - but
it was your responsibility tomake it clear in the first place.

Move towards a single supplier for
any one item

The method was originally aimed at manufacturing con-
cerns. I’ve also see this point stated end the practice of
awarding business on price alone, instead minimise cost by
working with a single supplier. In original manufacturing
sphere it meant that there is another cost, the cost of work-
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ing with materials supplied by different people, that you
don’t see when just looking at the price. Also, switching
suppliers, or having several, maymean that whoevermakes
your product needs to adjust for the different incoming
materials. This probably costs as much or more than any
trivial saving. But if the purchasing department are focused
solely on cost of supply, costs in general will go up, just
somewhere else less visible.

Insteadwork over time bymaking sure the supplier can rely
on your business to improve what they supply you with,
and drive down costs for them too.

This sounds very manufacturing orientated - but in fact it
works for service organisations too. You want the services
you use to be consistent and well run, with good customer
service. Bad problem resolution on, say, your internet ser-
vice, could cost you far more than the pennies the cheaper
supplier could save you. You need to think about this, and
be considered in how you approach it.

Improve constantly and forever

This sounds like another nonsense management slogan.
But the rest of the sentence is every process for planning,
production and service. So it’s looking at how things are
done, what the interactions are, getting feedback from
whoever consumes what you do and acting on it. It isn’t
a fantasy aspiration on a stupid poster.
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If the next project isn’t better than the previous one by
some real metric - why isn’t it? You’re perfect? If the next
building isn’t better, if the next teapot, chair, egg timer,
toaster, isn’t better - then what are you doing?

Institute training on the job

Put aside the stupid mantras if we train people they will
leave and we don’t have time for training. If you don’t
train them they will leave if they can anyway because they
don’t want to be stuck with you, if you haven’t got time to
keep up to date then your competitors will eat you. It’s an
investment like any other, and in fact bad times are the best
time to make such investments, because your competitors
are too stupid to do so, and you will eat them.

Institute leadership

This means throwing away the targets and taking respon-
sibility for the system. Leading, listening to people who do
the work, and making sure the tools and training they have
give them what they need to be effective. Again, putting
yourself in the other’s shoes.

It’s interesting effective is not the same as efficient. You can
be incredibly efficient, have the fastest customer response,
answer the phone really quickly blah blah, but totally
ineffective because people find doing business with you
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almost impossible. As a customer I don’t care if your call
centre won an award, I care that I can get an answer the
first time I call you.

Drive out fear

Stop using carrots and sticks. Stop treating criticism as
personal. Stop threatening people who depend on you with
unemployment if they don’t shut up and tow the line. In
fact, if you do any of these things you need to have a long
hard think about your values and why everybody hates
you.

Dee Hock talks about this, about how in the early days
of Visa it was incredibly hard to get the rank and file
to share what problems they were hitting, because they
were supposed to just know. This was when the credit
card industry was inventing itself and no-one knew how
to do things or what the problems might be. So the people
nominally in charge needed to know what was happening,
so they could take advice and work out how to fix things.
But of course a lot of the workers came from traditional
banks, where the fear and subservience were part of the
package.
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Break down the barriers between
departments

Again - no-one wants departments not to communicate,
but without honest and fearless ways of working people
become suspicious of each other and stop talking. The cost
is in the flow. When things pass from group to group the
senders need to understand what a clean flow looks like.
This means that there is no need for rework or asking for
clarification. Clean flow is extremely important, and good
communication allows you make sure you know what it is.

This is all about attacking hidden cost without trying to
measure it, attacking waste without trying to quantify it.
The best advice is walk a few miles in the other person’s
shoes. Oh, and be humble, listen. If someone keeps flying
off the handle when asked to pick up some work go find
out why.

In software the biggest barriers are between developers and
every body else, testers and business analysts, and busi-
ness analysts and everyone else, and everyone blames the
business for not being clear enough in their expectations.
Of course, it’s everybody’s responsibility. This is why we
have things like daily stand up meetings that involve the
business sponsor - make sure everybody knows what’s
happening. Standups are not a box ticking exercise, they
are about communication and honesty, without fear.
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Eliminate slogans

Work Harder, Increase Productivity, Zero Defects, there is
no I in team, none of these help if the tools, training and
processes stop you improving and leave you powerless
to do anything but take the blame. All they do is cause
resentment and make whoever promulgated them look
stupid and out of touch. The software equivalent is the
infamous death march project - you know you can’t deliver
it, but are being paid to turn up and pretend you can. This
hurts your pride and makes you start hating people with
MBAs.

There’s another point to make here. People often sabotage
themselves because of internal fears and there are a number
of psychological techniques where you say aspirational
things I will sell 5 cars this week, I can pick up the phone
and talk to people. This is fine, it tunes you mentally to see
opportunities you might otherwise miss, but don’t try and
project it onto a stable process outside your head - that’s
just wishing. However much you would want to you can’t
fly.

Eliminate management by
objectives

In this case, Deming meant stupid, arbitrary numerical
targets.Wewill increase sales by 6% - how?Why didn’t you



Deming’s 14 points 55

do it already if saying so makes it so? If you’re wishing -
well, wish in one hand and shit in the other and see which
fills up first. Deming was never this crude, but I am, sorry.
One of the things he said over and over and over is by what
method? Meaning, you need to know what affects your
work and how you can change it. No wishing.

Deming points to graphs of productivity on canteen walls,
that show things are stable around a point, but just not
where wishful thinking might put them. Drawing a line
where you would like things to be doesn’t make it so,
and it never will except momentarily by accident. It’s just
slogans in a more insidious guise. It’s also trying to get
something for nothing, get the results without the work,
like that works.

Again, in software and project terms, this is the tension
between the Gantt chart promises made by someone who
shouldn’t have to a board with a limited budget. Far better
to look at what can be done andwhat’s important, and keep
your promises.

Also, if things aren’t where you would like them and you
haven’t got a method, all you can do is fiddle and hope
things improve. This isn’t science, it’s bad religion, looking
for some magic to come fix things.



Deming’s 14 points 56

Remove barriers to pride of
workmanship

This follows on from the earlier points - if you’re doing
it right people will be happy to sign their name to what
they do, and they willwant to improve and keep customers
happy. You don’t have to order them to pretend.

Institute education and self
improvement

This means giving people the space to work on things for
themselves that aren’t work related. Letting them become
more rounded human beings, and recognising their human
potential. It should be obvious that this follows on from
pride in work, it should also be obvious that broader
minds give better thinking and problem solving skills. The
arguments against this are the same as the ones about
training, and they remain short sighted.

In more modern 21st century terms this might be the
famous Google day - one day a week, 20% of the time,
employees work on a project of their choosing. Except that
3M did this years ago, and all of their current products came
out of this work, including the famous sticky notes, but 3M
are not an internet poster child.
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The transformation is everyone’s
job

Once fear has been driven out, once slogans are burned,
once the system is stable, once people have pride in what
they do, then carry on! Everybody, make the next better
than the last, have regular retrospectives that take an
honest, hard look at what went right andwhat went wrong.
Otherwise you will slip back to business as usual. Planning
and thinking are cheaper than carrying on doing things
that don’t work.



Lean isn’t Lean
First things first, like music journalists always have to call
themusic something so people canwork outwhat theymay
like from mere words. Using labels so they can write about
music, academics and researchers need to do the same. So
they looked at what companies like Toyota were doing, the
ideas of great leaders like Taiishi Ohno²⁰, and stuck a label
on it. Suddenly a dynamic, thinking approach became a
list of features, suddenly the outer form became the label.
It also means that you can create a big M Methodology
that you can go running around and applying willy nilly
everywhere, even places that are not appropriate. Ohno
himself was against putting a label on what he did, saying
it would make people assume that everything came in a
box and think all they need to do is unpack the box. There
is no box, there is your particular circumstances, and the
processes and people who you work with. No box required,
people are not automata, you must engage with them, with
their knowledge and skill, then work with that. Otherwise
you haven’t engaged, you’ve followed a procedure that is
disconnected, is imagined, from what is in front of you.

Lean is a label invented by westerners for this work. We
like labelling things and categorising them; it’s a conse-
quence of the Socratic disappear up your own fundament

²⁰Taiichi Ohno: Workplace Management

http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/0071808019?ie=UTF8&camp=3194&creative=21330&creativeASIN=0071808019&linkCode=shr&tag=franfish-21&=books&qid=1377790538&sr=1-2
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approach. But the whole is greater than the sum of the
parts, in fact parts are arbitrary lines drawn for purposes
of discussion. Even Marx knew this, but didn’t act like it.

The mechanical approach appeals to managers who have
bee promoted from technical roles. They are seduced by
technology (and these Methodologies are technology) be-
cause they haven’t learned how to work with people. Sadly,
it’s quite unusual for organisations to invest in getting new
managers capable after promoting them. Opening the box
also gives the comfortable illusion of doing something. This
is why, I believe, that Lean is becoming so popular with
Government in the UK. It promises great savings in a time
of self-imposed austerity. But the facts tell a different story,
and in fact Lean is a stalking horse for cuts while giving the
appearance of doing something.

The main reason we tend to focus on the tech-
nical rather than the human side of the work is
not because it’s more crucial, but because it’s
easier to do. Peopleware

Ohno also talked about making the work something that
was fit for humans to do, where the humans control the
machines, not the other way round.

When the MBAs invade the building they start to look at
things they can measure and draw lots of crazy graphs.
Then they start to try and find ways of squeezing every
single fraction of a penny out of interactions with cus-
tomers, or, if it costs money, squeezing it so the customers
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don’t burn resources. Can you see where this is going?
Your call centre hits all its targets but your customers hate
you, you’ve got the cheapest cost per interaction with the
customer - but the whole interaction with that person’s
needs takes several calls, and really makes them cross. But
this can’t be measured easily with a mechanical approach
looking at the obvious. But you won an award, so you must
be doing something right?

Cost comes from how long it takes to get a problem
resolved, whether it’s fill an order or fix something -
internally you can see this as a flow of information from
person to person until the right person can resolve it. This
is nothing like manufacturing. Lean in manufacturing is
making things when there is an order for them, and only
having the parts in stock to make those things by making
sure they arrive after there is an order. It’s being able to
stop the production line when a problem is identified rather
than automatically creating swathes of things that have
faults. A service organisation’s waste is in not serving, or
serving after several attempts. John Seddon calls this failure
demand²¹. The cost is in the flow, and the flow must be
unimpeded.

The key thing to identify is where the waste is coming
from and then take steps to avoid it. Notice this, waste
not cost ! If you measure costs costs go up. This is counter
intuitive, and the MBA types won’t understand it. But
the costs measure the small interactions. Waste measures

²¹Freedom from command and control

http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/0954618300?ie=UTF8&camp=3194&creative=21330&creativeASIN=0954618300&linkCode=shr&tag=franfish-21&=books&qid=1366805202&sr=1-1&keywords=freedom+from+command+and+control+by+john+seddon
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serving your customer end to end. It may also be that if,
for example, you are in a recession, you might do some
things differently so that you consume less electricity or
take longer to make things but don’t use the expensive
equipment as much. It means engaging mindfully with
what you are faced with now. Labels need not apply.

The analytical approach

In theWest we think in terms of analysis, of breaking things
up into manageable pieces and thenmanaging those pieces,
e.g. Finance, Operations, Service Delivery, Development,
Testing. Every time a new function is needed you tack it
on the end. Analytical thinking engenders silos. Silos are a
form of blindness - creating maladaptive problems in the
flow that each participant doesn’t understand, create dirty
hand offs because of politics and just doing my job kind of
thinking. If you have a hammer everything looks like a nail.
If you take these analytical categories and the hand offs as a
given then you cannot optimise things past a certain point.

Silos distort the common purpose so individuals and teams
start to work within the narrow objective of the silo, which
may be measured in ways that don’t meet the broader
needs. It is very easy to fall into this way of doing things,
everybody is doing their best, but you aren’t serving your
customers. You’re generating waste. Silos are a problem
because they wreck the common purpose, information
flowing between silos can cause waste if it isn’t given the
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attention it needs because the next person picking that
information up needs to ask questions, the cost is in the
flow.

Several jobs ago, when I still took corporate roles, the
call centre commissioned system didn’t have the informa-
tion that finance needed, so we had to cobble something
together with spit and a string. This is not uncommon,
businesses have a pressing need for a core function and get
or buy something to meet the need, afterwards it doesn’t
do something that is less obvious but just as important,
for example produce information that external compliance
auditors can see. A data warehousewas built to do the com-
pliance, which worked, but should have been unnecessary.
If the whole flow from customer to bank to audit had been
thought of right at the beginning then the changes needed
would have been trivial.

Your tools come from the pre-existing analytical silos in
your head. And they’re very sharp. Caution is required.
In fact silos are arbitrary lines drawn a long time ago -
they aren’t at all significant when you think in terms of
the common purpose. Breaking things down by function is
a potentially bad idea if you mistake the arbitrary lines for
reality.

