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✏ By Anders Sixtensson, Editor-in-chief

We are very proud to offer 
you this Jubilee Edition of 
our popular Lean Magazine 

where you will find both newly written 
material and our favorites from earlier 
issues. The mind map on page 7 sum-
marizes how we have tried to have at 
least one article per capability in order 
to give you examples and experiences 
from all of them. As a Christmas quiz, 
you can try to match the articles to the 

mind map yourselves; this might be a 
first step towards getting the big picture 
for you too! Perhaps it will inspire you 
to try something back home and start a 
do-learn-adapt process and get into con-
tinuous learning and improvement.

Enjoy reading! Get inspired! If you 
would like to exchange ideas on the 
mind map and perhaps improve it, please 
contact me at asi@softhouse.se and I 
promise you an energizing discussion.
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When I started my career as a 
software process consultant 
in the early 90s, the 

Capability Maturity Model (CMM) 
from Software Engineering Institute 

was seen as “the” road map and model 
to follow in order to improve your 
capability to deliver software. 

The model was simple and defined 
five maturity levels where each level 
– except the first – had a number 
of defined key process areas (KPAs) 
describing that level.

Roughly 80 % of all software orga-
nizations assessed were on level 1 in 
the mid 90s. Some CMM pros called 
this level “bus sensitive”, meaning 
that if the key personnel were hit by a 
bus, the organization would suffer real 
damage.

Level 1
Initial

Level 2
Repeatable

Level 3
Defined

Level 4
Managed

Level 5
Optimizing

Capability Maturity 
Model (CMM)
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Seeing the bigger picture
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Wrong mindset
A typical use of CMM was to do an as-
sessment and get results telling you “that 
you are now level 2, and you need to 
focus on this and this KPA in order to 
reach level 3”. It’s easy to see how tempt-
ing it was for top level management to 
set performance goals such as “by 1998 
we should be on CMM level 3”. 

Key words very often mentioned 
were “predictability”, “control”, “stabil-
ity” and “reduction of risk/variances/
changes” etc. – a mindset more remi-
niscent of production than product 
development! The focus of critique and 
discussion at that time was on predict-
ability versus profitability and whether 
or not you could achieve both. 

Delivery precision instead 
of value
You had to remember – and still do – 
that some organizations preferred to 
have a cost estimate of 100 +/- 10 cost 
units rather than 70 +/-25 cost units. 
This was because they were measured 
on delivery precision in date and cost 
instead of how much value per cost 
unit was delivered over time. 

There were some parts of CMM 
though that made sense to me and 
that was all the KPAs on level 2, 
Repeatable. These were seen as basic 
capabilities that you should always 
focus on getting in place before mak-
ing any other improvement efforts. 
And I still think they are valid:
• Requirements Management – to 

manage requirements to ensure align-
ment between those and the project’s 
plans and work products.
• Quality Assurance – to provide 

staff and management with objective 

insight into processes and associated 
work products.
• Project Planning – to establish 

and maintain plans that define project 
activities.
• Project Monitoring and Control 

– to provide an understanding of the 
project’s progress so that appropriate 
corrective actions can be take.
• Configuration Management – to 

establish and maintain the integrity of 
work products.
• Subcontractor Management – to 

manage the acquisition of products 
from suppliers.

Helps you know where you are
If you dig into the material and the 
recommended practices for each KPA, 
you will however find a lot on de-
tailed up-front analysis and planning 
and know with considerable accuracy 
when to deliver and where you are. If 
you read it blindly you could really be-
come a hero and go from 100 +/- 10 
to perhaps 120 +/- 2 in estimated cost 
units! But, again, the one-liner goal 
statement of each KPA isn’t that bad.

Now, based on more than 20 
years of consultancy on performance 
improvement, especially in the soft-
ware industry, and after having seen a 
huge number of large and small soft-
ware intensive product development 
organizations and businesses, I have 
started to sketch an overview. I intend 
to find out what capabilities I myself 
would focus on when building a 
world class sw-intensive product orga-
nization measured in KPIs like deliv-
ered value, customer satisfaction and 
employee satisfaction giving increased 
profitability over time.

Seeing the bigger picture
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My books were written 
by others
Since I read Eli Goldratt’s The Goal in 
the mid 90s, my focus has always been 
on flow, throughput of value and bottle-
neck management. This together with 
Peter Senges’s The fifth discipline – Sys-
tems thinking led me for a number of 
years in the early 2000s from the soft-
ware business into supply chain man-
agement and how to design effective 
logistical flows with low inventory and 
short lead time to delivery. When I re-
turned to the software product devel-
opment business again in 2005, I really 
thought I had something unique to of-
fer the market: “Wait – how about com-
bining the ideas from bottleneck and 
supply chain management with systems 
thinking and apply that to software de-
velopment to focus on the flow of deliv-
ered value over time? Yes – I have it!” 

But, David Anderson had already 
written the book that I wanted to 
show the world; he gave it the title 
Agile Management. And this was only 
the beginning. Shortly afterwards, my 
colleagues and I were introduced to 
the ideas of Lean Software Develop-
ment by Mary Poppendieck, the Agile 
Manifesto etc, and the initial disap-
pointment at not being the inventor 
metamorphosed into an insight that 

we seemed to have understood some-
thing very important! 

Seeing the bigger picture
Getting back to the capabilities that I 
would focus on to build my own or-
ganization, see the mind map on the 
next page. No big news for lean & ag-
ilers, but it has helped me to see the 
bigger picture much more clearly. For 
example, I don’t see Eliminate Waste as 
a capability. This is more a practice to 
use to improve all the other capabili-
ties, like Don’t order never-used software, 
Remove waiting times, Remove some 
roles, etc. There are other general Lean 
practices like Reduce batch size, Reduce 
work-in-progress, Speed up feedback, In-
troduce cadence, Problem solving, etc 
that always will pay off 
and support all the ca-
pabilities. Read Donald 
Reinertsen’s The princi-
ples of product develop-
ment flow and you will 
understand. Of course 
semantics such as ca-
pability versus practices 
can be discussed – and 
I love doing that! Just 
contact me!

Anders Sixtensson

The Principles of Product 
Development Flow: 
Second Generation Lean 
Product Development
Donald G. Reinertsen
celeritas Publishing (2009)
ISBN-10: 1935401009

Lean Software Develop-
ment: An Agile Toolkit
Mary & Tom Poppendieck
Addison-Wesley Profes-
sional (2003)
ISBN-10: 0321150783 

The Fifth Discipline 
Fieldbook: Strategies 
for Building a Learning 
Organization
Peter M Senge
Nicholas Brealey Publishing 
(1994)
ISBN-10: 1905211201

Agile Management for 
Software Engineering: 
Applying the Theory of 
Constraints for Business 
Results
David J. Anderson
Prentice Hall (2003)
ISBN-10: 0131424602

The Goal – A Process of 
Ongoing Improvement 
Goldratt, E. M., Cox, J. 
Gower Publishing  
(3rd ed., 2004)
ISBN-10: 0566086654

Anders Sixtensson 
recommends:



SOFTHOUSE | LEAN MAGAZINE 7

The proposed capabilities have some 
overlap with the cmm KPAs on level 
2, for example in the importance of 
understanding and ordering the right 
product (KPA Requirement manage-
ment). There are also differences, 
especially in project management 
practices that are highlighted in 
cmm. According to me and others, 
the focus should be on building 
organizations where it is obvious to all 
of us why and what we do and what 
to do next, that progress and velocity 
is transparent for all and where the 
major source of information to do “pro-
ject tracking” is the early and frequent 
delivery of working software. 

With a definition of Productivity as 
Delivered value divided by cost, we 
can see the top three capabilities tightly 
connected to perceived value by the 
customer and the next two capabilities 
are more connected to our internal life 
and how to do more with less supporting 
innovation and creativity, and the final 
capability connects us with the customer 
into a partnership where both parties 
grow their profitability.

To build in quality

Software
Business
Capabilities

To deliver the 
RIGHT product

To release early 
and often

To get people 
to grow and 
deliver together

To learn and 
improve

To define 
incentives, 
KPIs and 
agreements 
creating 
win-win 
relations

The mind map does not say any-
thing about what to improve next. 
Each individual organization must 
understand their own baseline per-
formance, their goals, their cus-
tomers and market and out of that 
understand what kind of improve-
ment will initially give most bang-
for-the-buck (as my old customers 

in the Swedish defence adminis-
tration said), and then continue 
with the next one, and so on. And 
according to my experience, the 
way to increased predictability is 
seldom the way that has the high-
est bang-for-buck! 

To implement new practices is 
also a challenge. This has less to 

do with writing and defining new 
process flow charts, but more to 
do with “installing” new habits in 
daily life for a lot of people. Try to 
quit smoking, lose some weight or 
exercise more – it’s not about the 
intellectual understanding or the 
process flow, it is other things that 
come into play.
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The Capability 
Mind Map
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They’re back!



Since the first issue in 2007, 
Lean Magazine has become 
something of an institution in 

the Swedish Lean & Agile arena. The 
slightly different format, the whacky 
design and the many interviews with 
leading industry profiles have become 
the magazine’s characteristics. In this 
anniversary issue, an editorial com-
mittee has first selected their favor-
ites, and then our brilliant Softhouse 
colleagues have been asked to write 
their personal comments.

Please participate in the discussion 
on leanmagazine.net.

Many thanks to Joakim Karlsson, 
Kristoffer Nordström and Arne 
Åhlander.

SOFTHOUSE | LEAN MAGAZINE 9

They’re back!
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✏ Questions by Arne Åhlander, Senior Consultant, Softhouse

We all know that the main responsibil-
ity of a Product Owner in Scrum is to 
create, prioritize and groom the Prod-
uct Backlog based on Business Value. 
What is the most important part of 
this responsibility?
Once or twice a month I receive an 
unsolicited email from someone say-
ing, “Scrum had been working pret-
ty well for us; not great yet, but good. 
Then we started to pay more attention 
to our product backlog and, wow, then 
things really improved.” The impor-
tance of having a good product back-
log cannot be understated. That’s what 
drove me to write User Stories Applied 
for Agile Software Development. And it’s 
why I insisted to my publisher that the 

book not be put in the XP series, as 
was initially planned. 

