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Creating awareness / exposing problems

Background

At thelast three ACCU conferences | have given semi-interactive sessions Anyone
who has attended these sessions will know theform: | present some dides and talk
aboutsomeideas for thefirst hdf. Asl talk people respondand contribute ther
thoughs and idess. | note these ideas down on aflip chart and after about30-40
minutes nobodyreally cares aboutmy dides because we are having arealy good

discussion. Theaudience learns something and more importantly so dol.

Wha might belesswell knowistha | take these flip charts home - or at least good
digital pictures of them. Then sometime after theconference | write up nates. In
2005thiswas jug a web-pagewith 31 bullets points to capture theideas (Kelly 2005.
The 2006 presentation, GChanging your organizationOed to a six-pagewrite up on
thoughs and ideas (Kelly 20089.

This year |Qre repested the process, only thistime | decided to expand the write up
with some notes on the presentation and publish it here in Overload (Unfortunaely
thisrather grande ambition also accounts for thelateness). | hopethose of youwho
attended the presentation will find this reminde useful and | hopethose who were not
able to attend will find something of interest here. Althoughthe audience suggested
mog of theideas presented here | have added my own notes and thoughs to expand

ontheidess.

Creating awareness and exposing problems

In many ways this session was a continugion from the previoustwo years. The
unifying themeisthat in order to develop software better we need to learn and our
organizationsneed to change It is notenoughto learn, we need to act ontha

learning. For learning to be meaningful it mug lead to action and create change

Thefirst step in this process needsto be exposng the problems we face and the
oppotunities available, and creating awareness aboutthese issues. Hence this

session.

Of course we all want to live abeter life: write new code have less bugs get pad

more, have abigge hous butthingsget in theway, and over coming these obdacles
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isdifficult. Thisishad enoughwhenitisjug usbutwhen itisourteam or ourentire
company it is more and more difficult. Itisfar easier to shutup, stay quiet and accept
thingstheway they are; butif you were such a person you probably wouldn® have

joined the ACCU, probably wouldn®read Overload and certainly wouldn@® attend the

conferencel

Overcoming these obgacles and making life better requires effort. All too often the
effort required stopsusfrom changingthings So how can we overcome these

obgacles?

Asit hgppenssome of these blocks arein ourown heads These blocks arerelative
easy of overcome because we are in complete control of them. All we havetodois
recognise theblock and choos to changeouwsalves. Nothingis stopping us except

oursalves.

Other obdacles are more difficult. In order to introduce a changeinto our team or
organization then we need other people to agree to thechangeand hdp out There are

basically three approaches to this.

Option 1: Tell them what to do
ThisistheHollywoodmodd. Arnold Schwarzenegge parachutes into the

development department to save the project. Armed only with an Uzi sub-machine

gun,several hand-grenades and a hybrid-Hummer H2 he orders
Or ou, you and you, codeup the user interface - nobugsor the blondegets it

Y ou there, take 3 programmers, secure the bugtracking system and eiminae all

bugs
@ deal with thecustomers... If I®n not back in 30 minutes call in an air-strikeO
Weéll there are afew problems here:

* Do you knowenoughto tell them? Before you can tell someonewha to doyou
need to knowwhat to tell them. For big, complex, problems thisisn®atrivial

matter.

* Will they do whatyou say? Maybe people youwork with recognise your good

ideas, undestand them perfectly and act onthem exactly as you describe But

(c) Allan Kelly Bhttp://www.alankdly.net Page2 of 11



Creating awareness / exposng problems 4-Jan-08

since |Qe never ever encountred such an environment |®n guessing you don®

work in such aplace either.

*  Will they undestandyour command® Mog developas know how ambiguous
requirements can be the same is truewith indructionsto change When people
don®do what you expect it may they simply don® undestand your request or
don®see theworld theway you do. Try notto jump to the assumption that they
are ddibeatdly trying to bedifficult and obdructing your efforts.

* Do you need to check onthem? Unless you are confident that people undestand
what you expect, and you trug them to dowha you want then youwill spend alot
of time checkingonthem. Andif youfindyouare spending alot of time
checking on them then ask yourself: Am | really truging them?

If youneed to check on people then it is going to take alot of your time so you
will beless produdive. Plusto thisthe people you are checkingup on are
unlikely to enjoy the checks and will feel lesstruged. Should youleave, or stop
checking, thingsmightjug go back theway they were.

* Whataboutmotivation? People who jug dowhat they are told are usudly alot
less motivated than those who are involved with the decision making process.
Motivated people are more produdive so we need to find away to keep people@

motivation while we changethe way they work.

This optionis predicated on theassumption tha you have authority to tell people wha
to do; and tha thepeople you are telling will accept your authority. On bdance this
probably isn@agoodoption.