Conway’s law²²: organizations which design systems …
are constrained to produce designs which are copies of
the communication structures of these organizations. The
consequences of this are obvious - you have Finance,

²²Conway’s Law

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conway's_law
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Operations, Fulfilment systems, with breaks and dropped
flow between them. If instead youwork end to end, without
reference to the imaginary divisions in the organisation
you will come up with something that works for you.

Analytical thinking is the source of the vile and unhelpful
term human resources. People are not staplers. Resources
don’t give:

• Imagination
• Inspiration
• Innovation
• Improvement

I created a T-shirt and mug design a while ago that makes
my feelings about this clear. VistaPrint will supply youwith
one if you want one.²³

²³Human being design

http://www.vistaprint.co.uk/share-design.aspx?doc_id=2336391028&shopper_id=QDHM5V0W0W6REU366VPP0RIDLD3R1E4U&xnav=sharesource_4&share_key=e2801aa4-dd97-45c7-92e8-4c861c2eea09&GP=8%2f29%2f2013+9%3a43%3a21+AM&GPS=2939443383&GNF=0
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Human Being!

The hammer looking for a nail is the concept of a factory
- schools are factories, call centres are factories, large
companies are factories. But the model employed is not
the modern, flexible plant that can deliver many different
variants on products depending on customer demand. It’s
not the meat factory that can switch from mince to burg-
ers when barbecue season starts or the weather becomes
suddenly warm. No. It’s the Victorian mill, that requires
nothing other than dumb compliance. This is the core of
the problem.
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The term Lean

Ohno said that putting a label on it meant that people
would think it came in a box and you could just unpack
the box and all would be well. Not so. He is reputed to have
never explained anything, he would put people where they
could see for themselves and draw their own conclusions.
I believe that this comes from a profound respect for his
students, he didn’t presume to know everything but like
a true coach created a safe place for people to learn for
themselves. This does not come in a box, how can it?

His practice was not fixed for all time either, for example
when you read his writings he talks about when there was a
recession they did things that used less electricity and more
manual handling. It kept costs downwithout affecting their
ability to serve the customers they still had. He also talks
about it being pointless to make parts really quickly if you
have to keep resharpening the tools. Making them more
slowly means you can make more of them in less time
overall, which is counter intuitive. So you trade an apparent
efficiency for a real effectiveness. This comes from really
looking at what’s going on and not barging in with a whole
heap of assumptions about what effectiveness is.

So, when you hear about the N kinds of waste keep this in
mind; in this example manual handling appears wasteful
if you obsess about making the process as fast as possible,
but if you are instead thinking about meeting the demands
made on you it’s sometimes a way of thinking about the
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long term, of conserving what you have.

Waste

Efficient versus Effective

You’ve all heard this one … not the same thing. Lean the
label is about efficient, paving the cow paths, lean the thing
is about effective, nuanced understanding based on a well
understood goal. Not the same thing at all - efficient is
relatively easy, and almost guaranteed to be suboptimal if
you haven’t found the bottlenecks. In the West we want
to do everything as fast as possible. This makes everyone
feel that they are doing something. If you are not doing
something worth doing, or are making waste worse, then
it’s not very useful. Ackoff²⁴ talks about the difference
between doing the wrong thing right, and the right thing
wrong. The wrong thing right is like having a train on a
track, it’s moving fast and well, but the destination isn’t
where you want to go. The right thing wrong, however,
the train is going in the right direction but needs some
attention.

At source the original lean thinkers were concerned with
effectiveness.When therewas an economic downturnOhno
gives the example of running the machines more slowly
and moving back to manual handling to avoid burning

²⁴Russel L Ackoff: Re-Creating the Corporation: A Design of Organizations
for the 21st Century

http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/0195123875?ie=UTF8&camp=3194&creative=21330&creativeASIN=0195123875&linkCode=shr&tag=franfish-21
http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/0195123875?ie=UTF8&camp=3194&creative=21330&creativeASIN=0195123875&linkCode=shr&tag=franfish-21
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so much power. The customer’s needs are still met but
the company saves costs without firing people. This is
intelligence, rather than narrow knee jerk thinking.

The Goal

One of the people I know from XPManchester, AshMoran,
has the stated goal of getting everyone to read Goldblatt’s
The Goal²⁵. This book introduced the theory of constraints
by telling the story of a luckless factory manager who
works out how to get his operation back on track by
abandoning things like cost accounting and instead under-
standing how things are actually done. In ToC you look at
the whole process and work out where the bottleneck is,
the key insight is that it is pointless to optimise or change
anything that isn’t the bottleneck. It controls the speed and
things like quality of what gets delivered.

So there’s no point in fixing the easy stuff, you have to
find out what the real constraints are. They define what’s
possible, the rest is just wishing.

Skill acquisition and its relationship to
waste

I was reading the excellent Pragmatic Thinking and Learn-
ing²⁶ and AndyHunt talks about what it takes to become an

²⁵The Goal
²⁶Pragmating thinking and learning

http://www.amazon.co.uk/s/?_encoding=UTF8&camp=3194&creative=21334&linkCode=shr&tag=franfish-21&rl=search-alias%3Dstripbooks&field-keywords=the%20goal%20by%20eli%20goldratt&sprefix=the+goal%2Cstripbooks%2C147
http://www.pragprog.com/titles/ahptl/pragmatic-thinking-and-learning
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expert. He uses the Dreyfus model²⁷ to talk about this.This
is one of the standard models looking at the transition as
people gain a skill and consists of the following stages.

• Novice
• Advanced beginner
• Competent
• Proficient
• Expert

My main criticism of this is that it views the process from
the outside and uses labels that need to be explained. In my
coaching career I was taught a different series of steps that
I find more memorable:

• Unconsciously Incompetent. As in you don’t know
what you don’t know. Not really even a beginner.

• Consciously Incompetent. You know you need to
work on something and are doing so. You are begin-
ning to acquire the skill.

• Consciously Competent. You have acquired the
skill and know how to use it but still have to think
about it.

• Unconsciously Competent. You can just do what-
ever the skill is without conscious thought, for ex-
ample if you were riding a bike you just think I want
to be over there and there you are.

²⁷Dreyfus model

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dreyfus_model_of_skill_acquisition
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Skill acquisition

It has less stages than Dreyfus, but I think describes the
process. It’s also a loop, for example I have learned to
paddle forwards four or five times now, each time with a
better understanding if which of the minutiae matter. To
me the labels describe the process and (being an old guy)
help me remember how it works. It could be argued that
this model doesn’t get to expert level understanding, but I
think that comes from going round the loop a lot of times
and accumulating a body of skill.

As a body of skill is developed at each stage the individual
needs less rules and has a more nuanced understanding.
Andy Hunt talks about beginners needing context-free
rules. I once talked about this on a mailing list discussing
the book when someone jumped on me and said all rules
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have context, despite it being a well-understood term. So,
to clarify, in this sense it means simple rules a beginner
can understand given what they know now, which may
not be a lot. An expert knows the exceptions to the rules,
and may not even have any formal rules (they be more like
guidelines, as the pirate said). Rules for beginners probably
give you 60-80% of what an expert can get, if you’re lucky.

Beginners also have a more serious problem, which sounds
silly: they don’t know where to begin. Think about this for a
moment. When you come to a new job, do you know how
the company you work for does things? You don’t know
what’s important. This leads to the problem of infinite
regress, where it’s hard to see where the frames of reference
for a task or skill begin and end. An expert doesn’t have
this problem, neither do the consciously incompetent, but
the unconsciously incompetent do.

The consequences of people having skills and being at
different stages in their path to mastery are:

• They need different kinds of instruction. For example
novices need simple rules that will get you 60% of
what you need. Fear and ignorance may give you
infinite regress so you probably need a mentor to
guide them. It allows them to work in the space and
become used to it.

• Experts treat rules as guidelines, and understand the
nuances of what they do.

• Different kinds of understanding involve different
language. If youmastered riding a bike you canmake
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it go “over there” - if you’re still learning you might
fall off and elect to push it!

• Experts need checklists because their memories are
as fallible as everyone else’s, beginners need the
checklists explaining first.

So how does this relate to waste? Well, if you have to write
it down you need to write it so that it is a set of rules for
beginners, it becomes dogma. It infantalises the people who
have been around a while and makes whatever skills they
have acquired meaningless. It also means they can’t share
their experience because it’s not in the canon. Ohno talked
about standard work, which did mean writing it down,
but only so you can improve on it. Ohno said (op. cit. but
various places):

There is something called standard work, but
standards should be changing constantly. In-
stead, if you think of the standard as the best
you can do, it’s all over. The standard is only a
baseline for doing further kaizen. It is kaiaku
if things get worse than now, and it is kaizen
if things get better than now. Standards are set
arbitrarily by humans, so how can they not
change?

Without some standard, you can’t say, “We
made it better,” because there is nothing to
compare it to, so you must create a standard
for comparison.
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Years ago, I made them hang the standard
work documents on the shop floor. After a
year I said to a team leader, “The color of
the paper has changed, which means you have
been doing it the same way, so you have been
a salary thief for the last year.” I said, “What
do you come to work to do each day?

Standard work is called standardized work at
Toyota today and is not the same as work stan-
dards. Standard work is defined as “the most
effective combination of manpower, material,
andmachinery” and is built on three elements,
takt time (pace of customer demand), work
sequence, and standard work in process.

For reference takt time is a way of organising the work
so that you get what you need when you need it and
not before. It also changes depending on the conditions.
Ohono describes a living document describing how things
are done, not some standard work document written so
long ago the pages have gone yellow. Kaizen is continuous
improvement and kaiaku is when things get worse.

The “yellow document” standards make you stupid - they
assume you are a novice all the time - which means you’ll
get that 60% if people are paying attention and not engage
with the adults who can help with continuous improve-
ment. Whoop de doo.
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My thesis is that aWestern, analytical thinker will open the
box and create a heap of “yellow documents”, that might
work at first but will decay over time. There is supposed to
be an economy in standardisingwork. But if you havemore
than one place where demand is met it’s perfectly possible
that each of those places will have a different profile of
need, and also of people meeting that need. When you
analyse and pull the information together you could easily
find that the aggregate view from the centre does not meet
the needs where it’s being delivered. The view of demand
from the centre is not nuanced, standardisation from the
centre will work for nobody. It will in fact cause waste,

Also - who are you standardising for? I would say it’s
almost always the beginner if you start from the organisa-
tions centre (e.g. the “HR” department that knows nothing
about the day to day work) and work outwards. In fact
the beginner might be being told the wrong thing, because
the HR people don’t know that things have changed. Again
different delivery points will have different levels of skill,
they have probably been in existence for different lengths
of time. For example if you were looking at making a doc-
tors surgery work more effectively you might find that the
in Berkshire and one in Glasgow actually have completely
different profiles of need - so you can’t prescribe how they
should deliver their service, only that they deliver it in a
mindful way that meets some more abstract and adult core
objectives.
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Aesop’s fable of the The Miller, his son and their ass. In this
story the miller starts leading the ass to town in company
with his son, someone comments it’s mean to make the boy
walk. So the boy rides, then someone comments the miller
should ride, then someone comments they’re being cruel
to the ass making it carry people so they start carrying it,
then they slip and it falls in the river and drowns. The fable
says that only you know what’s best for you, and other
people’s ill-informed opinions might cost you more than
you bargained for.

Waste and the Theory of
Constraints

There are 7, or sometimes 10, types of waste. This has
been cast in stone, but as I said earlier, if you read Ohno’s
words some of these types of waste aren’t waste if the
context changes. If demand is low not using expensive to
run machinery and doing some manual handling is better -
it keeps cost down. The 7 types take a snapshot of how you
might behave running flat out, but things change, things
wear out and so on. Also the Theory of Constraints teaches
us that it’s an ineluctable fact that the bottleneck controls
everything - so it’s most definitely what controls waste.

One of the consequences of the ToC is that sometimes it’s
better to have people waiting and not creating stockpiles
of stuff that isn’t needed yet. Be careful not to give them
things to do, because when they are needed you don’t want
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them polishing the windows in another building. This is
what is suboptimal, but it may look wrong to a casual
observer.

Waste needs to be understood in terms of the flow - waste
is where there is poor handoff between different parts of
the process - it results in the seven types, but is in fact
systemic, the seven things are just labels of things that
might be obvious to anybody. They may change over time,
and also they relate primarily, originally, to the purpose of
the organisation, not the atomised parts that come from an
analytical approach.

If you start from the broken pieces that came from the
original, probably pragmatic, probably naive, breaking into
analytical pieces and take it as a given you are almost
definitely going to fail. If you don’t start looking for the
bottleneck all you’re doing is polishing a turd.

More about targets

I don’t know if targets and current lean practice go together,
but I suspect they do when work is standardised in the
wrong way. People often say targets don’t work, but they
can’t explain why. I have an explanation, which may make
you a little uncomfortable.

The thing you make, whether it’s a service or a thing, is the
product of a system. That system produces things within
certain boundaries of variability. This is true of all systems



Lean isn’t Lean 76

that you come across. So, you will see results, whatever
they are, that usually follow a normal distribution.