User stories are a very broadly appli-
cable technique. Years ago I started to 
notice that the Scrum teams I worked 
with that invested time in their prod-
uct backlogs had an easier time with 
many other aspects of the project. 
When I came across the Extreme 
Programming idea of user stories I 
instantly wanted to apply that to the 
Scrum product backlog. So, mak-
ing sure the team has a good prod-
uct backlog – even if it’s only roughly 
prioritized initially – is probably the 
most important responsibility of the 
product owner.

When finding a suitable Product Owner, 
which traditional roles are best suited?
The product owner needs to be some-
one with a deep understanding of why 
we’re making the product. In a com-
mercial product setting that means 

A good product backlog is the key to 
any successful Scrum project. In this 
e-mail interview, Mike Cohn gives 
some good advice on how to succeed 
as a Product Owner.

>>

This article is a reprint from Lean Magazine #2 (2007)

GOOD 
BACKLOG

The importance 
of having a

Mike Cohn, Mountain Goat Software:
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mike cohn has named his 
company after the “moun-
tain Goat Principle” in Tom 
Gilb’s The Principles of 
Software Engineering. This 
principle is: 
Take one step at a time 
up the slippery mountain-
side, and make absolutely 
sure that each hoof is on 
solid ground before you 
take the next step.

Mountain Goat
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This article is a reprint from Lean Magazine #2 (2007)
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someone with a deep understanding 
of the market. That means the prod-
uct owner will usually be someone 
from the marketing or product man-
agement groups. In an in-house envi-
ronment the product owner usually 
needs a deep understanding of how 
the internal users work with the sys-
tem. In those cases the product owner 
usually comes from the ranks of the 
users or perhaps their managers.

What are the most important tools 
(not SW tools, but rather methods, dis-
ciplines, etc.) at hand for the Product 
Owner?
Product owners need good decision-
making skills and they need to use 
them. When a team is moving as 
quickly as a good Scrum team can 
move, they need product owners who 
can be decisive. Product owners also 
need good leadership skills. Teams 
look to their product owners for vision 
and so they need to be able to pass 
that along in a compelling manner. If 
we go back to the original article on 
Scrum, “The New New Product De-
velopment Game,” back in 1986 in the 
Harvard Business Review, the authors 
wrote that management’s role is limit-
ed to providing “guidance, moral sup-
port, and money.” Product owners are 
responsible for much of that – particu-
larly the guidance.

Personally, I like product owners 
to have solid financial analysis skills. 
I consider that necessary to make 
good decisions about priorities on the 
product backlog. In Agile Estimat-
ing and Planning I’ve written about 
non-financial techniques that product 
owners can use to prioritize a prod-
uct backlog, but I’d still want a prod-
uct owner to have the basic financial 
analysis tools at their disposal. These 
aren’t hard to learn – I’ve taught the 
skills to many product owners in an 
afternoon.

The Product Owner is the owner of the 
Product Backlog and solely responsi-
ble for prioritizing the product backlog 
items. This is usually easier said than 
done, especially when other stakehold-
ers get involved and have opinions. 
What good ways can you recommend 
for the Product Owner to deal with dif-
ferent stakeholders?
I like any technique that breaks the 
problem up into smaller pieces. If you 
go to a group of stakeholders who 
have different goals (often motivated 
by competing financial incentives put 
in place by the company) you will not 
get satisfactory agreement if you start 
with “What’s the most important fea-
ture? Then what’s the second-most 
important feature?” Instead break the 
problem down into smaller discussions 
that can work. Start by identifying the 
handful of most important factors in 
planning the release – things like con-
tribution to Q2 revenue, features of 
interest to enterprise customers, and so 
on. Then for each theme, or collection 
of user stories you’re considering, ask 
relative questions like “Which of these 
two possible themes contributes the 
most to Q2 revenue?” That’s the type 
of question where you can typically 
get people to agree. Then it’s a matter 
of having a way of looking at the col-
lection of answers you get. There are 
various ways to do this such as theme 
screening, theme scoring and relative 
weighting that I covered in Agile Es-
timating and Planning. Another ap-
proach is analytic hierarchy process 
but that’s more involved and doesn’t 
scale particularly well. 

How can the Product Owner best 
involve the Scrum development team 
in grooming the backlog?
At the start of a significant new effort 
(not every sprint) hold a story-writ-
ing workshop. This is a session where 
the entire team is invited to join the 

mike cohn, founder of 
mountain Goat Software 
in Denver, has been an 
active participant on 
Scrum projects since 
1995 and is a founding 
member of AgileAlli-
ance. He is the author 
of Agile Estimating 
and Planning (ISBN 
0131479415) and User 
Stories Applied: For Agile 
Software Development 
(ISBN 0321205685) – 
both on Addison Wesley 
Professional.

mike cohn’s blog 
“Succeeding with Agile”
http://blog.mountain-
goatsoftware.com/

Mike Cohn

This article is a reprint from Lean Magazine #2 (2007)
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product owners and ideally some us-
ers or customers in writing the prod-
uct backlog. This starts with the prod-
uct owner describing her vision for 
the next few months to the team. In a 
semi-structured manner they then all 
write the user stories that will be con-
sidered. Starting out like this engages 
the team right from the start. Follow-
ing that up by making sure that user 
stories on the product backlog are es-
timated so that they can be prioritized 
keeps the backlog visible to the team. 
Then occasionally work with assorted 
team members to split medium and 
large items into smaller ones as they 
move up the backlog and then need to 
be small enough to complete in one 
sprint. µ

Important cooperation parts
A Product Owner sometimes needs support 
from other professions. Mike Cohn points out 
three other roles on a team that can be very 
helpful in fulfilling the product owner role:

Analysts
“In fact, a business or system analyst often fills 
the role of product owner on large projects with 
multiple teams. multiple business analysts then 
coordinate with a “chief Product Owner” or 
“Product Line Owner” who maintains the overall 
view of the system.”

Testers 
“Testers are great at uncovering hidden assump-
tions. A good tester can help a product owner 
identify the “conditions of Satisfaction” that are 
written to go along with a well-formed product 
backlog item (user story) shortly before or after it 
is selected into a Sprint.” 

User Experience Designers, UEDs
“A good UED will have a better understanding of 
the users than anyone else on the team and can 
fill in at times when the product owner is busy – or 
playing golf.”
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This article is a reprint from Lean Magazine #2 (2007)
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Reflections on
“The importance 
of having a good backlog”

Reflections on
”The importance 
of having a good backlog”

I n 2007, when Arne Åhlander and Mike Cohn 
wrote this article, there was a lot of hype around 

Scrum. However, the core of the article concerning 
product backlog and product owner is valid for soft-
ware development in general and can be applied to 
more than Scrum.

What Arne and Mike claim can’t be stressed 
enough: having a good product backlog is essential 
for success in software development projects. It can 
be seen as a model of the product you are going to 
build. If this model is wrong, you will spend a lot 
of money building the wrong product. In reality we 
know that the complete model is not 100 % correct 
when we start the project. That is one reason why 
we use Agile methods: to be able to adapt quickly to 
changes.

How do you create a good backlog?
The key to a good backlog is a good product owner. 
Sometimes Scrum master and development team can 
help the product owner to create good backlog items 
but if you don’t have a product owner that knows the 
business values and can prioritize backlog items ac-
cordingly then you have a problem. I have seen good 
examples of smaller projects where the product own-
er has been the same physical person as Scrum mas-
ter or developer but this should be avoided. A person 

who has more than one role must be really skilled for 
it to work.

Who should define the backlog items and describe 
them? Ideally this is a task for the product owner. If 
you are lucky you have a very skilled product owner 
who is capable of creating good backlog items. In 
reality, in many cases, the product owner needs help 
from other people, e.g. stake holders, business ana-
lysts, users, user interface designers, developers and 
testers to be able to create useful backlog items. 

At a glance, the product owner job might look 
simple – but it is certainly not. If you as a manager 
have a big important project, make sure you have a 
good product owner! I agree with Mike that a prod-
uct owner needs good decision-making skills, but 
I don’t think it is important for product owners to 
have good leadership skills. The product owner’s job 
is to create a good backlog, not to lead people.

Methods and tools
The methods and tools you use to create the prod-
uct backlog are not very important. Mike mentions 
User Stories as one technique to create a good prod-
uct backlog. It surely is, but there are other ways to 
do it as well. If the process of handling the backlog 
is fast and the backlog is good, then you are on the 
right track. If handling the backlog takes time and 

Lars Isberg
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Lars Isberg is an Agile consultant 
at Softhouse in malmö. He is 
practicing in all Scrum roles but 
mostly as a team developer.

the backlog is bad, first find a person that knows how 
to handle this. Afterwards you can seek methods and 
tools to fine-tune the process.

What about estimating in points or time? Both 
work! I prefer to estimate in time but there are sev-
eral situations where you should use points instead. 
You should estimate fast. Your customer doesn’t want 
to pay you for spending a lot of time on estimation. 
The customer pays you to write software and deliver 
business value. This is why I never want to estimate 
twice, e.g. points in the product backlog and hours 
in the sprint backlog. Since in most cases I want 
hours in the sprint backlog I also prefer hours in the 
product backlog, but I know when there is a need to 
switch to points.

When it comes to tools for handling the product 
backlog, there are a lot of them. Projects and orga-
nizations seem to have different requirements and 
when they don’t find a perfect tool match some of 
them start to create their own tool. Sometimes they 
realize that it is possible to make a product of the 
tool and we have another tool that does not fulfill 
your needs.

Some experts advise you to use physical items to 
visualize the backlog. Visualization is important but 
I often prefer electronic tools to handle the backlog. 
Simplicity and speed are important, so sometimes I 

fall back on “post it” when it is appropriate. The ben-
efits of electronic tools are many but visualization is 
sometimes harder. When using Scrum I have found 
that an electronic burndown chart on a screen by the 
coffee machine is a nice way to get visualization at a 
moment when the mood is right for looking at the 
burndown. ■
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✏ By Gustav Bergman, Marketing Director, Softhouse Consulting

Requirements Management has for a 
time been a hot topic within the Ag-
ile community, and a religious war 
has seemed imminent between the 
followers of user stories on one side 
and use cases on the other. The rebel-
yell of the user story-buffs has often 
been “out with the old and in with 
the new!” – and many have seemingly 
been against use cases merely because 
they have RUP written all over them. 
On the other side we have seen use 
case devotees in white coats mock-
ing user stories lecturing that this un-
scien tific bumblebee cannot fly.