Option 2: Scare them into changing

Faced with seriousproblems like Qhe company is going bugOor threats like ur new
zero tolerance programme meanswe will shootthenext develope who writes abugO

it is quite possible you can persuade people to change After al who wouldn@?

However it is aso quite possible tha your scare tactics will have the opposte effect.

Faced with fear and threats people are quite likely to stick ther head in the sand, put

problems out of their mind and carry on as before. Y ou may even make thingsworse,
individuds may well adoptbehaviours which shield them from any threat at the

expense of addressingit. For example, threatened with a company failure people may
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decideto findanew job; or faced with pendties for writing bugsthey may smply

stop writing any code

Y ou mightjug scare people into doing thingsdifferently and it mightjug work -
great! However, wha hgppensnext time you need a change? Will the scare tactics

work asecondtime? A third?

To complicate thingsfurther success can breed complacency, and it can make things
hard to changein future. When people have success doing thingsoneway they are
likely to want to repeat that success. Persuading them to try something different risks
loosng the past success. It seems counter intuitive to betold that future success

dependson dropping existing practices that have broughtsuccess.

So optiontwo isn®reliable either.

Option 3: Help others to change

Suppo® mog people probably feel theway you do: they would like theworld to be
better too. These people also have ideas on howto improvethings However for
them, unlike you, the effort istoo much. The solutionthereforeisto hdp them,
reduce the effort needed and overcome the blodks.

Thefirst thingto dois recognise the blodks, undestand were effort is needed. When
you recognise blockages then share the undestanding it becomes easier to removethe

blocks - many handsmake for light work.

This option startsto soundalot better. And thisiswhat therest of the presentation
and thisreport looksat.

Recognising obgaclesis hdf the problem, butit isnot enoughfor youto see the
obdacles. Other people mug see the same problems, oppottunities and obgacles that
youdo. If they can®then maybeyou see thewrong ones. In order to agree onthe

issues you need to share the undestanding.

Ideas from the group
Tha was theintrodudion. Next | asked the audience for idess. What follows are the

best suggestionsfrom the group with some elaboration from me.
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Retrospectives

It was hardly surprising tha oneof thefirst ideas suggested from the audience was
nhold project retrogpectives.O Now retrogpectives are a great idea, they can work
wondefully. Project retrogoectives are not confined to the software development
domein; unde the name OAfter action reviewsOthey are used by theUS Army,
Marines Corp and the British Nationd Health service. (I&n notsaying every NHS

opeation or military battle is subject to areview but they do hold some.)

Many bookson process improvement suggest project retrogpectives and there are two
excellent bookson the subject. Norm Kerth@ Project Retrospectives (Kerth 2001)is
orientated towardsreviews at theend of longprojects. DianeLarson and Esther
Derby published Agile Retrogectives (Derby and Larsen 2006)last year which
discusses the use of retrogpectivesin Agile teams and over a shorter period (severa

weeks as oppogd to severa yearsin Kerth®@)

The conference audience came up with afew more ideas, some of which are covered

in these booksand some not

* Writing thingsdown can hdp record them,; projects could have alog bookthat

recordsthe events in aproject asit unfolds
* Retrogectives should be hdd regularly and acted uponwithin the project.

* Choice of retrogpective facilitator isimportant. The facilitator needsto be able to
facilitate theretrogective, i.e. encourage people to speak and explore theissues
raised.

They also need to be apart fromtheretrogective, if thefacilitators have alot to
say themselves then they aren®going to be able as effective in getting others to
speak. Secondly, if thefacilitator isin the management team of a project ther

presence and control of the retrogpective may inhibit the free discussion.

» Retrogectives can become dominaed by oneor more hig mouthsd)- someone
who uses theforum as an oppotunity to talk andtalk and talk. A goodfacilitator
will know how to manage these people and give others a chance to spesk, in the

extreme you may want to excludethese people from the retrogective.

» Retrogectives need safety: people can®spesk openly and discuss problems

unlessthey fedl they arein a safe environment.
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Thegroupalso identified and discussed several Gailure modesOof retrogectives. By
far themost common failure of retrogectives is that they simply dor® happen.
Everyoneseems to agree that Qetrospectives are goodCbut many people are reluctant

to schedule thetime for them to happen.