Normal Distribution

The system produces the variance and as Deming pointed
out; 95% of the effectiveness of any interaction is a product
of the system. The individual might make a difference one
in 20 times. Technical managment know that they could get
more out of what they have but they don’t have the mental
models to look at what they have created. This is where
targets come in, they are a false panacea for a real problem.
If you were instead to engage with the people working with
the system and let them make more of the decisions it will
improve, because you’re tapping into the real gold mine of
creativity and intelligence they always had. But if you say
(as a friend who works in sales was told) “we need to sell
6% more next year” then good luck with that. Deming used
to say by what method. He didn’t mean some methodology
with a big M, but how do you engage with what’s in front
of you now and do better, what method do you use?
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Demand profiles at source

Thinking from the centre creates an idealised version of
demand. This, in turn, creates processes that don’t live but
are unable to meet the specific demand at each point of
delivery. Systems thinkers also talk about variety in the
channel, which is a measure of how different each item
is coming in. You can’t meet all of the variety without
people in the mix, people who can make decisions. I call
the demand derived from the centre imaginary demand.

The view from the centre

This is how demand looks from the centre, it is one size
fits all. Each team has different capabilities and experience,
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possibly even tools, but from the centre it looks like demand
can be managed. You can also end up in situations where
people use innumerate but real-seeming numbers like the
average of averages, which are meaningless. Have a look
for this on the web if you don’t know why.

The actual demand

In this case the demand is coming into each point of
delivery and is met there. In the presentation that goes with
this image the cloud and sun appear to indicate that change
happens in the environment, when each delivery point
looks after its own variety this isn’t a problem; when it’s
controlled from the centre it is. You can’t respond quickly if
you don’t allow people to think and respond for themselves.
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Imaginary and actual demand

Imaginary and actual demand do meet or you would never
serve your customers and go broke. This results in the
following scenarios:
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Failure demand

The procedures in place do not meet the needs and result in
rework and unmet requirements. This is what John Seddon
calls failure demand. It’s a simple consequence of not being
able to cope with the variety at the point of delivery.
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Bureaucracy

This is doing things because “you’re supposed to”. If it’s to
meet things like government legislation it’s unavoidable,
otherwise, why? It could be things like measuring cost at
each step, which makes cost go up and adds nothing but
this kind of waste.
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Meeting need
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Waste

This small intersection is where the constancy of purpose
is met. In some organisations it could be tiny, in others
it could be very large. In any event any effort expended
either by you or your customer outside of that intersection
is waste.
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Bureaucratic waste

You could also meet all of the customer needs and still do
things that don’t need to be done. This at least means you
probably won’t go broke.



Lean isn’t Lean 85

Unmet variety

This diagram means that your customers want something
you have and they can’t find a way to it, or that they want
you to have something you don’t at present even know
about. Armed with this knowledge you can find ways to
improve that directly give you an opportunity to do better
and maybe even make some money.
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The fallacy of measuring costs

A customer’s needs are met

In this scenario there are three processes, each is performed
by Bob, Mary or Alice. At each hand over point the flow
stops long enough for us to record the cost leaving and
arriving. If Bob understands what Mary needs there will be
no rework, if he doesn’t there will. If Bob is being measured
in a way that means he just throws it over the wall then
what Mary needs will be a low priority. But you’re keeping
costs down, right? The same argument applies for the hand
off between Mary and Alice. But the true cost to the one
person that matters for the constancy of purpose is the one
to the customer. Firstly, you can’t measure what it cost
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them to contact you, and secondly your rework and delays
could be costing them a lot more than they appear to cost
you.

The cost is end to end. Instead of measuring at each point
it can be measured think. Think about what causes rework.
Think about confused customers asking for the wrong
thing and Bob not noticing and helping them. Think about
Mary getting requests that make no sense in terms of what
her part of the process does. Think about Alice shipping
things that she knows are wrong because she’s not allowed
to use her initiative. Think about the variety of what arrives
at your door and how it could be met.

The other thing you may get in a mature organisation is
when it started there were a real Bob, Mary and Alice. They
had particular skills and when they left there was an Alice-
shaped hole so you recruited another “Alice”. They way
the customer is served might be better done differently.
If you take what you see as a given, you won’t see how
to improve it. Ackoff (op. cit.) has a method where he
imagines that a part of a working system burns down and
must be replaced with as light and simple a process as
possible. Given its inputs, what are the expected outputs?
Maybe you just need one team who do the whole process
and look after the customer all the way through? Without
these kinds of thought experiment you will never know.
This is why we have all the different departments in the
modern corporation - but do we actually need them as
separate entities?
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Measuring cost makes it go up

Breaking up the flow to measure and record. The cost is
in the flow - so you’re adding to execution time, putting
in extra arbitrary steps that don’t add to the end result,
disrupting the pattern, messing up timings. Of course it
will cost more. This is a key insight that more people need
to understand. Unfortunately most of us need to see it to
believe it.

Like we said in the section on flow, that’s where the cost is.
You break it, it costs more, and the individual parts are not
to be studied in isolation. You will get the wrong picture of
what you need to do, or you will fix something that’s easy,
and makes no difference.

See John Seddon’s book²⁸ for more about this.

²⁸Freedom from command and control

http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/0954618300?ie=UTF8&camp=3194&creative=21330&creativeASIN=0954618300&linkCode=shr&tag=franfish-21&=books&qid=1366805202&sr=1-1&keywords=freedom+from+command+and+control+by+john+seddon
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Where does continuous
improvement come from?

People are not automata

People improve things. Algorithms give you the same an-
swer every time. Technical managers need to stop treating
people like programmable automata to get what they want.
I say elsewhere in this book that I think empowerment is a
lie. The core of the argument is that if it can be taken away
it doesn’t belong to the people being empowered. If you
organise so that the true resources you have available are
harnessed, so that everyone wants to come to work and do
something they enjoy, it isn’t empowerment in the narrow
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sense. It’s more like family and not like being picked by
royalty to perform some function and get beheaded if you
do it wrong. It’s also, oddly, less work. If you start with
trust then you get trust backmost of the time and the manic
painful nonsense of checks and controls isn’t needed.

Conclusions

The Lean label and the rigid just do it this way approach
turns people into victims of the system they work with
instead of active participants in its work and improvement.
The analytical approach, starting from assumptions about
how to break things up, founders on the particular circum-
stances of the system’s points of delivery.

Things to think about:

• Go see. Observe and participate in the daily life of
the “family”, listen to them.

• Start where people are, not where you would like
them to be. If they have been “trained”, e.g. in some-
thing “agile” and still don’t give what they could -
it’s your fault, own it.

• Identify the current state. Look at the causes of
variation and undertand them. Identify what the
one-offs are and make sure you can deal with them.
If variation is wide look at why.

• Understand why things are done at the moment,
learn your own history.
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• Work with the capabilities of the individuals and
teams at the point of delivery. Engage with the
variety at each point of delivery.

• Train and work to demand. Standardise to demand
at the point of delivery.

• Allow continuous improvement, not fixed, things
will move. Any process you come up with will start
to fail unless you build in retrospectives to cope with
change - nothing is ever fixed.

• The system always wins, the people make the sys-
tem. Only people can improve it, or it is dead and
will become pathologically bad over time.

Make sure the work is fit for humans.



Edukayshun
Seth Godin²⁹ describes our existing education system:

Is this the best we can do? Have we created a
trillion-dollar, multimillion- student, sixteen-
year schooling cycle to take our best and our
brightest and snuff out their dreams—sometimes
when they’re so nascent that they haven’t
even been articulated? Is the product of our
massive schooling industry an endless legion
of assistants?

The comment about assistants is reference to a study where
most kids didn’t want to be famous or well-known, but the
assistant to someone who is. Sigh.

Dead poets? Dead industrial
thinking!

Go to school, work hard on qualifications, go to university,
get a good degree, a good job will fall out at the end of it,
work for 30 year then become a lotus eater until old age
takes you. This was the deal. It is predicated on work being

²⁹Stop Stealing Dreams

http://www.sethgodin.com/sg/docs/stopstealingdreamsscreen.pdf
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like a factory, where the people are as interchangeable as
machine parts. It was a model that worked as part of the
post world war II consensus. But in the absence of another
war destroying Western capitalism the system is starting
to eat itself. Also, manufacturing is now cheap and easy to
do, it’s a solved problem.

The economy now is one of connection and knowledge. The
factory system, turning society into a huge factory making
willing factory workers, has been dead for quite a while.
But our education system is still pumping out the willing
workers, and promulgating the lie of the 30 year fall down
dead plan. We all need to rethink what we want and what
we need, we all need to stop being taken in by the

Conforming

Godin tells us the original model for education in the 20th
century came from Prussia. The traditional serried ranks of
children all facing forward being taught comes from this.
It was a model for military schools. Conformity features
very high on the list of things needed by armies at the
beginning of the last century, as many found out at the cost
of their lives. In modern society the conforming individual
is a drone. Drones know enough to do simple tasks and they
get told what to do by other drones.
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Caring

Ruling by fear



Bravery

Political correctness

Blame

Fear

Power

Games

Change the organisation … or
change the organisation



What’s Wrong with
Software?

What we forgot

Broken record time again. We make lots of things in
software - user stories, designs, UI guidelines, databases.
We do lots of things - sprint planning, stand-up meetings,
backlog management, continuous deployment, behaviour
driven development. Blah blah blah, the list is endless.

But we forgot, we forget, that we work for real people
who have needs. Those needs are express as capability - to
the people who use the services we create all of the other
artefacts are just means to that end. It’s just navel gazing
otherwise.

YAGNI

Yagni

• Pareto has two ends
• Productivity
• Boredom
• Fun
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• Get the machines to do the work
• NIH - get over yourself
• Gumption traps

Agile Heart: 2nd Essay: You Ain’t Gonna
Need It (YAGNI) vs Flexibility

This article is part of what made me start on trying to
organise the Manchester Agile Rails Conference in 2011.

The best software I’ve ever written is the software I didn’t
write.

I use Ruby on Rails – you’re probably sick of hearing this
by now. But one of the things I really like about it is how
much it does for me without getting in the way. If I use the
code generators and know what the data model looks like
I can generate you a whole CRUD³⁰ application in about
5 minutes, as long as you don’t mind the appearance of
the scaffolding application. You can pick other scaffolding
or even spend a few minutes changing the generator to
suit. There’s another Ruby framework with much less in
than Rails called Sinatra³¹. It’s very minimalist and you
write simple code that returns something to an HTTP
request. It’s fast as all hell and very good for writing simple
API’s. There’s a very simple application framework called
Pandrino³², that sits on top of Sinatra; it gives a CRUD

³⁰Create, Retrieve, Update, Delete - the four operators of the database
apocalypse.

³¹Sinatra
³²Pandrino

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Create,_read,_update_and_delete
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Create,_read,_update_and_delete
http://www.sinatrarb.com/
http://www.padrinorb.com/guides
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application with two or three colour-themed looks – and
that’s all it gives you.

I can create a working back office system that sits on
relatively simple databases in about a day. Yes, a day.
I can even put some validation in and make sure your
data integrity is properly maintained. There are Python
frameworks that do the same.

It won’t be full of flashy JavaScript, or do much beyond
letting you edit and maintain your data, but it will do that
very well, and cost practically nothing to build if you know
your data.

If I use Sinatra inside Rails I can put an authentication layer
in by putting it before Sinatra in the application stack using
a Ruby gem called Devise³³. It’s about 20 lines of code³⁴. 

I didn’t write any of this code – that’s the point. Some very
capable people had a need and met it, they shared it. Then
others refined what they had. Then stopped when there
was enough to get the job done. They did just enough to
let fools like me sit on their coat tails, bless them.

Rails is opinionated – if you do it the ‘Rails way’ then it’s
easy to do what you need. If you decide to be another damn
NIH³⁵ geek who has to hand-craft the journey of every
electron then go do that. The rest of us are helping people
get what they want. The opinions are also those of people

³³Devise
³⁴Crafting Rails Applications last chapter.
³⁵NIH

https://github.com/plataformatec/devise
http://pragprog.com/titles/jvrails/crafting-rails-applications
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Not_Invented_Here
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who knowwhat they’re doing. So ignore them at your peril.

Howmuch is enough?

In one of my other lives I play blues guitar. I was brought
up on (amongst others) Paul Kossoff³⁶, he’s well known
for playing the rather splendid guitar solo on All Right
Now, however one of my favourite tracks is Oh I Wept –
the guitar solo lasts about 30 seconds and is sublime (the
rest of the song’s pretty dull if I’m honest). He’s quoted
(somewhere) as saying it’s not the notes you play, it’s the
ones you miss out that matter³⁷. When you listen to that
song you know what he meant – probably 20 notes played
supremely well, and the right ones to pick up the feeling
of the song and raise it from blandness. He was originally
a classical guitarist and could probably have played at 100
miles an hour – but didn’t. He played exactly what the song
needed, and no more. This requires a kind of sensitivity, of
humility, that’s pretty rare.