Lean Magazine has talked to one of 
the greatest experts on the matter, 
Alistair Cockburn, who has not only 
been a leading profile in Require-
ments Management for twenty years, 
but also has a moderate view on the 
pros and cons of the two concepts.

Alistair Cockburn’s engagement in Re-
quirements Management starte d in 
1991. He was working for IBM Re-

search in Zurich and needed a way 
to return to the United States. IBM 
had just started the IBM Consulting 
Group, and was constructing a meth-
odology for its consultants to use. 

“At that time it was mostly based on 
Information Engineering, i.e. dataflow 
modeling and databases,” Cockburn 
recalls. “But they needed a track for 
the emerging Smalltalk and C++ proj-
ects – that was my assignment.”

Noun- or verb-based?
During those days, the object-oriented 
modeling, design and programming 
parts were relatively obvious: There 
was the Booch/Rumbaugh school of 
OO modeling, there was the Cun-
ningham/Beck/Wirfs-Brock school of 
responsibility-driven design, and there 
were the programming languages 
Smalltalk and C++. 

 “However, those left a large gap in 
the area of requirements. It was not 
clear to me that requirements should 
be object-oriented just to follow the 
design being object-oriented.” >>

(his last name is pro-
nounced “co-burn” in 
the Scottish way) is one 
of the initiators of the 
Agile movement in soft-
ware development, hav-
ing helped to write the 
Agile software develop-
ment manifesto and the 
Agile Pm Declaration of 
Interdependence. He is 
also one of the leading 
creators of the crystal 
methodology.

Alistair Cockburn

This article is a reprint from Lean Magazine #4 (2009)

Alistair Cockburn:

“A UsE CAsE Is tO A UsEr stOry
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        Use cases and user stories 
              have different purposes 
and shouldn't be confused with
each other just because they 
    start with the same three
letters – just as, say, a GAZelle 
shouldn't be confused 
                   with a GAZebo. ”

“

This article is a reprint from Lean Magazine #4 (2009)
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Alistair Cockburn on Use Cases and User Stories

Cockburn discovered Ivar Ja-
cobson’s 1987 report on use 

cases from the OOPSLA confer-
ence, and found they had a perfect 
fit for the information he was miss-
ing in the methodology:

“When I say perfect fit, what I 
mean is that object-oriented mod-
els are all noun based – they name 
the nouns in the domain. Use cases 
are all verb based – they name the 
actions being taken by the people 
and the nouns in the domain. Hav-
ing all verbs or all nouns leaves a 
big gap in the model. Having use 

cases tells us what to accomplish; 
having objects tells us what will 
accomplish that. In some sense, it 
is like having the warp and weft in 
weaving – some threads run vertical-
ly, some run horizontally. You need 
both. Paying attention to that noun-
verb issue has been a big help to me 
in navigating the choppy methodol-
ogy waters. I still use it to this day.”

Getting the big picture
Today, Cockburn always starts with 
use cases in order to get the big pic-
ture. These use cases can be written 
quite briefly, perhaps two paragraphs 
to a half-a-page or at worst a page, 
so this is generally useful inquiry and 
not onerous writing.

“Without the big picture I (and oth-
ers) have no idea what we’re trying to 
build, its shape, size or complexity. I 
use the discipline surrounding use-case 
writing to shine a light into dark and 
hidden corners, and expose potential 

>>
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• “User stories should be regarded as carpaccio, 
describing very thin slices of work for the devel-
opers to develop. Use cases, on the other hand, 
describe the size and shape of the target.”

• “The Agile community should stop trying to turn 
everything about requirements into a user-story- 
shaped nail for their lonely user-story hammer. 
They need to learn other tools! On the other 
hand, I think the non-agile community should 
stop trying to produce (or eat) an entire elephant 
at one time. They should learn the advantages of 
behavior-carpaccio.”

• “I register a problem with the phrase ‘user story’. 
User stories have no ‘story’ content, no plot line. 
They are simply markers linked to user requests. 
As the user stories get cut into smaller and 
smaller pieces, the story content gets less and 
less, to the point that users don’t really see the 
point. I really wish we had a different word for 
these markers. But we don’t, so I continue …”

• “Most people still write 20–30 page use cases. They 
should stop, immediately! Two pages are ample 
for all but the most intricate of use cases (I’ve only 
seen about four such in the last 15 years, and they 
ran to 3–4 pages). When everyone learns to write 
1–2 page use cases, then the advantages of use 
cases will start to show up again.”
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trouble spots. This shape then guides 
what happens next.”

Once the “coarse-grained use cas-
es” are in place, Cockburn is “fairly 
indifferent” as to whether use cases 
or user stories are used after that. 

“It’s very much a question of how 
much the people involved can keep 
in their heads and how good their 
conversations are. I do like to use 
the discipline surrounding use cases 
to check for extension conditions 
and extension handling, and would 
apply some version of this discipline 
in all cases.”

However, use cases have one major 
limitation with short iterations: It is 
impractical to implement an entire 
use case in a single iteration. 

“Personally, this doesn’t bothe r 
me, because I’m happy to put the 
use case on the wall and simply col-
or the sentence in the use case being 
implemented in this iteration. Col-
oring them like this allows me to 
implement individual sentences or 
even phrases from the use case set 
in any order I like, and to always 
see what’s done, what’s stacked to 
be done, what’s in progress, at any 
given time. In this sense I don’t need 
user stories at all.”

In Cockburn’s experience few oth-
er people are willing to do the above 
coloring. Instead, they prefer to see 
separate work items listed on sepa-
rate cards or as separate line items. 
For these people, cutting the use 
cases into user stories is pretty much 
a necessity. 

Use cases have limitations
According to Cockburn, there are 
two occasions when use cases really 
don’t serve a useful purpose. The first 
is for CAD/CAM tool-type systems. 
In these systems, there is no plot line 

for the story embedded in the use 
case. There are only many different 
tools the user can bring to bear.

“In such cases, I would quickly 
shift from high-level, coarse-grained 
use cases to features lists (and I 
wouldn’t even call them user stories, 
just ‘features’).”

“The second occasion when use cas-
es don’t serve a real purpose is in bug 
lists and feature enhancement lists. 
Related, once the system is fairly far 
along in implementation, the ongo-
ing requests from users look more and 
more like feature enhancement lists.”

“Again, I wouldn’t call these user 
stories except in deference to the 
implementation group if they are 
in the habit of saying ‘user story’ 
instead of ‘feature’ or ‘product back-
log item.’ In the case of long bug or 
feature lists, I would just work from 
the list.”

In contrast to this, Craig Larman 
– chief scientist at Valtech – claims 
that he likes user stories because they 
scale up to really, really large requests 
(like “implement the entire system”). 
In a way, both use cases and user sto-
ries could be regarded as fractal. Lar-
man makes use of this fractal nature 
of user stories to break really big 
projects into manageable pieces, each 
time using the “marker” characteris-
tic of user stories to defer detail. 

“I should say that this works for 
Craig because he can keep a lot in 
his head and is good with his con-
versations. From my perspective, 
if a team can’t keep track of which 
sentence in a use case they’re imple-
menting on a given iteration, they 
won’t be able to keep track of the 
fractal expansion of very large user 
stories.”

>>

Editor’s note. Three let-
ters – that is what USEr 
stories and USE cases 
have in common accord-
ing to Alistair cockburn, 
who stresses that they 
have different purposes 
and shouldn’t be con-
fused with each other. 
Or as he puts it himself: 
“I’ve finally concluded 
that a user story is to a 
use case as a gazelle is to 
a gazebo. See if you can 
describe the difference 
without just enumerat-
ing what each is. As the 
mad Hatter [in Alice in 
Wonderland] asked: ‘Why 
is a raven like a writing 
desk?’” 

(So in fact the gazelles 
and gazebos on these 
pages have really nothing 
to do with Lean or Agile, 
but Cockburn’s explana-
tion made our graphic 
designer go wild.) 

A gazebo is a pavilion 
structure, often octago-
nal, commonly found in 
parks, gardens, and spa-
cious public areas.

Gazebo
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                Paying attention to 
     that noun-verb issue has 
       been a big help to me in 
   navigating the choppy 
      methodology waters. 
   I still use it to this day. 

“

”

In Cockburn’s opinion, three things 
are really important in any project: 
vision, size and context:

• Vision
“It is crucial that every team member 
sees approximately the same end goal. 
This is more important on Agile proj-
ects because they write down less and 
leave more to tacit knowledge. There-
fore, every project – Agile or not, us-
ing Scrum or not – should have written 
down and posted in plain sight a short 
description of what the system is sup-
posed to do and how it is supposed to 
help its users and stakeholders. Anything 

over a page long is too long. 
“Ideally, the vision or mission state-

ment captures some emotional feel-
ing to help the developers tell wheth-
er they’re on track or not. For my new 
web site design, we’re using, ‘Get pleas-
antly lost in all the articles and con-
tent.’ Our first user test produced the 
response, ‘It’s very nice and clean, but 
I can’t see how to get pleasantly lost in 
here.’ Because of the vision statement, 
our viewer knew immediately what to 
comment on, and we had a direct idea 
in which direction to make changes. 
Other ones might be like, “Slide the 
buyer effortlessly along the conveyor 

Three essential factors
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belt to finishing a purchase”, or ‘Ensure 
the nurse NEVER gives a patient the 
wrong medication.’ ”

• Size 
“Everyone has an idea of the order of 
the task at hand, whether this is going 
to be a 10 work-month project or a 250 
work-month project. All too often with 
Agile projects, I see a ceiling line that 
rises faster than the programmers can 
work. This makes the sponsors nervous 
and the programmers depressed. 

“I’ve written that I like use cases 
because they reveal the size and shape 
of the product. If you’re not using use 

cases, go for some other technique that 
will hint at the approximate size of the 
final system, so the sponsors can make 
appropriate funding and staffing plans.”