A secondfailure modeoccurs when aretrogective hgppensbutit istoo lateforit to
make any difference. In many companies project teams are broken up after a project
finishes, this makesit harder to hold aretrogective and harder to apply the lessonsof
theretrogoective. Similarly, when project teams are staffed with alot of contractors
and conaultants who leave at the end of the project it is bath difficult to learn and
apply thelessons One solution to these problemsisto put retrogectivesinddethe
project rather than at theend - following the Derby and Larson modd rather than the

Kerth one

When retrogpectives do hgppen the biggest problem seems to be obtaining buy-in
from everyoneconcerned and acting onthecondusions Lack of buy-in manifests
itself in two ways, firstly getting theright people (i.e. everyoneinvolved with the
project) to actudly attend and contribute to the session. Secondly getting buy-in from

thoe in authority to act onthecondusons

However acting onthe condusonsis not a management problem alone Developes,
testers, andysts and others need to act too when the retrogpective suggests changes. It

is not enoughto blame management for alack of change

Persondly | would add onemore item to the problems identified by thegroup This
is: time. Almog withoutexception whenever | have scheduled a retrogpective people
have been taken aback by the amountof time | have alowed. For a project of six
months| might schedule a whole afternoon,for a sx-week project | might want two

hours. If aproject has nothdd aretrogective before | would allow more time.

Thislookslike alongtime to people with busy schedules butif youwant to
undestand what hgppened, undestand the causes and devise meaningful solutionsit
isbaely enoughtime. (Andtha isnotcouningwrite uptime after thesessionis
finished.) Looked at interms of the overall project these time periodsare notlong a
three develope project lasting six weeks represented over 90 days of effort, probably
more when you add in project management and software testing. Istwo hoursreally

too much time to spend on learning the lessonsof such a project?

(c) Allan Kelly Bhttp://www.alankdly.net Page6 of 11



Creating awareness / exposng problems 4-Jan-08

Pub conversations / Safe and trusting environment

Oneideatha came upin thediscussion was the GoubCor Quater cooler convesation.O
These are the convesationstha occur out-of-band from the office work. Thefact that
these conversations occur isn@surprising however they are symptomatic of an
environment where people cannottalk aboutthese thingsin the office or to ther

manages.

In mog organizationsthe people who do thework know wha iswrong they know
what needsfixing and they know who are the effective people and whois free-
loading. However all too often this knowledgeis not available to managers. People
talk aboutthese thingsbutthey talk outsidethe office, in the pub,the coffee shopor at

thewater cooler in thecorne of theoffice.

Thisinformation is notavailable to managers for avariety of reasons Firstly
manage's need to make time to join these convesationsand listen. Sometimes this
requires creating aforum (like a retrospective) where the discussion can happen. The
manage could simply join theguysin the pubbutit's better if such discussionscan

occur in amore soba environment.

A secondblock to making these convesationsmore useful istrus. People will not
discuss some matters unless they trug the personthey are talking with. Withouttrugt
people will notfeel safe enoughto hold open conwversations Managers need to create
an environment were people fedl safe and can trug oneanother. Withou trug and

safety people will doubtothersOmotives and guard what they say.

Thisisnotto say tha every pub convesation needs bringing inddethe organization
and acting on. Many such convesationsare ridded with persond opinions biases
and large quantities of alcohol. There may also belegal limitsin both what people
say and wha they choo® to hear. For example, if acompany islikely to betaken
ove inthenext few days people may notbe able to spesk freely aboutthe future.
Neithe are managers at liberty to discuss individuds who may have resigned or be

unde disciplinary action.

It was suggested tha oneway of promoting safety isto keep people informed. Agan
there may belegd limits here, paticularly if acompany is publicly listed.
Organizationsdo need to communicate with themselves, withoutcommunication

different groupswithin organizationsmay become detached. Thisisbad enough
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when it is between busness units, e.g. sales and development, it isworse when it

occurs between the company(@ leaders and the workers.

Publish problem and solution

Identifying and solving a problem is not necessarily the end of thestory. Inan
organizationtha istryingto learn and improvewiddy - especialy if theorganization
islarge- it isreasonable to try and share your new knowledge Evenif your
organizationis small and ad hocthereis still benefit from writing up what you have

achieved:
* Youmightlearn something new as aresult of writing up the solution
* Youhavearecord for yourself

* Youcould share your solution with others outside the organization, say in the

pages of Overload.

Give someone else your idea

Sometimes when you see a problem or an oppotunity you are notin apostionto act
onit yousdf. Or perhgpsyou can act onit butyou need othersto hdp you. Inthese
circumstances don®be scared to give youridea away. Mentionit to others, spread the

idea and make sure those who can do something aboutit know.

However you cannotbe possessive. When you hear someoneel se talking aboutyour
idea don®rush to say Q told you thaOor Orha was my idea.O Smileto yoursalf but
let others own your ideatoo. After all it ismoreimportant tha theideais acted upon

than it isfor the credit to beappottioned.

Over time people will notice you are the source of goodideas, and they will
remember it was youwhofirst pointed out what isnow obvious You haveto play the

longgame.