I’m a developer, I think in code. I like code – complexity
and shiny new things fascinate me (at least while I can
keep them in my poor old head). When I look at problems
I see solutions – when someone talks to me in meetings
I’m writing software in my mind (if I’m not playing guitar
there). Fred Brooks (I bet you were wondering how long it
would take to mention him) said throw the first one away.³⁸

³⁶Paul Kossof
³⁷I suspect a lot of other people have said this too.
³⁸The mythical man month

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paul_Kossoff
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mythical_man_month
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I’ve done this plenty of times. You look at something
that kind of works – and realise you haven’t understood
properly. The first attempt is about understanding what
the question is, you don’t have an answer yet, the second
attempt will be closer – *closer, not necessarily right.

When I was a couple of years into being a developer I
learned a great lesson from Pete Wilson ³⁹ (you there,
Pete?), who worked with me on a system for hospitals. We
were looking at a vast lump of ‘C’ code built to load data
into the accounting system we were working on. 300+ lines
of code sat there. We were pairing before there was such an
idea, just talking it through – I pointed out that the pointers
in this code weren’t used right or something – he agreed
and deleted all of it. All of it. Started again. Didn’t try to fix
it, deleted it now that he understood the problem. Stopped
the cut and paste monster⁴⁰ in its tracks.

This shocked me to the core. No fiddling. No clever editor
macros to move variables about. Delete it and start again.
Wow. Don’t waste time loving that sick puppy, put the poor
thing out of its misery. When I pair with people they get
scared when I just delete things that are wrong. Sometimes
whole methods or classes. But if they’re wrong they’re
wrong – get rid of them. You need to ignore the emotional
investment in the code and be glad you learned something.

³⁹Emigrated to New Zealand in the 90’s and I lost track of him. Last known
working for Sequent before IBM bought them.

⁴⁰You paste something in that compiles and appears to work - but has the
wrong variable names and you forgot to change them, until it’s cost thousands
and everyone’s embarrassed. This happens all the time.
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The code is a conversation.

Complify and Simplicate

We’re always trying to get to answers as coders – all the
time. I watched a talk on Simplicity Architecture⁴¹ by Dan
North. One of the key points that struck me was the tension
between YAGNI and flexibility. If you write software that
can do anything in the problem space it it very flexible. So,
lots of meetings where developers and designers have said
but what if a lot and you end up with something that can
do just about anything – but then only a small percentage
of it is actually used. Anyone who has tried to migrate from
Word 2007 to the latest incarnation with the ribbon bar and
all the menus moved about will know how this flexibility
feels to the user – as in it gets in the way. Most people only
use about 5% of anything complex. What use is a retail site
where buying stuff is hard because so much attention was
paid to SEO that you can’t find the buy button? But you’ve
been to that site – I was recently foolish enough to buy
some lottery tickets on line – the BUY button is bottom
right and very small – what’s the main function of the site?
Selling tickets. What’s hard? Buying them! It took a couple
of minutes before I could enjoy the vicarious pleasure of
maybe winning £33 million for a £2 stake – a couple of
minutes that nearly made me give up in frustration. I think
they want you to read all the advertising copy about how

⁴¹Simplicity Architect

http://www.infoq.com/presentations/Simplicity-Architect
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wonderful they are first and the button sits at the end of it
– I just wanted the button.

Other points about flexibility vs YAGNI (or the absence of
unnecessary complexity) from Dan’s talk (mixed in with
things that occurred to mewhile I was writing them down):

Ease of change.Maximise thework not done ⁴² – do nothing
yet, defer until the last responsible moment, then make
a decision. This is one of the Agile principles and gets
forgotten a lot. 

Flexibility, on the other hand, is shove everything in just in
case. This is expensive and very hard to do. Also pointless.
It’s sticking the space shuttle engines on a 747 – madness.

Humans are designed to simplify and generalise what
comes to them or they’d be overwhelmed. We get wrong
footed by our complex society and the demands of work.
One of his colleagues came up with the words complify
and simplicate – humans generally try to over complicate
things because they see patterns everywhere, even when
there aren’t any, and then try to generalise them – hence
complify. The goal of complicated endeavour should be to
do only what’s needed and no more – simplicate.

Complifying’s most obvious symptom is yak shaving⁴³ –
running off away from the problem because you haven’t
taken a step back to think it through properly. Procrasti-
nating without realising it. Dan’s solution to this is to ask

⁴²Agile manifesto again
⁴³Yak Shaving see the second definition.

http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/yak_shaving
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why along the lines of the old 5 whys⁴⁴ technique.

Simplication – you need to go the other way and take a step
back from what’s in front of you. Ask how?

Deliberate discovery – am I tackling the thing I ammost ig-
norant about now? Ignorance is where the risk is. Eliminate
oh shit moments at the end of a project. Tackling ignorance
also gets rid of fruitless arguments around opinions – get
some hard data and go where it takes you.

Every time someone says but what if – say will it? Talk
to the user of the software, go for a walk. Use evolution to
decide what lives ⁴⁵: as in ‘no’ is the answer to any new
thing until it manages to establish itself.

Dan talks about a technique I’m going to try soon: creating
beyond/towards lists, as in go beyond late finance report-
ing, towards timely information - sometimes towards is too
big a jump so create a column in the middle of the list via
– this will help you come up with a road map of where you
want to go.

He was also scathing about user stories – as in what the
user wants, in the end, is capability – I want to be able to
do something I couldn’t do before – the old scrum/XP thing
of donemeans done – done is when you have the capability,
nothing less than that.

⁴⁴5 whys Click through to why/because as well.
⁴⁵Rework discusses this in some detail

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/5_Whys
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Solutionitis and Cargo Cults

New coders, particularly since the invention of the internet
and the ease of copying and pasting, tend to copy things
they don’t understand and then poke them with a stick
until what they see seems to respond in the right way. In
Pragmatic Programmer ⁴⁶ they call this programming by
coincidence (see also Cargo cult programming ⁴⁷ ) If you
were thinking of evolution as a metaphor this might be a
valid approach. But as a thoughtful approach to whatever
problem you’re trying to solve it’s beyond poor, it’s a waste
of time and gives you untestable rubbish instead of crafted
code. If you have no idea where to start ask someone.
Seriously, ask someone. Ignorance is not a sin, whatever
various world religions may say. On the other hand, hiding
it is – because it costs time and money. 

When I pair with someone I try and stop themwriting code.
I try and use the framework. I hate repetition because it’s
dangerous and expensive. Rails is fast to get started and
has a lot of useful stuff to help you. To get the most out
of it you need to learn it, and read the books to keep up,
and pair with people who know different things from what
you know. Once that’s done you can get the framework to
do the work for you, and be proud of the code you didn’t
write.

But, if I wasn’t writing a database-backed website with
some Ajax and dynamic content, Rails (and Ruby) might

⁴⁶Pragmatic Programmer
⁴⁷Cargo cult programming

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cargo_cult_programming
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be totally inappropriate. I still occasionally write ‘C’ code,
I still write simple text processing things using Awk – it
just works for some kinds of problem. Always starting with
the same set of tools, regardless of what you’re doing, is
solutionitis. You think you already have half of the problem
solved − maybe you don’t, maybe your tools are going to
get in the way.

Pareto has two ends

In essence 80% of the results come from 20% of the effort⁴⁸.
You can have a is the cup half full or half empty kind
of argument about this; as in – saying you still need the
remaining 80% of the results – so now you need to sit
down and get obsessed by details. Or, if you’re looking at
something that brings money in to your business you can
say –where’s the next 20% I need to do?Most of the time the
second question is the one worth asking. If you’re building
something that involves human life or safety then you need
the other 80% – but that’s part of the cost of safety critical
systems and no-one will baulk at paying it, unless they’re
an idiot, and then I would get away from them as fast as
possible.

⁴⁸Pareto

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pareto_principle
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Productivity

I was browsing Martin Fowler’s blog the other day and
came across this unfortunate truth: you can’t measure
productivity⁴⁹. But I think you can be far more productive
if you don’t write code. Investing the time and energy
in understanding the framework you use, and in finding
libraries you can trust that do chunks of work for you, is
productive. Writing the 20% and no more is productive. All
the rest does is make your yak get cold.

YAGNI and real life

So, when someone tells you you can’t do something. When
a problem in your life looks like it can’t be solved. When
you can’t work out how to do something that isn’t software.
What code can you not write? What things don’t you need
to do? What yaks don’t need to be bald? It does no harm to
apply YAGNI here too.

⁴⁹Cannot measure productivity

http://www.martinfowler.com/bliki/CannotMeasureProductivity.html
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Agile methods

Laments to the 10 years of Agile

The original article is here⁵⁰ this is a comment I left there,
which disappeared when Amplify did.

The IT project failure rate is a direct result of people ignor-
ing (or plain removing) contingency, usually for political
reasons (the Dilbert “pointy haired boss” kind). So a fail
is being unable to deliver to a Waterfall-style objectives set
at some remove from delivering the projects that were only
possible if absolutely nothing went wrong. It goes straight
back to Deming’s point about MBO vs MBP⁵¹ – the O’s still
have it! If each iteration is a management-forced aspiration
rather than based on what is possible (so the chance of
“hitting” the story points is even as high as 90%) then you
will soon run into trouble (in this example the chance of
still being on target after 5 iterations is only around 50%).
Of course, in this all to common scenario, everybody gets
demotivated too and productivity starts to bomb anyway.

I agree that many people “do agile” rather than “be agile”
– they see it as process rather than mind set, and so throw
out all sorts of sea anchors around “doing it right”, as in
being obsessed with process, rather than (and this is a point
made in the quote) “doing the right thing”. As you’ve said

⁵⁰http://flowchainsensei.wordpress.com/2010/08/15/tom-gilb-laments-the-
10-wasted-years-of-agile/

⁵¹Management by process vs objectives, as in objectives narrow the focus to
the short-term.
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yourself, the process-driven, analytical mind set is a much
easier place to be than an open Chaordic one, particularly
if you learned you craft in a process driven environment,
such as an educational institution and just don’t have the
models to do things any other way.

I see it as a crisis of models, of education, of plain old fear,
not principles. It does seem to be getting worse, though.
I think we might need a new Manifesto – somewhat less
narrow than the craftsmanship movement because it needs
to include people who aren’t coders but want to “do the
right thing”. In fact, coding is the last thing in this, but it’s
the first that everyone looks at because it’s easier to see.

It’s a great source of frustration and sadness for me that we
have all the tools now, we have Deming’s insights, we have
agile methods, we have methods for managing uncertainty,
blah blah blah – but people still carry on doing the same
old stuff assuming the results will be different next time. I
think it was Einstein that said that this is a sign of madness.

Agile Heart: 1st Essay: What is Agile?

This is the first in a series of essays about what it means
to be an Agile Practitioner, at least from where I stand.
Agile has a venerable history and started from a sense of
dissatisfaction with existing practices and methods. I’ve
heard lots of people say that they’ve “done Agile” and it
didn’t work. I overheard a project manager saying that it
doesn’t work, or only works in certain situations, to the
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sage nodding of the guys around him.

I wanted to shout oh yes it does!

But there are a lot of things it isn’t :

• A set of rules
• Diagramming conventions
• No documentation vs too much documentation

What I’m reaching for here is that it’s a state of mind. This
is hard to explain to people. In essence you can do what
Burger King once said to Tom Peters Even when we did it
right the first time it was still pretty ordinary.⁵² If all you
do is follow procedures, treating people (particularly that
stubborn breed of cat called a Developer) like they can be
programmed then you get something that is really average,
the sum of mediocrity. Sure, it will probably work, but be
buggy and poor – so what?

Agile started as a movement when a group of practitioners
got together and wrote the Agile Manifesto⁵³. In essence,
put the customer at the centre of what you do, and have
an approach that lets you change your mind easily without
lots of documentation and other things that create inertia
(Brief reprise):

Individuals and interactions over processes
and tools

⁵²Tom Peters Circle of Innovation, 1997 - you might find it second hand
⁵³http://agilemanifesto.org
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Working software over comprehensive docu-
mentation

Customer collaboration over contract negotia-
tion

Responding to change over following a plan

That is, while there is value in the items on the
right, we value the items on the left more.

This has practical implications for anyone who wants to
write software, or do anything involving thinking and
planning with other people. One of the eye openers for me
was where the principles section of the site says Welcome
changing requirements, even late in development. Agile
processes harness change for the customer’s competitive
advantage. This meant that change is not the enemy, a
feeling that had been driving me on for a long time. It also
means that change requests are not an excuse to charge
exorbitant sums of cash. I had worked on projects where
you walked into a room the size of a football pitch and saw
a number of people in a dozen teams (one project I worked
on had 200 people in “the room” and didn’t include another
50 or so in portakabins outside and dotted all over Europe).
You knew you were doomed when you walked through the
door. The enemies of productivity, of getting things done,
are (in no particular order):
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• Bureaucracy – documentation for its own sake
• Large teamswith no focus – documentation as a poor
communication medium

• Process replacing understanding – documentation,
anyone?

• Meetings “explaining” (i.e. mandating often inappro-
priate) architecture – pictures and discussion about
fit, anyone?