• Context
“The programmers, UI designers and 
testers know how each product back-
log item, sprint item or user story fits 
in the work or operation of the user. 
This context helps them make many 
small design decisions along the way, 
or even challenge feature requests.” 

Use cases and user stories serve fundamentally different purposes, and so 
in some sense it makes no sense to compare them:

•  The purpose of a use case is to describe the black-box behavior of a system as 
it interacts with the outside world – not just with the primary user, but also with 
other systems. A use case is a record of decisions made about the behavior of the 
system under discussion. 
Use cases primarily serve the user and business community. These people have 
long suffered from not knowing what they are going to get. Use cases help with 
that. Programmers sometimes don’t like use cases because they are user-centric 
and call for behavior that crosses programmers’ assignments. 

•  The purpose of a user story is to mark – for later expansion – requests for sys-
tem functionality. A user story is a token or marker that gets moved, expanded, 
annotated as the request gets handled. It is not a requirements document, it is 
not a record of decisions made, and it is not a description of system behavior. It is 
always just a marker.
User stories primarily serve the developer community. These people suffer from 
having to split up requirements documents into tiny pieces to spread among 
themselves. User stories can be split small enough to assign to single developers 
or development groups. 

With these two purposes in mind, the pros and cons become quite clear, 
and are naturally opposing as shown to the right.

Use Case & User Stories – a pros & cons approach

 Presents a clear de-
scription of system be-
havior. 

 Records outcomes 
of discussions 

 Provides discipline 
for "completeness" and 
look-ahead, and can 
be used to get a good 
handle on the size of 
the system to be devel-
oped and reduce the 
number of surprises 
along the way. 

 Has a "shape" show-
ing all behavior around 
a system request – this 
serves the user and 
business community 
well, so that people can 
more easily see the im-
plications of what they 
are asking for.

 Short (just a sen-
tence or a phrase).

 Can be used to 
mark needs outside 
pure functionality – 
data enrichment, us-
ability improvement, 
even internal work 
items for the team.

 Easy to write on 
an index card; sets of 
them can be manipu-
lated in 2D on the wall 
to indicate priority 
and spans of behav-
ior across actors quite 
visibly.

 Can be split into 
smaller and smaller 
pieces; a complete user 
story can fit into any 
size of iteration.

Use Case

User Story
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To understand the parallel development of use cases 
and user stories you have to go back to the 1960s. At 
that time, Ivar Jacobson invented use cases for his 
own use when he was working with Ericsson tele-
phony systems. 

 
“When you look at particularly the ‘extensions’ as-
pect of use cases, you can still see remnants of Erics-
son telephony systems”, says Cockburn. At that time, 
they would lock the documents at a certain point, so 
you could not make any more changes to them. An 
“extension” was a way to write a new document and 
say, “At step 17 of that old document, we want to de-
tect the following condition and insert the following 
behavior.” This makes good sense for that environ-
ment, but of course doesn’t make much sense for our 
modern electronic-repository based and hyperlinked 
requireme nts tools.”

“The other thing was that in telephony”, Cockburn con-
tinues, “services are largely additive. A customer owns a 
simple service, then adds call waiting. The execution of 
call waiting is that the simple services runs, and then is 
interrupted by a condition – the call waiting – that the 
system detects, at which point it goes off and does that 
behavior, then returns to the simple service. Here again, 
you can see that the extensions model of use cases makes 
good sense – it describes interrupting a flow of behavior 
to inject a new flow of behavior.” 

 
Ivar Jacobsen left use cases alone in the 1970s, and 
revisited them in the 1980s when he was writing his 
Ph.D. dissertation. At that point he introduced them 
for general application development.

 
“What I had to test for my methodology was whether 
his form of writing, which works so well for telepho-
ny, works well also in application 
development. It was not clear in 1991 that it would. 
Over the years, I have found that it works remarkably 
well for general process descriptions of all sorts, and 
particularly black-box requirements for interactive 
software applications.”

 
User stories got their start when Kent Beck was look-
ing for lighter, faster ways to gather feature requests. 
(Note, he does not like the word “requirements”). He 
was working in areas where there were not many us-
ers, so he could literally walk down the hall, ask the 
user a question, walk back and start typing. 

“In 1993, I attended a workshop called WOOD 
(Workshop on Object-Oriented Design)”, says Cock-
burn. “It was held at the Snowbird ski resort (not acci-
dentally the same place we wrote the Agile manifesto – 
we several times held workshops there). At that work-
shop, Ivar talked about use cases for almost two days. 
As we left, I recall thinking that we were in for a rough 
time, because it was clear that everyone had formed 
a different impression of what a use case was – and 
the people in the room were all notable writers: Adele 
Goldberg, Kenny Rubin, Jim Rumbaugh, Larry Con-
stantine, Kent Beck, Martin Fowler and others.” 

 
Sure enough, at the next WOOD in 1994, Ivar Jacob-
sen wasn’t present. Among the 17 people present, 14 
different definitions for “use case” were found based on 
memories of the previous year. Martin Fowler offered 
the quip, “I think use case is just Swedish for ‘scenar-
io’.” And Kent Beck said, “Just ask the users what they 
want, and write that on a card.” The cards should have 
no particular structure – duplication and overlap were 
allowed. The point was only to find out what the real 
users wanted. Real diligence would need to be applied.

 Kent Beck got to try his card method out in several 
places, including Wall Street firms and on the Chrys-
ler payroll system. Those are very different environ-
ments, and have very different user types – the only 
thing they have in common is a small user base. Kent 
Beck came to call these things “user stories”. 

 
“In strong distinction to use cases, user stories were 
supposed to be informal ‘reminders to have a conversa-
tion’ as opposed to requirements documents, they were 
to be written on index cards as opposed to being main-
tained online, they were to reflect what real users re-
quested as opposed to consolidated decisions made by 
business analysts, and they were not to have any partic-
ular structure, as opposed to the structured form that 
use cases have.” 

 
“And that,” Cockburn concludes, “started the long 
wars between use cases and user stories.” 

Requirements 
revisited
– how the long wars between use cases 
and user stories started 
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Staffan Persson is a 
senior consultant at Soft-
house Öresund. He is a 
Lean & Agile coach and  
one of our most senior 
trainers at Softhouse 
Education.

Reflections on
”A use case is to a user story  
as a gazelle to a gazebo”

Reflections on
”A use case is to a user story 
as a gazelle to a gazebo”

Staffan Persson

Let’s make peace in the war between Use Case 
fundamentalists and User Story rebels! I really 

like Alistair Cockburns article. It helps me explain to 
people that they don’t have to choose between Use 
Cases and User Stories. They can use both techniques 
in a smart way, to complement each other.

Over the years, I have seen far too many com-
panies looking for the Silver Bullet way of writing 
requirements. And they all have their fundamental-
ists and rebels creating the war. Sometimes the war 
includes other ways of writing requirements as well, 
but that doesn’t really matter. The bottom line is: 
We don’t need this war! Writing requirements is not 
a science; it’s about understanding the needs of cus-
tomers and end users. And it’s about understanding 
how our software creates value for customers and end 
users. Creating this understanding is hard, maybe 
that’s why there is this quest for the Silver Bullet that 
starts the war.

To me, the problem with this war is that people 
tend to forget that that the single most efficient way 
to understand needs and value is to communicate 
face to face with the right people. If we must have a 
war, its purpose should be to tear down the invisible 
organisational walls that in large organisations hinder 
software developers from communicating closely with 
the source about needs and value. This communica-
tion is so often filtered through e.g. marketing depart-
ments, project managers, business analysts and archi-

tects, via written requirements on different levels.
Hand-in-hand with the war comes the warriors’ 

pride in being good at writing requirements, which 
I think has led to requirements management being 
a skill of its own in large companies. This in turn 
often leads to requirements being written upfront, 
although these companies have the ambition to work 
agile. Writing requirements upfront puts even more 
ammunition into the war, looking for the best way to 
write requirements in an unambiguous way, with no 
need to change them later on in the project.

Coming back to Use Cases and User Stories, 
they both serve the purpose of helping the people 
involved remember the conversations they have had, 
as Alistair points out, but from different angles. Use 
Cases suit users and customers, from a black-box per-
spective, to remember what system behavior they are 
going to get. User Stories suit developers to remem-
ber what valuable system functionality they are going 
to build. A Use Case can be seen as a container of 
several User Stories put into a context, whereas User 
Stories are well shaped to fit into short iterations. Or 
as Alistair says “User Stories should be regarded as 
carpaccio, describing very thin slices of work for the 
developers to develop. Use Cases, on the other hand, 
describe the size and shape of the target.”

So, stop the war, start communicating just-in-time 
and write down the remembrance of the conversations 
in Use Cases (with few pages) and User Stories! ■
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✏ By Ingemar Andreasson, Softhouse

As an expert on the management of 
product development for more than 
two decades, Don Reinertsen is fa-
mous for bringing “fresh perspectives 
and quantitative rigour” to the subject. 
Here, he shares some of his thoughts 
on product development with Soft-
house’s Ingemar Andreasson.

The title of Don Reinertsens latest book 
is “The Principles of Product Devel-
opment Flow – The Principles of Sec-
ond Generation Lean Product Devel-
opment”. In the book, the terms “first 

generation” and “second generation” 
are used to highlight an evolving under-
standing of how Lean methods can be 
applied in product development.

•	 First	generation	approaches	started	
with the ideas of lean manufactur-
ing and peaked at Toyota’s appli-
cation of these ideas in its prod-
uct development system. However, 
ideas that work with the repetitive, 
low-variability work of manufactur-
ing are often not suited to fast mov-
ing markets that rely on innovation. 
For example, first generation think-
ing strives to eliminate as much Ph
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variability as possible with the 
un pleasant side effect eliminating 

innovation. The need for innovation 
demands that we learn to function 
well in the presence of variability.