Onemore point from my persond observation. If you have suggested or warned of
something and it comes to pass then avoid the temptation to say @ told you soCor
Ghat iswhat | have been saying O Saying this onee in awhileisfineg butit can be
tiring when someonecondantly tells you they foresaw events. So before you say @
told you this two monthsagoCask yourself if you really need to point out howright

you were.
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Metrics

Metrics can bea useful way to expose problems. However there are anunmber of
problems with metrics that the groupwas quick to identify. Findingagoodmetricis
difficult: ideally they need to be easy to capture (and/or calculate) and they need to be
easy to undestand. If it isn@easy to get ametric they will fall into disuse, andif they

are difficult to undestand only afew people will be able to use them.

Do people work to a metric? Numerousstudies show that people will changethar
performance when ametric isintroduced. Asaresult the metric may improve but

some othe aspect of the system may change

The British tabloid press have labdlled this condition QargetitisOwhen it occursin
relation to hospital targets. For example, a hoital may be set atarget of discharging
paients within a certain time period, say two days. In order to meet thetarget the
hogital may discharge all patients after two days and immediately re-admit them in.
Thiswould meet thetarget numbe but notthetarget intention. More troublesome
would be a patient discharged prematurely who then developscomplicationsand
needsto bere-admitted. In such acasethewell intentioned target becomes

dangeous

Another variation on this is known as Qyaming the system.OThis occurs when an
individud standsto gain from some outcome. Theindividud knows therules of the
game and attempts to use therules to achieve the outcome even at the expense of the
oveal outcome. For example, say adevelopea offered abonusfor ddiveringon
schedule. With thisincentive they may ignare requests for changes, refuse to
acknowledgebugsor cut fundiondity.

Theproblem is not so much to do with metrics buttargets. Using ametric to monitor
and undestand a system is onething but targeting a numeric valuefor ametric can
changethe behaviour of the system. Thisis known as Goodhat® law (Wikipedia
2007)after the British economist who first identified this effect.

So if you can find agoodmetric do nat make it into atarget! Measurements are not

targets.
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One suggestion from thegroupwas to use goodmetrics to hdp undestand and
visudise thesystem. Burn-down charts are goodexample of this. These show how

the development system is performing withoutcreating targets.

Another suggestion was to use the metrics to promote competition between teams.
This might create indirect targets but if the competition is kept goodhumoured and

reasoneble it could promote |earning between the teams as they compete to do better.

Show responsibility

Sometimes individuds can play avery direct role in uncovering problems simply by
taking responsbility and accepting ther own mistakes. It is naural tha when one
makes a mistake tha creates problems for others we don®want to talk aboutit. We
might even try to avoid it or hideit. This can make life more difficult for others and
sets a bad example. If we are seriousaboutimproving our organizations exposng
problems and creating awareness we need to set an example and own up to our
mistakes.

Theflip sideof thisisto befair to people who admit to mistakes. We shouldn®single
them outfor criticism or behave derimentally to them. If someonehas admitted a
mistake then they show berespected andrewarded. Agan thereisaneed for asafe

and truging environment.

Showing responsbility also meansyou seek to understand other people and ther
thinking. Before you rush to brand someone3 actions@ mistakeQand expect them to
admit it consde if it was amistake by ther norms. What we see as a mistake, or
wrong, might simply be a different way of working. Thisis paticularly truewhen co-
workers come from a different background,perhgps different technology, typeor

organisation or even county. Thingsare not aways so black and white.

Where is the Promised Land?

When we are aimingto improve our environment and solve problemsit hdpsif we
know where we are heading. We, asindividuds who read Overload, might know
exactly where we are heading: we are heading to abugfree land where codeis
ddivered on schedule, testing isfully automated and we all work jus 40 hours a
week. However do others see thisland? Or do they see your efforts as pointl ess?
Jug something else to make ther lives hard?

(c) Allan Kelly Bhttp://www.alankdly.net Pagel0of 11



Creating awareness / exposng problems 4-Jan-08

Explaining where we are heading is only thefirst stage. Y ouaso need to explain
why we are heading there and get everyoneto agree on where you are going. | bdieve

Steve Jobsonee said:

Ot doesn®matter how we get to San Frandsco as longas we al agree we are
going to San Frandisco. Theproblem is when someonesecretly wantsto goto
San Diego.O

Once everyoneagrees to go the same place it becomes much easier to dotheright

thing.

Finally

Hopeully by thetime you read this I3l have my origind presentation poged on my
webgte at http://www.alankdly.net.

| would like to thank my audience for their many good suggestions | would have
liked to spend more time on some of theideasin order to get down to thedetail of

how they can beimplemented butthere is never enoughtime to do everything.

In theend each of ushas to find wha worksfor us in our own environment.
Knowing wha othe people do can ingire usbutit can never give usall theanswers

we need. Some thingswe have to discover for ourselves.
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