• Meetings about meetings (this does happen)
• Progress reports when the project is less than a day
old – “it’s procedure” (oh, F-off)

• Whole team meetings stopping coding/productive
work

• Meetings that could be summarised in a two para-
graph email

• Control freak meetings (as in you have to explain
things to someone senior who won’t understand
what you’re doing over and over again) – these are
also sometimesmassaging the Project Manager’s ego
meetings.

If you want a refreshing take on meetings, read Rework.⁵⁴

You can get things done with a traditional large team
(or in practice set of teams mediated through yards of
documentation and meetings) but it’s hard to do well, and
expensive too. I used to work for the database company
Oracle and we were very good at delivery (then, no idea if

⁵⁴Rework

http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/B003ELY7PG?ie=UTF8&camp=3194&creative=21330&creativeASIN=B003ELY7PG&linkCode=shr&tag=franfish-21&=digital-text&qid=1366818628&sr=1-1&keywords=rework
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it’s still true). On site we would always do our best to make
sure that we left the customer with something they could
use.

A common complaint from the on site team was that you’d
spend the first four months of a six month project writing
about what you were going to do in an incomprehen-
sibly boring pile of document templates generated from
Microsoft Word macros (the macro suite was called Oracle
Method, funnily enough). Piles of words on top of each
other, with the occasional code fragment – sometimes there
were so many code fragments you could have pasted them
in and probably had some working software.

I remember starting a rebellion and putting some before
and after pictures in the documents and losing several
yards of verbose technical text that people who didn’t have
English as a first languagewould really have struggledwith
(and there were lots of them). It followed the utterly mad
waterfall (don’t forget that each of these phrases has the
words and sign off at the end – usually four signatories):

• Functional specification
• Technical specification
• Design document
• Implementation document
• Some code actually gets written
• Unit test documentation
• Functional test documentation
• User acceptance test documentation
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• System test documentation
• Fluffy cloud documentation
• Finally we can go home and cry documentation (ok,
I’m being silly now)

If something has been signed off then you have to go into
Change Control – oh, the pain, the meetings about nothing.
The cost!

We rebelled and merged functional and technical on one
project. This saved us over a month of elapsed time. Con-
sultants (or at least their management and sales force) and
governments (tasty bureaucracy, yum) love this approach
because you can bill for it and it looks like you’re do-
ing something. But you aren’t. It’s bullshit business (as
in busy-ness) and doesn’t get much useful done. One of
my colleagues said: I didn’t join Oracle to spend all day
using Microsoft products. This was terribly funny, because
Oracle corporately saw Microsoft as the enemy, the devil
incarnate, and yet they’d invested in this sub-product writ-
ten in Word Basic that generated all these templates and
employed people as auditors running around making sure
they were being used. I’m finding it hard not to write swear
words here, it was unbelievable, it was insane and we did
it because everybody else did it. Did I say I joined Oracle
from working at KPMG Management Consultants? This is
not a critique of Oracle, it’s a critique of everybody around
at the time. When all you have is the Waterfall approach
then everything turns into one.
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So I read the Agile Manifesto as a breath of fresh air against
all this crazy shit. And yes, shit is the right word, honestly.

There was some confusion in my mind because I was
switching to using Object Oriented techniques, e.g. learn-
ing towrite use cases and follow slightly less crazymethod-
ologies like RUP⁵⁵ – which is still mind-bogglingly bu-
reaucratic and was bought by IBM (surprised???). RUP has
some good things in it, like the artefacts (i.e. documents
or deliverables of one form or another) are not mandatory
and you pick the ones that work for your project. Also
you do a risk analysis on project inception and do the
risky things first, this means you can make sure you deliver
something useful or, worst case, discover that you can’t
deliver anything within your budget before spending a
ton of cash on failure. So it’s definitely better than pure
consultancy-driven waterfall. I never really got into UML
(oh, the UML, sorry) because I was already a hard-core user
of Oracle Designer and, if you start from the database like I
was taught UML is an inferior way to describe relationships
(disagree if you want to, like I care, honestly). UML works
well in those insanely large projects with bazillions of
dependencies and abstraction layers, but of course that’s
where it came from.

Thing is, in 2002-3 North West England, as an Oracle
PL/SQL specialist learning and getting certified in Java,
it was impossible to find people who were using Agile.

⁵⁵Rational Unified Process. Methodology used to sell the Rational Rose
modelling tool. I think the Rational was dropped when IBM bought it.
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Whether it was XP, Scrum, Kanban, or roll your own. So
I made an agile approach of my own work, questioning
documents where code will do and drawing pictures in-
stead of using lots of words. Wherever possible delivering
working software. Testing software in the crucible of real
people actually using it.

I switched to using Ruby on Rails (RoR) after falling out of
love with Java. I think Java is a language tailor-made for
bureaucracy: curly braces everywhere, endless cruft from
limitations of the language, no syntax for common stuff,
use yet another class in the standard library, lots of useless
layers in J2EE, “agnostic” approaches that mean config-
uration options coming out of your arse, 20-minute Ant
builds, strong typing, everything verb has to be wrapped
in a noun – no wonder corporations and consultancies love
it, the bloat is built in right from the start. Again, Ruby set
my mind free to worry about delivering working software.
The other thing from RoR is I caught the test-driven bug. I
tend not to write software without tests any more, at least
for production code. I’m not sure how purist Agile this is,
except that it allows you to change your mind without
breaking things which is a key need for Agile thinking.
I recently put one of my own projects on pause while I
got the tests working after migrating to Rails⁵⁶. Yes, it cost
me a couple of weeks part-time, and no, I wasn’t going to
compromise.

I also like RoR because it starts from the database. Code

⁵⁶Anyone else worked with Earnst and Young back in the day?
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is built using generators, and some tests are also built in.
But you start from a data-centric place. Not some pretty
design done by a designer, but from the data. I believe that
working software comes from data. As in, understanding
the data flow means you understand the business you’re
working with. But on the other hand, I’ve also worked with
beautiful data models from Oracle Designer Generator
that created software you couldn’t use because it was
technically correct but very hostile. As usual the middle
way (which appeals to me as a committed Buddhist) is the
most sensible one. Rails makes it easy to find the middle
way between data and design because it doesn’t sweat the
simple stuff, and lets you be very strict about how your
model is used.

So, I will move on and start the next essay in this series in
a few days. Talking about the Agile heart, as against the
Bureaucratic Tendency – you can measure bureaucracy so
it’s popular (ISO 9001 certified shops take note). You have to
do agility, and think, and care about what you do and how
your customers feel, so it’s as much a feeling as anything
else. A feeling that leaves your competitors behind, though.

Note: This was originally a blog post (and still is if you go
looking for it). Here are some comments, and my reply to
Ralp Westphal.

Ralf Westphal

Being agile as a state of mind. Yes, I guess that´s it. Even
though I call it a lifestyle I guess we mean the same:
agility is not something you switch on while you´re in a
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software project meeting. I see a lot of people claiming
to be agile - and when they´re buying a coffee machine
they browse the internet for hours, read reviews on end,
check every store in tone to know exactly what´s the best
offer. To me that´s a contradiction and I always wonder
how agile their projects really are. If someone claims to
be agile and it does not show every minute of his life…
then something is missing. As for “As in, understanding
the data flow means you understand the business you’re
working with.”: That´s a great observation. But I´d like to
ask: And then? What do you do once you see the data
flow. How do you get from there to code? By translating
data flows into domain object models? -Ralf Westphal
http://geekswithblogs.com/architectsnapkin

Francis

Thanks for the comment Ralph! I agree the data flow
comment isn’t very detailed - it was more of a reaction
to when I see designers go mad with half understood
requirements and we end up with a mess. The data flow,
for me, always tells the truth. But then I’m an old database
hacker :)

Incremental balls of mud

Agile software development is premised on deliveringwhat
can be delivered incrementally, and managing the scope
depending on the budget. There is a problem with this in
the hands of the naive and inexperienced. You still need
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a vision that tells you what the whole product or project
looks like. It needs to have an architecture that meets the
business needs. Then you can be incremental inside that
framework.

There’s an acronym BDUF, or Big Design Up Front, and it
is held to be a bad idea. Process and tool heads, therefore,
don’t do the end to end architecture, what is sometimes
rather wonderfully called the walking skeleton and instead
focus on the small piece of the system they are building.
Walking skeletons, exploring architectural problems and
processes in thin slices across a business problem domain
are not BDUF. They inform your incremental process and
let you discover how the pieces fit together. The Pragmatic
programmers⁵⁷ call these tracer bullets, by the way.

There is a whole software schtick called design patterns,
where you look for similarities between the problem you
are working on now and one you’ve seen in the past. Then
you slot a pattern in to the problem and make it easier
to manage and create a common language around. As an
aside, this has also become a tool head fetish, but I won’t
discuss that here. There’s also a countervailing concept,
antipatterns which are pathological forms of behaviour
that result in things that just don’t work, a common theme
here. If you don’t plan your architecture the common anti
pattern is known as the big ball of mud pattern. This means
that instead of a clean system where you’ve thought about
the parts you get the architectural equivalent of a ball of

⁵⁷The Pragmatic Programmer

http://pragprog.com/book/tpp/the-pragmatic-programmer
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mud and straw. Yeah, you can build a mud hut with it, but
not a bridge, or anything too sophisticated. And if youwant
to change it, you have to knock it down and start again.

— TODO Backing into a pattern —

So you can see these teams following their Agile religion,
producing stuff that will become unmaintainable really
quickly. You can flex this into anything involving people,
following processes without understanding the intention

Big ball of mud and Worse is better

I came across this brilliant article⁵⁸ while reading about
the big ball of mud design pattern. This design pattern is
what you end up with if you don’t do any architecture
and the system just grows. It’s not a design pattern so
much as what happens when you just keep pushing to get
something that works. It’s actually a very popular pattern. I
found myself nodding all the way through the article. I will
not comment about what projects I’ve worked on which
match these criteria! It talks about why Lisp is in such a
mess even though it has been finally standardised and is
such an excellent language. Again very interesting. Highly
recommended.

⁵⁸Worse is better

http://www.laputan.org/gabriel/worse-is-better.html
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The obligatory whinge about how
no-one understands databases any

more



Running with the
unicorn

The commander’s intent

This concept comes from military thinking. There were a
series of awful situations that troops in the field fell into
where they were, say, trying to hold a particular hill in the
battlefield. If they had known the commander’s intent, as
in the general wanted them to hold a particular road or
control a route for supplies, then on the ground they may
well have found a far better way of meeting it.

So the thrust of this idea is making sure you knowwhy first,
and then the what. Because that means you can change the
what if you hit obstacles. Of course, this doesn’t fit with
targets, does it? You can measure whether or not your team
held hill 22, even if most of them died. Most of them living
but finding another way to meet it is harder to measure.

Standing on the feet of others

If you ever want to succeed at doing anything interesting
or original read this: If I have seen further than others, it is



Running with the unicorn 122

because I’ve stood on the shoulders of giants.⁵⁹ These days
we stand on each other’s feet!

How I coach

The process and the people

I am a Level 3 Kayak (L3K) coach and have been for several
years, probably around 15. In the software industry there
are a lot of folk who call themselves coaches, but I do find
myself wondering if they’ve ever had any kind of formal
training. It took me a lot of time, money and personal risk
to become a coach and I don’t regret it at all.

By the way, I don’t consider a three day Scrum Master
course to be formal training. I had tomeet the prerequisites,
which were things like being a Level 2 coach, and holding
various first aid and rescue qualifications. Then I had to
do a three day course, where I became a candidate, then I
had to amass at least 50 documented hours of supervised
coaching, and then I had to do another 3 days assessment.
The people running these courses had to go through very
stringent criteria to run them.

I also have to attend recognised events every few years to
make sure I’m still up to date. I don’t see this in the soft-
ware industry. I do see a lot of pretence and bureaucratic
certification, but that’s a different thing.

⁵⁹Hamming

http://www.paulgraham.com/hamming.html
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A L3K can take people on white water, assuming he or she
feels they are competent and the group isn’t too big. In fact
I spend a lot of time working on flat water with the Guides
and Brownies, which means I work with total beginners
aged between 8 and 10 who can’t even hold the paddle.
Many coaches don’t like this, they want to work with older
and more experienced paddlers.

I love it. It means I have to keep going back to the beginning
and making sure I can express them in ways people can
understand. It means I never lose contact with the funda-
mentals. There is a story about an American football coach,
who used to begin every training season holding a ball
and saying gentlemen, this is a ball. You have to have the
fundamentals or you won’t go far, and you have to return
to them or you may lose your way.

People learn by doing. There is no substitute for this, but
equally there is a problem where you can create an in-
grained habit that is a bad habit, where that habit holds you
back. This makes coaching a very tricky proposition, it’s
not practice makes perfect. Although this is true, it’s perfect
practice makes perfect. You need the input of someone
standing outside where you are, who knows the common
faults and their solution. Then you need to be willing to
sometimes start again, or at least it feels like it. You need
to be practicing in a way that grows your skill, not embeds
problems.

For example in the kayking forward paddling is a funda-
mental skill. A beginner will place the paddle in the water
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and pull on it, this will give them some forward movement,
after a while of trying and experimentation they will learn
to paddle forwards in a straight line. But if you were to
compare their paddling action with someone who was say,
a top-level slalom competitor, you would see a number of
differences. Mostly to do with keeping the paddle close to
the boat and using twisting of the body rather than just
movement of the arms to engage the core and leg muscles
for maximum power.