 
•	 Second	generation	approaches	use	

Toyota as a starting point and incor-
porate advanced methods from many 
other domains. These include ideas 
from economics, queueing theory, 
statistics, telecommunication net-
work design, computer operating 
systems, control engineering, and 
maneuver warfare. More advanced 
ideas are needed because the domain 
of product development is intrinsi-
cally less repetitive and more variable 
than manufacturing. As a result, you 

have to look to domains that have 
learned to achieve flow in the pres-
ence of variability – not domains that 
achieve flow by eliminating variabil-
ity. It is simply too limiting to assume 
that reducing variability is the only 
possible solution.

A science-based approach
“Of course this makes second genera-
tion ideas more intellectually challeng-
ing,” says Reinertsen. “First generation 
thinking was very empirical and “faith-
based”. We were told, ‘Trust us, if this 
method works for Toyota in the auto-
motive business it applies everywhere. 
Don’t worry about why it works. Only 
non-believers ask questions.’ Second 
generation thinking is more science-

– HOW tO AvOID 
tHrOWING OUt 
INNOvAtION WItH 
tHE WAstEWAtEr
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Don Reinert-
sen’s latest 
book “The 
principles  
of Product 
Develop-

ment Flow” describes the 
main aspects of Second 
Generation Lean Product 
Development. Drawing 
upon ideas from telecom-
munications networks, 
transportation systems, 
computer operating sys-
tems and military doctrine 
he combines a lucid 
explanation of the science 
behind 
flow with a 
rich set of 
practical ap-
proaches.

Don Reinertsen

based. It emphasizes the need to under-
stand the mechanism of action behind 
methods. It emphasizes the quantifica-
tion that is required to make tradeoffs 
between multiple important objectives.”

 Reinertsen gives a simple example: 
First generation thinking treats the opti-
mality of “one-piece flow” as an article 
of faith. In contrast, second generation 
thinking treats batch size as an econom-
ic tradeoff between holding cost and 
transaction cost. It uses larger batch sizes 
when transaction costs are high, and 
smaller batch sizes when they are lower. It 
understands the quantitative relationship 
between transaction cost and batch size 
and uses reduction of transaction costs as 
a way of enabling lower batch sizes. 

 “We see such thinking in software 
development where test process auto-
mation has driven down the transac-
tion cost of testing and thereby enabled 
much smaller batch sizes,” says Rein-
artsen.

Queues need to be managed
Reinertsen often stresses the role of 
queues in product development. Like 

manufacturing, product development 
has work-in-process inventory. Most of 
this inventory is work products sitting 
idle in queues.

 “It is hard to over-emphasize the 
importance of these queues,” Reinertsen 
says. “These queues are typically unmea-
sured and unmanaged – 98 percent of 
product developers do not know the size 
of the queues in their development pro-
cesses. This should not really surprise us 
because inventory in product develop-
ment is not physical objects, but infor-
mation – information that is invisible 
both physically and financially.”

 Why then do we have large queues 
in product development? According to 
Reinertsen, we only need to understand 
a little queueing theory to see that the 
answer is obvious. When a process with 
variability is loaded to high levels of uti-
lization our work products will spend 
most of their cycle time waiting in 
queue. The higher we load our resour-
ces the slower our cycle time becomes.

 “Where do we load our processes 
today? Typically above 98 per-
cent utilization! It should be Ph
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no surprise that we have queues,” 
Reinertsen says. “These queues 
increase cycle time and overhead. 

They hurt quality by delaying feedback. 
They demotivate our workers. How do 
we reduce them? It starts by measuring 
them and quantifying their cost. Then, 
we can look at actions we can take to 
shrink the queues and compare the cost 
of these actions to their benefits.”

 How then would Reinertsen recom-
mend that a company start introduc-
ing Lean methods in product develop-
ment? “I always start by developing an 

understanding of the economics, identi-
fying the queues, and then determining 
their costs,” he says. “However, there 
are actually many places a company can 
start. Some companies start by reducing 
batch sizes in their processes, others by 
making work-in-process inventory vis-
ible with visual control boards, and oth-
ers by implementing WIP constraints. 
In general it helps to pick something 
that is causing pain and to produce 
meaningful results quickly. This gen-
erates energy that can be harnessed to 
make broader changes.”  

In his books and lectures, Reinert-
sen often points out that a thorough 
“understanding of your economics” 
is crucial for anyone trying to opti-
mize the product development pro-
cesses in their organization. 

“All product development activities 
attempt to simultaneously satisfy 
multiple competing performance 
objectives. We have product 
performance goals, schedules, and 
development budgets. We cannot 
maximize all of these measures of 
performance at the same time, so 
we trade performance in one area 
for performance in another area. 
How do we do this today? We use 
our intuition, and our intuition is ter-
rible. If you ask people working on 
the same project to independently 
estimate the cost of delay on their 
project and you will get answers that 
differ by 50 to 1.

 To make better decisions we need 

to express all our objectives in the 
same unit of measure. We normally 
use life cycle profit impact as this 
measure. Let’s say that adding a new 
feature would delay the project by 2 
weeks. If we know that cycle time 
is worth € 100,000 per week then 
we should only add the feature if it 
will produce more than € 200,000 of 
extra profit. This may seem quite ba-
sic but today 85 percent of product 
developers do not know the cost of 
delay for the projects that they are 
working on.

 
Taking control in a changing  
environment
Quantification is the foundation of 
any science-based approach. When 
we try to optimize our processes we 
always encounter situations where 
some measures of performance 
improve as others get worse. Overall 
performance is a U-curve function. 

We can only deal with these prob-
lems with the aid of quantification. 
moreover, by quantifying tradeoffs 
we can rationally adjust our tradeoffs 
as our economic context changes. 
This transparent logical relationship 
between our choices and our envi-
ronment is critical in a world where 
the environment constantly changes.

 Finally, grounding our choices on 
economics is key to gaining the sup-
port of management. management 
has the legal duty to pay attention to 
the economic consequences of its 
choices. management always has 
a surplus of good ideas to spend 
money on. When we package our 
choices within an economic frame-
work we enable management to 
choose between these ideas quickly 
and correctly. When we use qualita-
tive and “faith-based” arguments we 
make it much harder for manage-
ment to support us.”

“Ideas that work 
with the repeti-
tive, low-variabili-
ty work of manu-
facturing are 
often not suited to 
fast moving mar-
kets that rely on 
innovation”

>>

Understanding economics
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product development”

Reflections on
”Getting flow into your 
product development”

After five years of developing software, I had still 
never thought about flow in the wider perspec-

tive. For me, flow was the kind of highly efficient 
state you may get into when you are permitted to 
work undisturbed for an hour or so. Sometimes my 
entire focus was on getting into the flow and every-
thing that took me out of it became my enemy. I am 
a well-trained code writer, let me produce!

It turns out that the concept of flow is a bit larger 
than this and that even teams and organizations can 
get into the state of flow.

Reinertsen argues that individual flow isn’t 
always an optimal state since it might end up with 
you producing more work than the next work-
station can deal with. And even if you think you 
are productive, maybe all you are actually doing 
is producing waste and prolonging the feedback 
loop. What is more important is to focus on the 
global flow: the rate at which the company can 
deliver value to its customers. To gain speed here, 
all tasks and handoffs have to be streamlined. This 
is far more important than how fast a single coder 
can finish his coding assignment.

Flow in practice
One of the first things we look into at our custom-
ers is their flow. Do they have the bottlenecks in the 
desired places? Do they manage their queues? How 
do they make sure that only value-adding items are 
passed through the bottlenecks? 

At one customer we found for example that they 
were especially keen on starting several parallel proj-
ects. Projects that unfortunately ended up as work-

in-progress for months since there were no resources 
available to complete them.

The wardrobe metaphor
But managing flow can be as simple as managing the 
your wardrobe. It is obvious that you need to wash 
your clothes before you run out of them. If you don’t 
wash early enough the consequence is that eventual-
ly you need to buy more clothes. And if you do, you 
will get an even larger pile of dirty laundry. Not to 
mention that you will need a larger closet! 

Hence, mismanagement of your wardrobe will 
eventually make your inventory expenses rise, the 
operational costs rise and all you’ve gained is a larger 
pile to handle more seldom. But on the other hand, 
having just one set of clothes forces you to wash 
way too often, so you need a little bit larger batch 
size than that. In the article, Ingemar Andreasson 
explains the importance of finding good batch sizes.

Understanding economics
It happens all the time that you hear how important a 
deadline is, and you try to help by shortcutting the busi-
ness analyst and producing software you think the cus-
tomer will value. Since you’re idle until you get the cor-
rect requirements you might as well add some value. 

But wait a minute! Aren’t the testers the bottle-
necks in your organization as well? Do they really 
have the time to test your potential non-value-add-
ing charity? Do you have any idea how much this 
charity could cost the customer and your company? 
If not, I recommend that you read Ingemar Andreas-
son’s review of the wondrous concept of FLOW. ■

Anders Holmberg is 
an Agile consultant at 
Softhouse in Stockholm. 
He works as a Scrum 
master and Agile coach.

Anders Holmberg
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Thorough preparation creates

>>

The story of a group of software developers who formed 
a team, travelled to Denmark and found joy working 
on an Agile software project.

In the spring of 2009 Softhouse was contacted 
by a Danish client looking for a develop-
ment team with skills in web technology. 
The client develops electronic infrastuc-
ture for Denmark’s public authorities. 
The assignment – in keeping with the 
times – was to make three mobile 
telephone services publicly avail-
able. One of the developers who 
took the train across the Öre-
sund Bridge was Tina Lenshof, an 
M.Sc. in Electrical Engineering  
educated in Lund.

 ‘I’d only recently arrived at 
the company, so this felt 
like a real challenge. 
Until then we’d 
been spread out as 
consultants at a 
number 

✏ By Tina Lenshof, 
Software Consultant, Softhouse Consulting tE AM
AN EFFECtIvE
– this is how the coach motivates his 
or her team to achieve amazing 
results with real joy

This article is a reprint from Lean Magazine #5 (2010)
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‘Our coach helped us find joy 
in working in a team’

tE AM

The Gefyon Fountain (Gefionspringvandet) is the largest monument in Copenhagen. It depicts an ancient legend about Gefyon, 
a goddess who turned her sons into oxens in order to carve out a piece of Sweden to form the Danish island Zealand.

This article is a reprint from Lean Magazine #5 (2010)
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of different companies, and 
only a few in the team had actu-

ally worked together before. As far as 
I knew, we had quite different tech-
nical backgrounds, and not many in 
the group had thorough experience of 
Agile working practices.’

Rock-solid team-building
Before the project got going, the team 
was brought together on home ground 
in Malmö by its coach Ola Sundin. The 
first task was to build up the team mem-
bers’ trust in one another. Exercises in-
cluded everyone presenting themselves 
in a variety of ways. This helped people 
both to get to know each other and to 
find their own place in the group.

Just before the first sprint in the scrum 
project, everyone did a personality test. 
Put simply, each person had to choose 
among words to describe themselves. 
The test was designed in such a way as 
to emphasize each participant’s positive 
attributes while still making clear – gently 
– what they were less good at. 

‘When you can recognize your defi-
ciencies and admit them to others, 
you’re well on the way to winning 
their confidence,’ says Tina Lenshof. 

The group also discussed various 
personality types and looked at the 
whole team’s results. This allowed 
them to see which attributes were rep-
resented in the team and which ones 
they needed to cover between them. 

‘Ola Sundin, our coach, explained 
how a team develops and goes 
through different phases. He was care-
ful to explain that it is natural for con-
flicts to arise when you’re on the way 
to becoming a high-achieving team. 
He pointed out how important it is 
for team members to be open towards 
each other – and towards him in his 
role as coach – if conflicts arise.’

Daily contact with the client
Motivation needs more than a list of 
requirements, so Ola Sundin got ev-

ery team member to formulate one or 
more personal goals, such as “to be-
come a specialist within a technical 
field” or “to strengthen my leadership 
qualities”. Later during the project he 
followed up how far team members 
had managed to fulfil their goals.

A further motivational factor for 
Scrum team members was that they 
were directly responsible, togeth-
er with the client, for formulating 
requirements and determining goals 
for all the sprints.

‘Being able to take the initiative 
and get immediate feedback on design 
proposals made our team very effec-
tive,’ says Tina Lenshof. ‘We had daily 
access to the client if we needed to ask 
questions, which made it easier for us 
to fully understand the aims of the 
project. It also meant that we became 
even more engaged in the project.’

At regular intervals, the team 
reflects on how to become more effec-
tive, then tunes and adjusts its behav-
ior accordingly.

The work with the client started 
with a “Sprint Zero” which aimed 
to present the team to the client and 
stakeholders, to set up the work-
ing environment and servers, and to 
produce a proof-of-concept in line 
with the project. The role of Product 
Owner was taken on by one of the cli-
ent’s project leaders, while the role of 
Scrum Master was shared between the 
team members. The Scrum team was 
housed at the client’s offices in a room 
dominated by linked desks where 
they sat and worked in concentrated 
silence, each with their own laptop. 

In all, the project comprised 12 
sprints of 1–2 weeks.

Essential feedback
Every morning the team held stand-up 
meetings to synchronise their work, to 
take new information on board, and to 
deal with any unplanned work 
which had emerged. Guiding 

‘Build projects 
around motivated 
individuals. Give 
them the environ-
ment and support 
they need, and 
trust them to get 
the job done.’

‘The most effi-
cient and effective 
method of con-
veying informa-
tion to and within 
a development 
team is face-to-
face conversation.’

‘The best archi
tectures, require-
ments and designs 
emerge from self-
organizing teams.’

‘At regular inter-
vals, the team 
reflects on how 
to become more 
effective, then 
tunes and adjusts 
its behavior 
accordingly.’

>>

>>

This article is a reprint from Lean Magazine #5 (2010)
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Daily stand-up meetings is a useful 
exercise in all types of endeavors

This article is a reprint from Lean Magazine #5 (2010)
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principles for the meetings were to 
keep them short and not to discuss 

solutions.
‘We agreed that we would have a spe-

cific aim for each meeting and that we 
would close the meeting as soon as the 
aim had been achieved. This made sure 
that we saved both time and energy.’ 

The team was re-energized with a ret-
rospective after every sprint. By sharing 
their experiences from the sprint about 
what worked well or badly, team mem-
bers were able to communicate and 
share their expertise, and all were better 
prepared for the next sprint.

‘Getting personal praise from other 
members strengthens your own positive 
attributes and increases your motiva-
tion,’ says Tina Lenshof. ‘The retrospec-
tive is also a sort of forum where you 
can raise problems, find ways of solving 
them, and sort out how to make sure 
they don’t happen again. It’s also a great 
opportunity to bring up worries for the 
future, so that the team and coach can 
manage them together.’

It emerged during the retrospectives 
that when team members worked alone 
on difficult assignments, they found it 
difficult to focus, and on other occa-
sions they spent unnecessarily much 
time fixing details. The coach’s solution 
to both problems is pair-programming. 

‘Working together has several ben-
efits,’ says Tina Lenshof. ‘You main-
tain your focus on the task, you reach 
a solution more quickly, the solution 
is automatically reviewed and is often 
better. At the same time, it’s an effi-
cient way of spreading knowledge and 
skills across the whole team.’

Task completed   
– energy dissipated
With the Danish spring at its most 
beautiful in May, the team experienced 
a sudden dip in energy levels. It was 
hard to explain, as it happened imme-
diately after several weeks of unexpect-
edly high productivity and satisfactory 
results. What had happened? 

‘We brought it up with our coach 
Ola Sundin at the next retrospective,’ 
says Tina Lenshof. ‘We eventually 
decided that the problem was that we 
had reached our goal too early – the 
task was completed before the sprint 
was over. Instead of finishing the 
sprint early, we tried to find new tasks, 
and this led to frustration. From then 
on we never extended a sprint just to 
suit the schedule.’

‘When you make frequent deliver-
ies, you keep your focus. You get an 
overview of what’s needed to complete 
a delivery and can estimate how long 

‘Deliver work-
ing software fre-
quently, from a 
couple of weeks 
to a couple of 
months, with 
a preference to 
the shorter time-
scale’

>>
Ph

ot
o:

 is
to

ck
ph

ot
o.

co
m

This article is a reprint from Lean Magazine # 5 (2010)
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it’s going to take to reach your goal. 
On the other hand, dragging tasks out 
just to make time pass decreases moti-
vation and energy. By having a goal 
for every sprint, the team knows when 
to bring the sprint to an end and con-
gratulate itself on a job well done.’

Something which also affect-
ed the team’s energy levels positive-
ly was being given new challenges. 
As a result, they were determined to 
deliver fully working software. It saps 
the energy to have to repair some-
thing which used to work once upon 
a time, while new challenges increase 
energy. Occasionally the team had to 
go back and improve its deliverables. 
Taking time to reflect on solutions 
and rework the code gave increased 
satisfaction, since the team knew they 
were delivering an improved product.

The competitive instinct can 
be counter-productive
The team managed for long time to 
avoid conflict, until it was divided into 
two to develop two different solutions 
for the same product. This put a damp-
er on the feeling of solidarity achieved 
earlier in the project. The competitive 
instinct took over, and the two groups 
started to rile each other. Instead of be-
ing a spur, the competition actually 

stifled creativity, and the only goal was 
who would get there first.

‘Eventually we found ourselves in 
a situation where the client had to 
choose between two different solu-
tions, though there was no way of 
deciding which solution was the best,’ 
says Tina Lenshof. ‘We got stuck in an 
emotional discussion where prestige 
was more important than technique.’

In the retrospective, the team came 
to the conclusion that when there’s no 
way of measuring the quality of dif-
ferent solutions, it’s better to discuss 
the different proposals’ motivation at 
the outset, before development begins, 
and let the best motivation determine 
the outcome. Team members also felt 
their motivation shrink when they were 
compared with each other, and were 
prevented from working together.

‘When we summarized the project 
we concluded that there were three 
factors that were vital to building up 
team spirit. Firstly, that we had access 
to a team coach thoroughly immersed 
in Agile development and group 
dynamics. Secondly, that we were 
open towards each other. And finally, 
that we placed great importance on 
improving our working practices and 
following Agile principles for a soft-
ware project.’  

This article is a reprint from Lean Magazine #5 (2010)
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Reflections on
”Thorough preparation 
creates an effective 
team”

Reflections on
”Thorough preparation 
creates an effective 
team”

Christian Pendleton

this is one of my favourite articles in the his-
tory of Lean Magazine. I enjoy story telling as 

a method of describing a scenario and this is a great 
story of a team coming together with the help of an 
experienced coach, building up their way of working 
together and starting to function as a team, rather 
than a bunch of individuals.

It is also a great story because it shows the “agile 
awakening” of a newly employed developer at Soft-
house and reflects her experiences of working in an 
environment where they take the effort to focus on 
how the team functions and evolves to become more 
and more self-organizing. To me, it’s a bit like re-
living my own first experiences with team-focused 
development with Agile values.

The article takes the reader through the start of 
the project as seen through the eyes of Tina, kick-
ing off with initial team building exercises and sprint 
zero. After that, Tina describes some of the practic-
es in Scrum including the scrum and the retrospec-
tive. But the sun doesn’t always shine even on suc-

cessful Agile teams and in this story the team is hit 
by an energy dip after a few sprints. Tina manages 
to describe the confused feeling in the team and the 
emotions when they got to grips with the problem.

The last part describes a conflict situation where 
the team was divided and ended up in a competi-
tive situation that they had no control of. Morale 
dropped and they apparently felt quite powerless 
in this new situation. They discussed the situation 
in the retrospective and came to some valuable 
conclusions. Tina finishes by describing the proj-
ect summary and what they had all learned from 
the project.

I think everybody that works with software devel-
opment gets valuable knowledge from this arti-
cle. People that are new to Agile development get 
a good view of what a successful Agile project and 
team can be like. People that have already embraced 
Agile development will most likely nod their heads, 
recognizing the situations and feelings that are 
described. ■

christian Pendleton is a 
senior consultant at Softhouse 
Öresund, focusing on configura-
tion management and Agile/
Lean process implementation. 
He has worked in the Swedish 
telecom industry for 15 years.
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An Agile Contract 
model based on 
trouble tickets

Agile contracts is a buzzword that has circled 

around in the Lean and Agile communities for a 

number of years – but few have seen it work in 

practice. In this article Thomas Letterkrantz of 

Softhouse writes about a successful trial of a new 

form of contracts for a maintenance project.
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✏ By Thomas Letterkrantz, Softhouse

This article is a reprint from Lean Magazine #6 (2010)
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For several years, Softhouse has been 
promoting the ideas around payment 
for actual deliverables rather than 
hours spent. About a year ago – in 
the summer of 2009 – one customer 
where we practice Agile work methods 
had reached a point where consultant 
head-count was becoming an issue to 
top management. It was a splendid 
opportunity to demonstrate the power 
of the Agile contract model. 