So you have to keep learning to paddle forwards over and
over again as you get better. I’ve had to almost go back to
the start three times in the last twenty odd years I’ve been
paddling and every time I come out of it with a better, more
powerful stroke. But I can’t fill a beginner’s head with this
stuff, it would only confuse them and put them off. I always
try to get them twisting if they can understand it, that helps
a lot.

When you find yourself in a coaching situation the other
thing is you have to go where the people are. What this
means in practice is there’s no point in talking about a
complex stroke, or rolling your kayak, or even the many
techniques for rescuing people who have come out of their
kayaks until the person can paddle where they want to go
consistently and competently. They first need to be relaxed,
and have a certain competence, before they even try to do
anything more difficult. They have to be able to paddle
forwards somehow before they can improve upon it.

In fact, they are incapable of taking on any more informa-
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tion until they get past the fears and annoyances they are
experiencing right now.

Introducing something new

When I was a very new coach we used the acronym IDEAS

• Introduction
• Demonstration
• Explanation
• Activity
• Summary

I think these points are pretty obvious, with the possible
exception of explanation, which briefly touches on the
why.

Of these Activity dwarfs the others. My big fault when I
was new to coaching was talking too much. You need to
show what needs to be done in small enough pieces and
then get them to show you what it is they thought you said
by doing it. That’s the process, not talking. Demonstrating,
doing, not talking. Watching them in action and knowing
the common stumbling places to help them overcome them,
not talking. The summary is also extremely important
because it helps the good behaviour become fixed.
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Finding a coaching opportunity

There are two kinds of opportunity:

Catching people doing it right - reinforcement Catching
people in need of correction or direction - tuning Notice
I was very careful not to say doing it wrong. If you see
a behaviour you don’t want you must work out where it
came from and then correct it. If someone is doing it wrong,
it’s your fault for not explaining or demonstrating well
enough, or they just weren’t ready for the finer points the
first time you showed them.

It’s not a problem, just show it again. As long as they are
paying attention and trying their best there’s nothing to get
worked up about.

Language

The worst word you can use is but, particularly with male
participants. Everything positive you said before the but
is lost. Because of our school system and the way we’re
wired, we listen for the negative, so criticism and correction
have to be couched very carefully. It’s best, in fact, to ask a
question to try and draw out the reasons for the problem.
It’s best to let people discover the right answer themselves.
A coach is a guide, an instructor instructs - be careful to be
the former. A coach creates a safe place for people to learn.
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Tiredness

No matter how keen somebody is to learn something once
they get tired they will start to find it hard. Try something
else or just bring the session to a close. If you start to flag
then the same is true.

Bad habits

It’s important to inculcate good habits. For example, one
of the worst things you can do when surfing or using
support strokes is to lean back. When you are a beginner
on flat water you discover that it lowers your centre of
gravity andmakes things easier. Onmovingwater it creates
vulnerability and also locks your hips, making control and
recovery much harder. So I teach leaning forward and
encourage it, but it doesn’t always go in.

So, in coaching people to be better coders recognise the bad
habits - rushing in hacking instead of thinking, pasting in
whatever comes out of google without understanding it,
having a cynical attitudes that damage team productivity
or a default position of blaming others - which usually
comes from not listening carefully and checking assump-
tions.

This also links with tiredness and stress; when you are
tired you fall back on the original habits you had because
they were the first thing you learned. They are the default
position, so cultivate good habits from the beginning. I
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know from my own experience that this is far harder than
it sounds.

Beginner’s mind

The beginner doesn’t know what they don’t know. So in
fact they are capable of discovering new things that the
coach can’t see because of their preconceptions. It’s always
good to engage with the beginner, that’s how you keep
yourself fresh. It also means that beginners aren’t necessar-
ily wrong, and the questions they ask can be really useful
and stimulating. It saddens me that our awful educational
culture means that people often don’t ask these useful, gem
like questions, because they’re afraid of looking silly or
standing out. I’ve built my career on a playful, constructive
silliness.

Beginners also need simple rules to help them - rules that an
expert knows are more like guidelines. Simple rules can get
you from zero to 80%, and they are always worth sharing
if you have some. But just be careful they don’t become
the dead hand of bureaucracy and start choking everybody.
Rules are a what and very powerful, but an expert knows
the why and when to bend or break them. Beginners need
to lay in the good habits, so don’t confuse them, and stay
quiet until they start to hit the limitations of the rules, then
they can learn.
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Humble mind

Part of going where people are means you must leave your
ego at the door. Part of respecting the beginner’s mind
means that you must also listen to what beginners have to
say. If you don’t listen you are no use. You can’t go where
someone is if your arrogance means you can’t see the map
they provide you. This is why I often feel doubtful at self-
appointed coaches, and why I don’t get on with the macho
culture you often find in software teams.

Fun

If your participants aren’t enjoying the experience they
won’t learn anything except they don’t like it. If you aren’t
enjoying it you won’t be able to share what you have to
share. So always look for fun and interest in what you do.

Old mistakes in a new guise

This was originally a blog post on the Magrails conference
site, but the site was taken down.

Introductory thoughts, or what triggered
this article

I was at a team retrospective and we were grappling with
some really difficult issues around a lack of tests on a ruck
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of badly-designed legacy code.

The first point I feel I need to make is that the individuals
who wrote this code didn’t fail, it was the system that com-
missioned the work and oversaw its construction that did.
In our Western, individualistic, culture critical comments
get taken personally and they shouldn’t be. For me, one
of the most powerful things that came out of Magrails
was Bob Marshal’s quote from Deming that 95% of an
individual’s performance is down to the system they are
forced to work with, and only 5% down to the person
themselves. So, if you aren’t in a high-performing team that
has goals which should result in well-crafted, considered
output, you won’t be able to produce it (in general). And
you may not be able to deal with it either, except by going
somewhere else. This sucks, but at least you know it’s not
your fault and your frustration is justified.

The teamwant full test coverage and to deal down the non-
fatal error count we get from tools like Airbrake so that it’s
actually reporting real errors we can do something about,
instead of noise about nils that comes from bad design and
implementation.

If you talk to a development team, particularly if they
inherited the code base, the usual solution to this is to
rewrite whatever it is that causes you so much pain. Five
years in, with a functioning business who can do that
what they need, would be throwing your money away –
like that’s going to happen! Instead you need to approach
things by following the ideas outlined by Michael Feathers
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in Working Effectively with Legacy Code⁶⁰ spiking new
functionality into a new code base and making sure that
it’s fully tested, plus refactoring into tests any code you
have to touch to add that functionality. Michael’s approach
is incremental, and painstaking, but it does give you a
solid base over time without a pointless, massive, upfront
investment. Read Michael’s book – it’s full of consid-
ered detail explaining how to do this. His twitter handle
is @mfeathers and blog is well worth a read – I met him at
Scottish Ruby Con a few years ago and he’s a really nice
guy. Looking forward to his next book, which I believe will
be called Brutal Refactoring.

I was thinking about where the development effort is going
over the next few months and realised that at least some
of the core functionality is being rewritten and repurposed
for an internal business function (can’t give details, sorry).
The lead developer on this is one of the best devs I’ve
ever worked with (you know who you are) and I know
that this stand-alone module will be done to the highest
standards and have full test coverage. It’s not up for debate,
that’s how he rolls.

So, the speculative part of me started thinking instead of
trying to polish the current turd, why not build outward
from the new shiny?  This code is repurposing a lot of
customer-facing code – so why not pull that back into the
customer facing area and rip out the cruft? It sounds like a
good plan, and it is, but also it isn’t.

⁶⁰Working Effectively with Legacy Code

http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/0131177052?ie=UTF8&tag=franfish-21&linkCode=shr&camp=3194&creative=21330&creativeASIN=0131177052&ref_=sr_1_1&s=books&qid=1319269499&sr=1-1
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Where does bad code come from?

I did a talk at Agile North 2011 on YAGNI⁶¹ and there’s
a related article in this slim volume – one of the things
that I talk about is how working in silos gives you really
maladaptive code. Each silo’s code is probably fine for the
silo, but in terms of the whole business it’s rubbish and
you have to spend a ton of effort joining the disparate
areas together. Not necessarily so bad it kills the business
(although I’m sure that this has happened) but in terms of
the flow. Using kanban, and reading around the systems
thinking ideas (plus John Seddon’s excellent talk ), I’ve
come to realise that building outwards from this particular
shiny is probably a bad idea.

One of the reasons we’re faced with so much pain is the
system was built to run the call centre, and sell our ser-
vices. Unfortunately, the finance and marketing functions
weren’t in the conversation, and there’s a whole heap of
nasty compromises and (quite frankly) incoherent crazy
stuff, that works, but makes your eyes bleed when you try
and change it and has potentially lethal non-local effects.
This of course drives the effort to fix or change things up
through the roof. But it’s not unusual in a lot of businesses.
I have to say I’ve been here before dozens of times.

So, the cost is in the flow. It’s not in the tasks themselves, it’s
in handing them off to someone else. For example, Seddon
talks about how removing the annoying IVR call centre

⁶¹YAGNI

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OsHGQbqkLjQ&list=UUj3A-yfN3x-btE8tpOgJtWQ&index=17&feature=plcp
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crap (“press 3 to shoot a pony, press 2 to ride a unicorn,
press 0 to speak to someone who is being treated like a
robot”) can actually increase capacity by 40% by meeting
customer needs straight away and avoiding hand off and
customers giving up and calling back etc. He says a lot
of capacity is taken up with failure demand. He also says
managing by cost makes your costs go up – good eh?

Of course, not managing the team, not doing code reviews,
not starting from a place where quality is built in (preven-
tion being far cheaper than cure), is most definitely part
of the problem too. But that’s water under the bridge now,
and the current team are more than capable of “blowing
the bloody doors off”. They also have the full support of
the CTO, who is willing to go into battle over the quality
issue.

So, OK Francis, what the hell should we
do?

This is where I should try and sell you the new book
I haven’t written yet, but I’m not going to do that. I’m
still thinking about how to do this kind of stuff. My
initial thoughts are that the new shiny should incorpo-
rate some end-to-end functionality that exposes holes in
the existing architecture. Or better yet, starts construct-
ing a new architecture without the existing problems and
faults. Then you can build outward from it, by startingwith
something that crosses all of the functional areas.
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I don’t know if this will happen, and I’m moving on to a
different job at the end of the week, so I will probably never
know. I sincerely hope that it does, because the opportunity
to start from a better place is there with a little bit of
investment, and the excellent talent doing the work.

People and personal things

• People and personal things
• Neither a bully nor a victim be
• Gentleness always gets more
• Dealing with lazy people
• Keep your own attitude up to date
• You cannot stay angry if you smile
• Take the blame even when it isn’t yours
• Most people don’t think - so what they think isn’t
relevant

• Getting what you want

Hawthorne effect - long term
continuous improvement

Leave this for next iteration

WIIFM

Not a US radio station - just what’s in it for me?
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• Empowerment is in the system - initiatives are bunk
• Honey always wins
• Humble - moi?
• Good enough for government work
• Honesty & integrity
• This is not rudeness
• Personal integrity
• You really aren’t that clever all the time
• Scott Adams’ conjecture
• Be honest about mistakes
• Failure is good for you
• What doesn’t kill you makes you strong
• Oh no, not another learning experience
• FEAR: False Evidence Appearing Real
• Having fun
• New things
• Helping people
• Solving the right problem
• Making difficult decisions
• When to think about leaving an organisation
• When the suits take control
• When you can’t grow any more
• When you’ve been lied to
• When you’re tired - but get untired first
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Nonviolent communication

Empathy - feeling with you, sympathy feeling for you

Blame is simply the discharging of discomfort and pain, it
has an inverse relationship with accountability.

Rarely can a response make something better, what makes
something better is the connection.
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Mastery

There is more than one cycle on the way to mastery of any
skill or technique.⁶²

10,000 hours

Speed learning

Macho habits

Going quiet

Being a hero

Pain

TDD is not cost cost free

Thinking is not cost free

Doing nothing costs even more

⁶²Mastery

http://www.amazon.co.uk/gp/product/0452267560?ie=UTF8&camp=3194&creative=21330&creativeASIN=0452267560&linkCode=shr&tag=franfish-21&qid=1369915480&sr=8-2&keywords=mastery
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Testing

Finding the right place to start is really hard.

Antipatterns

Analysis paralysis et. al.

Personality types

Some folk will never get it.

Modelling

The abuse of words like
Architecture and Patterns

Ravings

This section is something I started writing an age ago
for the Pragmatic Programmer’s write something month
pragprowrimo (@pragprowrimo).

This document consists of the ravings of an old man who
wants you to be able to do better. He’s seen lots of young
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people come through college and university (anyone born
after about 1979) who just don’t knowwhat should be basic
things. If you want to succeed in the technology industry,
if you want to be able to solve problems, you need to know
at least some of this stuff.

I hope this isn’t just arrogance or experience speaking
alone. If you have a good mental model of some of the
fundamentals then you can get to the bottom of things -
debugging doesn’t seem to be some arcane guessing game.
If all you have is half an academic year of Java you know
nothing, this isn’t disrespect, just a fact. In 1983-7 I was
taught to program almost full time and had a paid sandwich
year in industry writing scientific Fortran. I graduated
knowing how to code and how to break problems down
into small enough pieces for my limited human brain to
understand. Don’t get me wrong: I was in the top few
people, but nowhere near the best.

More recently I was asked to help someone doing an
undergraduate project writing a simple GUI in Java. He
just didn’t get it: no idea about events, about instantiating
objects and creating listeners to bind the code that talked
to the database with the GUI. His lecturers seemed to
have just expected him to magically pick this up from
somewhere. I think they let him down, or didn’t know
themselves. OO techniques are brilliant at creating rich
GUI experiences, this is the origin of the most venerable
of patterns: Model View Controller. No-one had explained
it, or shown him how to tie, say, a text field on the screen
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with some back end class method that did something to a
database. This was a final year undergraduate project and
the lack of support was disgraceful.

I am self taught with object-oriented programming and
gained Java Certification a while ago. I didn’t bother keep-
ing it up for reasons that will become apparent as you read
more of this. But I know enough about how software hangs
together, and the message-passing idea that underlies OO,
to work stuff like this out and be able to debug it. No-
one seems to be taught it but you are somehow expected
to be able to use it. It’s weird. My teachers in the 1980’s
spent a long time making sure we understood the basics
well. I knew enough to read books on compilers and Unix
and stacks and heaps etc. etc. and fill in the gaps in my
knowledge. I also knew that I had gaps in my knowledge,
and still do.

My wife did a course with the Open University some years
ago and they wrote some example process control for an
imaginary factory using a version of Prolog. The students
were just supposed to know how to do it. Without my help
guessing at the programming model and what to put into
the program (language starter and examples? None) she
would never have completed it. I have a mental model of
how computer languages are put together: I can look at
code and “guess the spell”. Most of the people with this skill
seem to be in their late 40’s or 50’s.What the hell happened?
You can go hunting on the Internet for stuff of dubious
quality if you want. But if you don’t know why something
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is written a particular way you are cargo culting⁶³. This
isn’t always a bad thing if you are in a hurry, but it’s really
dumb if you use it as your only problem solving strategy.

Problem solving

This is what I do. This is how I feed my family. I think it is
one of the fundamental skills of a software developer. My
original degree was in Applied Statistics and Computing,
they year I left they were about to take the mathematics
out of it because people complained it was too hard. Not
sure what they expected when the arrived to do the de-
gree. Remember this was 1987, before ubiquitous PC’s on
everybody’s desk and we used to work on time-sharing
machines. The college had Vax and HP machines.

Why is the old guy faster than you?

OK:

You’re young, fast, good memory and you know every-
thing, right?

So why are you so slooow?

Could it be the mental model you start with is inferior?

Could it be the place you think from has missing things in
it?

Are you humble enough to listen?

⁶³Cargo cult programming

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cargo_cult_programming
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Why is the old guy able to point at the bug

You’ve spent all day looking at code, reading log files.
You’ve done the old binary chop on the code you’ve written
to home in on. Even used the symbolic debugger and still
not been able to find it.

Then someone comes along and just points at it. Saying
something like “looks like an off by one error in that
library”. You dig the source out and they’re right.

How did they know?

Partly: experience - they will have been through the same
pain as you have.

Partly: having a low level model of what goes on in the
depths of the computer that allows them to form hypothe-
ses you can’t - you don’t have the tools in your head.

The question is how do you get those tools? There’s an old
saying by Einstein if you keep doing the same thing and
expect different results you’re insane, or some words very
like that. So you need to break out of doing the same thing.
You need to become aware that you are

Einstein also said things need to be as simple as possible but
no simpler.
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Why can he see design errors that would
never occur to you?

Because he has the scars you haven’t got yet. Because he
thinks questions like: how will people actually _use_ this to
do x. He can see past the flashing lights and see the real
people who will be using the system you’re trying to build.
There are tons of systems that are technically correct and
unusable, assuming you got the data model right, That’s
the problem - he’s screwed up far worse than you have!

Why does he care that you get it right?

Because he wants you to succeed. There’s nothing worse
than seeing people make the same mistake you did and
being unable to stop them.

False analogy - meh

Had a stupid Twitter spat with someone about the analogy
that asking someone to predict the number of bugs is like
asking a chef to predict the number of people who will fall
ill.

It’s hard to discuss things in 140 characters, particularly
if the individual is some kind of pedant who just can’t
be wrong. I used the term false analogy⁶⁴, which was

⁶⁴False analogy

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/False_analogy
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originally coined by the long-dead English philosopher
John Stuart Mill⁶⁵. Mill meant that the analogy was being
misapplied and did not fit where it was being used. How-
ever I was dealing with an über geek, who took the literal
meaning of the term and started off a load of crap about
how analogies are by definition false. Meh, I really must
not assume that people know the same things I do. I’ve been
using this term (without any problems) for years, but I also
did study philosophy in my youth (30 odd years ago now).

My take was that we have more than 100,000 years of
cooking expertise and 40 or so of software engineering.
We’ve already been through the how do I cook that tuber
full of starch in such a way it won’t poison me stage of
our culinary development longer ago than most of us can
conceive of. In software terms we’re still finding out that
starch is good for us. Also most chefs, in my experience,
don’t measure their success or failure by how ill their
customers are. They measure by whether their customers
come back to the restaurant, which is a result of the 100,000
years.

So, tried to make this point in 140 characters - mistake!

I got some stuff back about how our knowledge of germs
and software are about the same. Still not true, actually,
because there are a hell of a lot less people creating software
than there are people who cook food and follow basic
hygiene. But I can’t be botheredwith this argument, I really
can’t.

⁶⁵John Stuart Mill

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Stuart_Mill
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Some people just have to win, and aren’t short on off the
cuff insults. So I unfollowed and blocked. Got better things
to do, seriously⁶⁶!

The other thing I’ve noticed is that some people seem to
have a supply of URL’s they need to make a point - and
just throw them at you at any opportunity without even
thinking. I’ve never used tumblr, but suspect that this is a
symptom of using it. For example I mentioned there is a
model for bugs. I really meant for how long things take,
as in using kanban you can say things to the business like I
can promise that a ticket takes between 10 and 15 days once
it hits the started state. I got pointed at this⁶⁷(PDF) - I don’t
care, all I’m interested in is shipping stuff that works. I leave
the pedantic stuff full of meaningless definitions that don’t
fit what I do to the people who care about this stuff.

Statistically, if you keep metrics about your kanban board,
you can make predictions like this. You can employ dif-
ferent confidence limits depending on how important the
predictability is. David Anderson talks about this in his
Kanban Book⁶⁸ at some length. But it’s not the kind of
ISO crap, it’s predictably shipping useful stuff. I believe the
book he’s writing at the moment covers it in more detail,
because I heard this at his keynote at Agile Cambridge in
2011.

Statistics are interesting. You can say how long any partic-

⁶⁶Dickfinity
⁶⁷Metrics
⁶⁸Kanban

http://www.notquitewrong.com/rosscottinc/comics/2011-08-03-madaboutsomething.jpg
http://www.kaner.com/pdfs/metrics2004.pdf
http://t.co/9uFKKQAV
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ular job will take, just look at the distribution of how long
itmight take. That’s the way it rolls. But then I also studied
statistics in my youth, and even have a B. Sc. in it.

Tweeting things like I’m surprised an agile coach would
say this and lecturing a practising Buddhist about koans
as analogies (although we don’t have them in the Tibetan
tradition - and they aren’t analogies, but I don’t have the
energy to bother explaining why) is more than a little
insulting. But the interwebs are full of such comments.

In any event - that’s my take and I don’t care to discuss it
with people who are going to make ill considered, insulting
comments in 140 characters. Or I’ll have to go up to
dickfinity⁶⁹ on ya.

Plus I also changed my Twitter profile to spell agile with a
lower case A⁷⁰.

Oh, and it should probably have been stupid hyperbole, not
false analogy. But I didn’t want to start a row. More fool
me.

Tumbleweed interview candidates

This is a 2009 blog post, enjoy.

In my present role helping a team become more agile I was
asked to help with some interviews.Wemust have talked to

⁶⁹Dickfinity
⁷⁰Artaxa

http://www.notquitewrong.com/rosscottinc/comics/2011-08-03-madaboutsomething.jpg
http://arxta.net/
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about ten people. The profile is relatively unusual: Object-
oriented PHPwithMVC and someOracle PL/SQL. Unusual
but a lot of people claim to have at least some of it.

I’ve helped conduct at least two interviews where you
ask a straight question related to a claim on a CV e.g.
claims about knowing Object-oriented design patterns, I
get what I’ve come to call the tumbleweed response. As in
what happens when someone makes an unfunny joke and
there is silence. The idiom comes from the cowboy movie
where the wind blows across the silent plains and makes
the tumbleweed roll by; there is nothing there! (Reeves and
Mortimer fans will know exactly what I mean).

So, if you are going to be interviewed by me, remember the
following:

If you claim to have designed databases with hundreds of
tables you should be able to explain what foreign keys and
lookup tables are. Third normal form? It’s a dying art. Look
it up or don’t make the claim.

If you claim to know PL/SQL then you know the difference
between implicit & explicit cursors, probably what ref
cursors are andwhat in, out and nocopymean andwhy you
would use them. Bonus question - what are PL/SQL tables
(hint: nothing to do with database tables, it’s a language
construct, so don’t start talking about database tables - it
means you don’t have a clue).

SQL: inner and outer joins, foreign keys etc. Why as well
as what.
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If you know J2EE or Java beyond having attended a one-
day course tell me what might go wrong with singletons
(have a read up about serialisation)? How and why do you
implement an equals method (just look it up)? Bonus ques-
tion - if you have read about trying to create enumerated
types in Bloch’s Effective Java are there any problems with
it? Double bonus - tell me about synchronisation and the
actual order statements can be executed when optimised
that breaks it. It’s a feature. I’m a bastard question: why
haven’t you read Effective Java? Do you know what POJO
is, and why does it have so much meaty goodness?

If you claim to be well-versed in object-oriented techniques
you sure as Christmas is coming need to be able to tell me
the difference between has-a and is-a relationships, and
why they are needed. Plus the usual stuff about abstract
classes, interfaces and so on. Maybe, as a bonus question,
why dynamic languages don’t need interface or abstract -
or do they? I like people with opinions.

Ruby - what is duck typing? Can you explain what method
missing does? What does yield do? What’s the difference
between a string and a symbol? How do you pass a block to
a function - why would you? What’s a mixin and why do
they taste so nice and chocolatey? Bonus: Why is the splat
operator so handy?

Rails - how does an @ variable set in the controller appear
in the view? What tools to you use to test model/view/-
controller code separately and together? Tell me why fat
model, thin controller is a good guideline. (This question
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also works for PHP/J2EE and whatever framework you
want).

(I will think up more RoR questions - readers feel free to
chip in and I will add them).

Agile: What does YAGNI mean? What does PIE mean?
What is TDD? Then, of course,why? Bonus: Demeter/Tight
and loose coupling/…

Patterns: Describe MVC (why as well as what). _Do you
know what the conductor pattern is? If you claim to know
patterns such as Factory or Singleton, then expect to be
asked “_what does a factory give you” (concrete class that
implements a known interface, like a database connector
or cross- platform representation of a GUI object) or “why
would you use a singleton” (global data store, or even
a factory!) Bonus question - what does “concrete class”
mean? Expect why questions - anyone can implement
someone else’s pattern - why was it a good idea?

General Programming: How do you track production sys-
tem bugs down (this is open ended - no right answer - but
have some idea, please!) Why is refactoring old code gen-
erally a good idea? Or is it a bad idea? What’s refactoring
anyway?

I can’t be bothered asking questions about XML but there
are plenty - I leave that as an exercise for you, dear reader.

Some of these questions overlap, obviously.

Bottom line: If you claim to know something then expect
to be asked about it - I will bone up on the web if I don’t
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know to do you the courtesy of being able to shine - I want
you to succeed, honest.

Bottom line: Don’t make claims you can’t back up. Don’t
waste my time.

Envoi: I don’t know is a fine answer, don’t be afraid of it.
You get more respect for it. Just don’t sit there watching
the tumbleweed after claiming to be a world expert on
something - it makes us all so embarrassed.



Appendix - at the feet of
the master

What follows are a couple of blog posts that you might find
amusing. They don’t fit here as such, but show some of my
thinking.

Wemeet the master

Ah yes, indeed. The old programmer sucked contempla-
tively on his pipe, waving the bowl dangerously close to
my ear. In my day you had to watch for them, the little
dears, they’d have your hand off as soon as look at you.

He was talking about the elusive wild pointer in its many
guises.