The work to transfer to the new 
business model started in the Design 
Maintenance area where the key deliv-
erable was identified as a “finished 
trouble ticket”, something that was 
dealt with in such a quantity and with 
a small enough average work effort to 
be able to set a common price tag on. 

Finetuning the process
During Q3 2009 the process was fine-
tuned in respect of the needed set of 
rules and measurement points. For 
example, if a trouble ticket is re-
opened it can’t be counted 
again when it’s 
closed a second time. 
In this respect the model is 
fair and self adjusting: “Do 
a sloppy job and you have 
to work extra for free”.

Due to an existing Service Level 
Agreement the average lead time was 
also defined as an important perfor-
mance indicator.

 The resulting business model sets 
a goal on the number of trouble tick-

“It’s all about promoting 
an efficient way of working 
where focus on headcount 
is dropped to the benefit of 
flexibility in the working 
teams.”

ets that the team shall finish during 
the agreement period. If the number 
of finished trouble tickets falls below 
or exceeds that number by a certain 
amount, a penalty or bonus will be the 
result. Also the Service Level Agreement 
part will have a penalty or bonus effect.

How it works in practice 
During Q4 2009 measurements were 
made for a full quarter, to use as in-
put for an agreement for Q1 2010. As 
a result, the “cost” for an average trou-
ble ticket was calculated to 49 hours. 
This was used for a dry run during Q1 
2010 under “realistic circumstances”. 
For Q2 2010 the first sharp agreement 
was set up. No safety net, payment per 
trouble ticket with set penalty and bo-
nus levels. The new business model 
was launched.

 Still, this kind of agreement had 
not been possible without the healthy 
level of trust that exists between Soft-
house and its customer. 

Both parties 
have to keep in 

mind what is the 
key purpose with 

the new set-up: It’s not 
in any way to squeeze 
money out of the other 

party. It’s all about promoting an 
efficient way of working where focus 
on head-count is 
dropped to the 
benefit of flex-
ibility in the 

This article is a reprint from Lean Magazine #6 (2010)
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The basic idea of an Agile contract is that the Agile way 
of working should also be reflected on the contractual 
level between a customer company and its software 
supplier. Some people think that it is simply to change 
from contracts based on “Fixed Price-Fixed Scope” 
to “Time-and-material”. However, this is not usually 
acceptable for the customer company, since they want 
some kind of structure to be able to follow up the per-
formance and make sure that things don’t get out of 
hand. There have been ideas about agreeing on a price 

for delivered Story Points and other similar models, 
but few have been able to make this work in practice.

In the last year Softhouse has developed an Agile 
contract model for maintenance projects which was 
evaluated at the beginning of 2010, and is now in full 
operation with one customer. One great advantage with 
this model is that it allows the stakeholders to follow up 
the execution of the maintenance activity – leading to 
continuous improvement of the performance (Kaizen).

Agile contracts in practice
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working teams. This flexibility means 
that also under an existing agreement 
the target number of trouble tick-
ets can be revised 
for example if the 
customer has a larg-
er inflow than expected and Soft-
house has the capacity to meet this. 
It also means that if a prioritized task 
appears, it can be estimated and trans-
lated into a number of “trouble tick-
et equivalents” to be covered by the 
existing agreement.

 During the time Softhouse has been 
working according to the model, the 
average time for finishing trouble tickets 
has gone from 49 hours to 45 hours, and 
we have thus been able to lower the price 
per ticket for the new agreement period. 
So, from a pure cost perspective the new 
business model is also proving very posi-
tive for the customer. 

 

This article is a reprint from Lean Magazine #6 (2010)
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Reflections on
”Trouble tickets”

Reflections on
”Trouble tickets”

Thomas Letterkrantz

the article on Trouble Tickets is actually part of 
a longer story. The lesson that we would like to 

spread here is what happened before the agreement 
and to some extent what’s still happening now – that 
is where the big profits are!

Before
•	Fixed	percentage	of	time	allocated	for	mainte-
nance and the rest for development.
•	No	overview	of	how	much	time	they	really	spent	
on Trouble Reports (TR).
•	CV	purchase	of	individual	consultants.

After
•	Two	thirds	of	staff	available	for	other	tasks.
•	Only	half	the	amount	of	work	needed	per	Trouble	
Report.
•	No	mounting	backlog.
•	A	contract	model	which	is	win-win	and	promotes	
continuous improvement.

BEFORE
Before the project the customer worked in a fairly tra-
ditional manner. They had development teams that 
worked on development and maintenance in combi-
nation. Since the product is large, complex, and used 
worldwide, the inflow of TR was comparatively large.

The arrangement was that each team would use a 
certain fixed percentage of their time for maintenance 
and the rest for development. This was regardless of 

the fact that the actual distribution was changing all 
the time. The consequence was that they had no idea 
how much time was actually spent on maintenance.

Certainly the teams utilized their allotted percent-
age – at least in their timesheets – but in practice 
they worked with a little bit of each. Meanwhile, an 
uncompleted backlog of errors lay on the shelf that 
no-one ever had time to get to grips with. It is also 
relevant that the customer bought time from “CV 
consultants” who were virtually employees: the cus-
tomer had recruited and trained them himself and 
took responsibility for administration, IT equipment 
and planning of their assignments.

In this situation, the client began to wonder if there 
was another way of working. They wanted to address 
the backlog and create a smarter business model. 
They got in touch with us at Softhouse because they 
had heard us talk about other types of solutions.

The first measure was to separate out maintenance 
work and have dedicated staff for this, as well as to 
start measuring how much time it took. Based on 
the available data we estimated the time required 
on average per TR. The starting point then was 
three teams and a never-ending backlog. The client 
engaged two of its own teams and instead of buying 
CVs by the hour let us set up a third team that we 
ran. These had to be a little more agile and free-rang-
ing and represented our benchmark.

The consequence of this was that it very quickly 
halved the number of hours per TR in line with the 
principle “What gets measured gets done!” We suc-
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ceeded quite simply in focussing better on the task. 
In addition, our team was perceived as a breath of 
fresh air which led to positive competition arising 
between the teams.

AFTER
Now we had measured and collected the necessary 
data, while at the same time we had a better focus on 
the task. At this stage, the customer was ready to ne-
gotiate a new contract model with us.

Action number one was to undertake a “dry run” 
for three months. In other words, we had a mod-
el that we were agreed on, but we “dry ran” with 
the customer continuing to pay us by the hour, just 
as they had previously. We simulated an agreement 
to see what the outcome would be. (In all honesty, 
at this stage both parties felt slightly uncertain and 
wanted to ensure that both would be winners and 
that the agreement did not “tip over” and become 
unreasonable for either of us.)

Everything worked well and the next quarter we 
began to work under the contract proper, which we 
still do. Nowadays, the customer buys three months 
at a time, followed by a reconciliation with com-
plete transparency which is then used as input to the 
next quarterly contract. The customer orders a given 
volume each quarter and if our results are better, we 
share the extra profits (vice versa if the results are 
worse).

As the adjustment is made each new quarter with 
the previous quarter as benchmark, we actually have 
a self-regulatory agreement under which neither 
party can be an extreme winner. If we have a good 
quarter, next quarter’s targets will be tougher, and if 
we have a poor one, they become easier. One should 

remember that TR difficulty varies, and this helps to 
regulate this fact.

The customer puts constant pressure on us to 
deliver more for the same price. This gives us an 
incentive to make rationalizations and improvements 
that benefit both us and the customer. Compare this 
with a lower hourly rate, which does not encourage 
efficiency but only means that the fast and skillful 
earn less than those who are unnecessarily slow.
• After the contract (which this article describes), 

we have continued to reduce the workload by a fur-
ther 20 % and we are jointly continuing to put pres-
sure on ourselves to improve results.
• The division of roles has also improved consid-

erably. The customer looks at the volumes they need 
and spends their time becoming better at predicting 
volumes and sizing requirements. We spend our time 
resolving TR in the best possible way.
• Since we went over to this model, the backlog 

has disappeared. The customer is even praised by 
their customers because they have no outstanding 
bug reports.
• Three maintenance teams with a continuous 

backlog has instead become one team. The other two 
teams can instead work on the development of new 
features. 

Everyone is satisfied, everyone is happy!
 

In summary: 
First it was KAIKAKU we applied (making the revo-
lution from standardized hourly rates and CV-pur-
chases per hour to dedicated teams and a willingness 
to buy deliverables) and then we practice KAIZEN, 
with quarterly follow-up and improvement! ■

Thomas Letterkrantz is a 
senior Project manager and 
consultant at Softhouse 
Baltic. He has worked in a 
large number of Agile con-
tract business relations.
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Mary Poppendieck

Mary Poppendieck:

”What does 
Lean Development 
really boil down to?”

mary Poppendieck has 
been working in the Infor-
mation Technology indus-
try for thirty years. She 
has managed solutions 
for companies in several 
disciplines, including sup-
ply chain management, 
manufacturing systems, 
and digital media. 

Her books on Lean 
Software Development 
are by many considered 
to be the leading works 
on the subject. 

Mary, many teams claim they are 
“agile” or “lean” but often they miss 
some of the underlying understanding. 
Do you have any quick test to check 
whether a team is really “lean”?
I would ask these questions:

Is the team a Whole Team – com-
posed of everyone necessary to deliver 
value to the ultimate customer? 

Does everyone on the team under-
stand what customers really value?

Anders Sixtensson, senior consultant 
and Lean expert at Softhouse Con-
sulting, has collected a number of fre-
quently asked questions from manag-
ers and others during his Lean assign-
ments and tutorials. In a discussion 
with Mary Poppendieck, creator of 
Lean Software Development, he tries 
to go through some issues that always 
come up. 