In the beginning there was C, a stupid language that had
its place in the pantheon but it was basically jumped up
assembler aimed at some abstract machine. The promise …
he coughed alarmingly for a while, waving fragrant smoke
across the room. Now there was no cancer a lot of people
had started to smoke again - it was a sign of affluence and
power instead of stupidity. He watched the colours of the
spots dancing in front of his eyes, with a rheumy intensity.
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The promise that the code would run anywhere if you
recompiled it because it was all aimed at the same simple
minded abstract machine.

I interjected - this was true wasn’t it?

He stopped and regarded me over his meerschaum, the
smoke falling down over the rim - only like it is true that
all books are made of paper. People would do things like
attempt to go back to the beginning of a file that was a
terminal session, they would write code that couldn’t be
bothered to check for errors and the language didn’t have
any error handing except for some junk added involving
global variables that you had to keep testing and no-one
could be bothered. No exceptions, and, of course the curse
of programming, the pointer.

You could recompile something and it would work. But
once the number of lines of code (not including comments
if you were lucky enough to have some) got over about
two hundred it would start to fall to bits. Then you had
to be disciplined. The language was so awful that people
invented naming conventions for variables to check for type
collisions - imagine - programmers checking because the
compiler could not! People doing mental drudge work - I
mean, what the forage are computers for? Everything is a
sixteen bit integer except when it really matters and then
your programwon’t work and you can’t find out why. Don’t
forget, either, that before this abortion there had already
been fifteen years of research, LISP machines existed with
fully integrated, extensible programming environments -
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all the things you take for granted in your “modern” sexy
IDE were already there in essence, years and years ago.

So wewent back to the stone age and lost those twenty years.
C was responsible for Unix, like Unix it was obsessed with
simplicity and being clever at the same time. So we had line-
mode text editors with substitution commands that were
incredibly powerful. We had a replaceable command shell
that did weird things like expand all of the command line
arguments for you so you could never check things like did
you really mean to delete all files in this directory?
The call, from the C and Unix crowd was all about being
simple.

My eyes started to glaze over, I had heard the Master on
this topic before, simplicity is all right but things must be
complete also or you are wasting your time.

He flicked me on the nose, and the pipe got rather too near
for comfort. Listen, and I will initiate you into another great
mystery: simple is not correct but it can give the veneer
of correct. Simple is very very dangerous in the wrong
hands.

His pipe had gone out, thank COBOL, but he still had the
wit to relight the thing.

Simple is where the wild pointer comes from. He sucked
industriously and the flame went up and down with his
eyebrows. It’s easier to implement a language if you don’t
have to create things like strings as a proper type, instead
have a pointer to a place in memory that contains the
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strings and write a couple of libraries if you feel generous
that will allow you to do things like compare them and
copy them (copying came later after everyone had written
their own bug filled routine). In the same vein an array
and a pointer are the same thing, a string is an array of
characters, and everything is a sixteen bit integer anyway.
Just for laughs make the library routines have completely
unmemorable names and slightly different, but very simple,
conventions. Multidimensional arrays are arrays of point-
ers; so you’ve got pointers to pointers ad infinitum. Then
add in the fun-filled idea that a comma is an operator so
an inexperienced Pascal programmer will not use a[0][1]
but a[0,1], which is valid but not what was intended - who
knows what it means? I can’t remember. Oh yes, arrays
start from 0 too. All this is post Pascal, which was a good
attempt to make life easier for the programmer and simply
didn’t have all of these weaknesses, but it was meant for
teaching and didn’t have the low- level stuff in a standard
form.

But the consequences of such glorious simplicity, grasshop-
per, the consequences are bad for all momma’s li’l chil’n.
Unless you are a black belt computer science type you
won’t understand half of this and not have the discipline
necessary to make it go.

So what happens, master? The pipe was out and I was
saying nothing - he will insist on smoking toffee tobacco,
which smells of burnt sugar.

People write simple programs that work. But they aren’t
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correct, they don’t check for errors because the language
doesn’t help you do this easily and it isn’t part of the
culture. Some compilers will initialise variables and some
won’t. Code will go across machines from different vendors
without any problem. But it is still incorrect.

The wet end of the pipe came out of his mouth.

Then you fill up a file system and themachine crashes badly
and destroys a load of work, and no-one knows why. Then
you have a pointer you allocated and deallocated memory to
without setting back to the empty value that messes all over
something you wanted to keep, but only sometimes, because
you needed to reinitialise it but had no way of finding this
out. Then you have a situation where your program fails,
even when it seems OK, and it can be fixed by you changing
the order you declare your variables. But is it then correct?
Do you trust it?

Underneath everything is an integer that is cast into dif-
ferent roles depending upon what it is supposed to do.
This means that everything is nothing, everyone has to
think like the foraging compiler. How many people are
that good? Not many, and even the good ones need time
to make their mistakes and learn. Even the good ones can
be wrong sometimes. Every crappy little four line routine
manipulating strings needs to be thoroughly tested and you
know in your heart that someone already wrote the same
routine a thousand times.

Is it any wonder software is so expensive to write?
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Java is the new ‘C’

When I next saw the master he was on a new health kick,
gone was the pipe and the toffee tobacco and in was the
low fat food and exercise. He still managed to fix me with
a rheumy eye though.

Grasshopper, it’s been a long time, many heads have passed
under the surgeon’s knife since we last talked. What have
you been doing, my young friend?

I swallowed hard and tried to look him in the eye.

I’ve been using Java, master.

Java? You’ve been using Java, eh? Have you learned
nothing? He was not far from incandescent with rage, I
had expected this.

I interjected - I need to earn a living, master, and Java pays
the bills.

So? Grasshopper, my young friend, don’t you realise Java
is the new ‘C’?

Master, master, it has no pointers. How can it be the new
‘C’?

Well, now, well now - remember how everything was a 16-
bit integer?

Yes, master, then it became 32 and then 64 …

But still, an integer?

Yes, master.
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In Java - everything is a String, immutable, heavy, can’t be
extended. A string.

I tried to interrupt.Master - surely everything is an object?

Only sometimes, even then … what is XML? Long strings,
what is a properties file - a bunch of strings - what do you
spend all day doing? Throwing strings around - In your
JSP’s and anything else - Strings. He shuddered. I have
nightmares about them.

Master, what is wrong with strings?

They are not a type, but a class. They should have been
a type, or everything should have been a class. When you
write code you’d like to just use strings and not have to
worry about the rules, the way you can use an integer or
a float. It’s that, if I was designing a language from the
ground up, I wouldn’t mess with such petty distinctions.
AND, Grasshopper, AND strings are final, which means
you can’t add to them, or you have to wrap them in another
class of your own. They were afraid of security issues where
people override certain methods and put in malicious code.
They could have just made the standard methods final, but
that would have been too easy.

He paused and drew breath, I wiped the spittle off my coat.

… and they’re immutable - so they consume loads of mem-
ory when you manipulate them and people don’t realise.
The documentation says use the StringBuffer class, because
it is mutable, but there are hardly any decent examples
showing how to do this, and if you want to call a stan-
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dard library function (or SAX or whatever you like) with
StringBuffer - you need to call toString - which makes it all
a bit pointless. And that lovely syntactic sugar using + to
manipulate strings doesn’t work with StringBuffer - gah!
Rubbish! Time-wasting rubbish.

Not to mention - he was flying now, eyes almost popping
out of his head - why does Java have a char type and a
string type. What nonsense is that? Why does it have any
of the other types - the bytes, shorts and all that rubbish
inherited from ‘C’? Why would you ever want a short
integer? Running out of memory? On a modern machine
with modern amounts of memory? They force you to learn
all that irrelevant crap to get certified - I’ve only ever had
use for ints and strings - maybe Java is slightly better,
maybe it has two things to play with rather than one.

He started musing to himself. Singing ints and strings to
the tune of Police and Thieves, although I’ve never seen
either scare a nation with their guns and ammunition.

Java is also very low-level, that ancient crusty ‘C’ way of
doing things, no sugar that can be efficiently compiled. You
have to keep typing the same array walking constructs in
again and again. There isn’t any syntactic sugar for things
like lists and dictionaries and walking arrays of objects. Oh,
yes, there are classes that support them, but no syntax. In
a usable language like python I can say something like
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1 [mapping-expression

2 for element

3 in source-list

4 if filter-expression]

This will give me a portion of a list depending upon the
if statement. PHP has similar ideas (although not as con-
densed). Python will let me split lists, look at them from the
end etc. etc. and it also has dictionaries and syntax for them
as a base type. Java gives me 200 different implementations
of the dictionary interface - why should I have to care?
Blinkin’ computer scientists, too clever by half.

The firewas really glowing in his eyes now. I was beginning
to worry about ever getting my coat dry again.

And I still hate {} to delimit blocks of code; if should have
end if, loop should have end loop, there’s a whole class of
stupid errors that can’t happen if you do this. Again, Python
uses indentation to do this - so it’s clear what goes where.

To me this is a flaw with PHP, in that it has too much ‘C’
heritage but its way of doing class- and instance- variables
is vastly superior to Java:

1 self::$var ; // This is a class variable

2 $this->var // This is an instance variable

To use a global in a function you have to declare it
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1 global $var ;

In themethod that youwant to use it in. The syntax is a little
clunky but at least you can tell these kinds of variable apart,
a whole class of bugs never appears. And the object stuff in
PHP and Python is optional, you don’t have to worry about
it if you just want to write a quick script to get something
done.

I sighed and said, would you like me to make some tea,
master? It was going to be a long day.

We adjourned to the kitchen, it was done in some old
mock style from somewhen. Not Victorian, but nearly,
pretty ugly. I whisked the green tea and followed the
ancient ritual. The master had never subscribed to the non-
sense about coders being caffeine-fuelled chocolate junkies.
Brain-dead, tired, and fat, not to mention incipiently
diabetic. The master could be hard at times, but fair.
The hot tea steamed up my glasses, the spittle-encrusted
coat was being dried on a chair next to the Aga. We sat
quietly for a few moments’ contemplation. I noticed that
his collection of pipes still adorned the mantelpiece. I could
see his need for the demon weed pulling at him, but he
firmly turned his back on it.

So, master, you say that we at least have two types now, ints
and strings? Why is this bad?

It isn’t bad, my young friend, just silly. Who needs typed
variables any more? A variable should be able to be what-
ever it pleases, and have a bath twice on Sundays if youwish
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it. To pass things around in Java you have to create utilities
that use Object types and then remember what type they
are, or you have to hide some array-like construct (say a
Vector) in an accessor class that returns the correct type -
Java 5 has some syntactic sugar for this, to be sure, but it
always generates a compiler warningmessage, which really
drives me crazy. Java 5 isn’t mainstream yet, all of your
legacy code is still riddled with anonymous objects flying
around - it’s a mess. It’s said to be flexible, but it’s just a
lazy anarchy inherited from C++.

He sighed, and you have to wrap the base types in wrapper
classes - again Java 5 has removed some of this by doing
it automatically. But why has it taken ten years to take
this implementation pain away? Why has it taken ten years
to do some of this? Why isn’t there syntax for associative
arrays? Because the vision of the language designers was
clouded by ‘C’ and C++. C# is just a continuation of this as
well, as far as I can make out. I don’t have time to learn the
Dark Side as well as the Grey.

And that brings us to the vexed question of the absence of
lambda functions and variables that point to functions - a
piece of brilliance that goes all the way back to Lisp, even
‘C’ could do pointers to functions, I used it all the time, but
of course it scared people who wanted to use ‘C’ to write
COBOL.

I was puzzled. I thought you didn’t like ‘C’, master?

Did I say I didn’t? I just said you had to be very disciplined
and test things thoroughly. This palace you sit in was built
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by ‘C’ and Unix, all I said was you shouldn’t take the crazed
rantings about simple and confuse it with complete.

Master, surely anonymous classes are the lambda functions
you seek?

He paused for a moment and cracked some walnuts with
his new biceps, while he considered this. Then he smiled
and offered me some. I declined for my biceps have not
been subject to his punishing training regime.

Grasshopper, you are beginning to learn. That is the first
original thought I’ve heard from you; keep it up. So we could
define some arbitrary interface that allows us to define an
arbitrary, anonymous object that allows us to create our
anonymous function depending upon, say, an if statement?

I nodded. He sipped his tea and reached meaningfully for
the sugar bowl.

Ah, master, again, no sugar. You can do it but it involves
creating objects and interfaces that type those objects.

He smiled again, not touching the bowl after all. Unnec-
essary complexity, functions can’t just stand out there in
the naked wilderness and do their jobs, you are forced to
go class class with extra fries and a milk shake to write 5
times more lines of code than you would in Python, PHP, or
Lisp. Like everything in Java, you can do it but it hurts, it
takes time and its a pig to maintain because the way you
are using the construct is too outre for the masses that may
have to look after your code when you have finished.

… you just try getting a comment saying this is a lambda
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function construct through a code review. He started
giggling to himself and started on another chorus of ints
and strings.

Let us pause here, for a little while, Grasshopper, and we
will talk about Java and the Web. Why is it so slow to
develop in and what can be done about it.

I sat and watched the steam rise from the tea cups, content
to be silent for a while. I wondered, how do you use ‘C’ to
write COBOL?
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