Is the team focused on delivering 
small increments of real value to end 
customers? 

Does the team reliably and repeat-
edly deliver on its promises?

I would also take a look at the 
team and see if it has both technical 
and marketing leadership. I believe 
that teams need a leader who under-
stands and cares deeply about the 
customers and their problems. They 
also need a leader who understands 
and cares deeply about the technical 
integrity of the product. This leader-
ship may reside in one or two people, 
or in small teams it may be distrib-
uted among several people. But teams 
which lack market and technical leader-
ship tend to produce mediocre results.

I have heard that the traditional way 
of developing projects is called “plan

✏ By Anders Sixtensson, Business Area Manager at Softhouse Consulting

Photo: istockphoto.com
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This article is a reprint from Lean Magazine #1 (2007)
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driven”, and these approaches are now 
being replaced by Agile. How would 
you say planning is handled in Agile? 
I don’t like the term ‘plan-driven’ when 
it is used as the opposite of Agile, be-
cause there is plenty of planning in Ag-
ile. However in Agile, there is no at-
tempt to forecast the future long in ad-
vance and then plan as if that forecast 
were reality. Agile planning is based on 
cycles of discovery: do something, ob-
tain feedback, and adapt. Non-agile ap-
proaches tend to be driven by forecasts 
of the future and they are notoriously 
unable to deal with reality as it unfolds. 
In domains where the forecasts are like-
ly to be accurate, you can assume that 
the forecast is fact and devise a plan 
based on that assumption. However, 
when a forecast is a mere guess, it is far 
better to use an approach which adapts 
to the future as it unfolds.

Is there a “best way” for a company to 
switch from forecast-driven planning 
to the Agile/Lean approach based on 
feedback?
The first step in moving from forecast-
driven projects to feedback-driven 
Agile/Lean methods is to change the 
measurements. The book “Rebirth of 
American Industry” by William Wad-
dell and Norman Bodek makes a good 
case that the measurements imposed 
by traditional cost-accounting meth-
ods are the biggest impediment to the 
successful implementation of Lean 
manufacturing. Similarly, I believe 
that the measurements imposed by tra-
ditional project management methods 
are the biggest impediment to the suc-
cessful implementation of Lean devel-
opment. In particular, measuring con-
formance to plan, as if the plan is an 
accurate forecast of the future, is the 

This article is a reprint from Lean Magazine #1 (2007)
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”… a good 
approach 
for switch-
ing to Agile 
is to take a 
hard look at 
how much 
partially 
done work 
you have in 
your sys-
tem.”

wrong measurement. Instead of mea-
suring variation from plan, we need to 
start measuring the delivery of realized 
business value.

OK, so after changing the measure-
ments, what’s next?
If a company wants to move from a 
forecast-driven development to a feed-
back-driven development, it needs to 
shorten the cycle time from customer 
request to software delivery, or from 
concept to cash. The shorter your de-
livery cycle time, the more responsive 
you can be to feedback. Queuing the-
ory says that short delivery cycle times 
depend on having very short queues of 
work-in-process, so a good approach 
for switching to Agile is to take a hard 
look at how much partially done work 
you have in your system.

Start by looking for churn (rework): 
if you have test-and-fix churn, you are 
testing too late. If you have require-
ments churn, you are specifying re -
quire ments too soon. Next look at the 
defect list: test-driven development 
finds and fixes defects before they 
need to go on a list. Finally, look for 
queues of work between departments: 
a cross-functional team can develop 
an increment of value from idea to 
deployment without using an inter-
departmental list or queue. 

How does a Lean manager act in her 
daily business life? What is new and 
what should you remove?
I was the leader of a team that in-
vented and commercialized a novel 
new product over a three year time-
frame. The team was made up most-
ly of volunteers who could have left 
and returned to their regular jobs at 
any time. So I spent most of my time 
trying to understand what motivat-
ed each individual on the team and 
providing for that motivation. For 
instance, I made sure that the team 
members got to brag regularly to their 

peers and to their managers about 
the great things they were doing. We 
celebrated every step of progress and 
found ways to make it very visible.

I spent a lot of time walking around 
renewing in everyone the marketing 
and technical vision of the product. 
But I almost never told anyone what to 
do – instead I set up weekly meetings 
where people figured out by talking to 
each other what needed to be done. At 
these meetings, team members made 
commitments to each other – and I 
found that everyone was much more 
likely to come through on a personal 
commitment than an assigned task.

Does a Lean project manager commit to 
deliver a certain scope to a certain date?
In business, there is only so much 
money, and it must be invested wise-
ly. And there are deadlines that cannot 
be moved and must be met. So project 
managers have an obligation to deliver 
the return for which an investment has 
been made, and to meet critical dead-
lines. However, the development team 
should have the freedom to discover 
the best way to deliver the expected 
business return within the deadline. 

Cost, schedule and scope are sub-
optimizing measurements. In particu-
lar, in software development, focusing 
on pre-defined scope is al most always 
a bad approach and usually leads to 
excess scope. Generally the best way 
to develop software is to deliver the 
minimum amount of scope that will 
provide the expected business value – 
no more. This is done by delivering 
minimum useful feature sets in priority 
order and deploying them to see what 
business value they return.

The right measurements for soft-
ware development are delivered busi-
ness value, cycle time to deliver that 
value, and customer satisfaction. If 
you charter a team to deliver the best 
value for the money within a timeline, 
then that’s what you get. µ

>>

Mary Poppendieck

This article is a reprint from Lean Magazine #1 (2007)
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Reflections on
”What does Lean 
Development 
really boil down to?”

Reflections on
”What does Lean 
Development 
really boil down to?”

Niklas Landin

the Poppendiecks’ book Lean Software Devel-
opment has greatly contributed to my under-

standing of Software Development organizations. By 
bringing the philosophy of Lean and its toolbox into 
the domain of software development we have gained 
a new perspective on the development organization 
and its value streams, complementing traditional 
Agile focusing on teams and projects.

In the article Mary emphasizes the need for both 
technical and marketing leadership. While technical 
leadership is often well provided, marketing leader-
ship seldom is. I have during my career worked with 
many projects. The most successful ones are the proj-
ects with access to a leader with a deep understand-
ing of the customers’ needs.

Why then is marketing leadership so important 
and why is it often lacking? Development projects 
bring something new to the world that did not pre-
viously exist. Consequently development projects 
cannot follow a recipe, they rather create the reci-
pes. The process of creating a product out of an idea 

involves trade-offs and compromises while still sat-
isfying the customers of the market. But, the person 
who best understands the market is seldom a mem-
ber of the project.

Most organizations are organized in functions. 
Marketing is separated from product develop-
ment. Product managers are separated from devel-
opers. But value is created in a stream of activi-
ties. To create value individuals in a function need 
to interact with individuals in other functions, 
but interaction is limited. When a project starts 
the product management leaves to prepare the 
next project, leaving the trade-off decisions to the 
development department often with a less than 
satisfying result. 

Things are improving. Many organizations that 
depend on software development recognize the 
need for managing its value streams and I believe 
that much credit should go to Mary and Tom Pop-
pendieck and their work on Lean Software Devel-
opment. ■

Niklas Landin is an Agile 
consultant at Softhouse in 
malmö with more than 15 
years of experience from 
Software Development 
organizations including differ-
ent management positions.
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SIZE XXL
Lean & Agile projects
within Ericsson

Methodology must be adapted, every 
developer must understand their part in 
the whole and architecture issues are key 
– these are three conclusions that Ericsson 
have reached from their experience of 
running large-scale Lean & Agile projects.
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For Åke Sundelin quality issues have 
always been absolutely central. It be-
gan in his student days, when he 
decided to study engineering at 
Linköping University, initially with 
a focus on manufacturing. While his 
fellow students chose to be educated 
in saving the environment or making 
money, his focus was on quality. 

Åke Sundelin’s own description of 
quality is, in addition to responding 
to customers’ expectations, “to create 
a design that is robust enough to con-
tinue working, despite any problems 
and errors that may arise.”

“Whatever technical system you’re us-
ing, you cannot eliminate all errors. 
The important thing is not to let the 
errors take over so that they affect the 
entire architecture,” he says at the be-
ginning of our conversation. It soon 
becomes clear that he is already touch-
ing on one of the key issues in what we 
are really here to talk about: Lean & 
Agile projects, size XXL.

Large and complex projects
Methods based on Lean & Agile prin-
ciples in some form or other have been 
used within the Ericsson Group for 

SIZE XXL
Lean & Agile projects
within Ericsson
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“A simple and well documented system 
architecture is critical for success”

just under a decade. Ulf Hans-
son, Ph.D. in Communica-

tion Theory at Chalmers University of 
Technology, says the company’s “Lean 
& Agile story” provides a number of 
lessons and insights that are becoming 
increasingly clear – especially when we 
talk about scale. Here we are referring 
to huge systems with millions of lines 
of custom code that have to work re-
liably for 5 to 10 years and sometimes 
even longer than that.

These development projects are 
not only large but also multifaceted. 
Today the group works with hundreds 
of customers, typically telecom com-
panies with widely differing needs and 
requirements. These include every-
thing from experienced operators 
with large technology departments 
to “greenfielders” in the form of new 
players with no heavy engineering 
staff and with completely different 
expectations of the systems.

“We must have a system for product 
development that can respond to both 
types of customer,” says Ulf Hansson.

Åke Sundelin also underlines the 
technical diversity between assign-
ments – everything from infrastruc-

ture to applications. It is a broad play-
ing field, where different rules apply 
in different zones. Some of these rules 
are formulated not by the customer 
or supplier, but by international stan-
dards organizations.

“It is a huge challenge to manage 
such breadth. An implementation of 
Lean & Agile methods that works at 
one end of the spectrum does not nec-
essarily work at the other,” says Åke 
Sundelin.

Developing a Lean & Agile structure
Lean & Agile is widely used at Erics-
son to increase competitiveness. Ulf 
Hansson recalls a comment from a 
happy developer: “Nowadays, we use 
all our brains.” But how do you cre-
ate a sustainable Lean & Agile philos-
ophy in a company of Ericsson’s size? 
First of all you have to understand the 
size difference that exists between their 
own projects and those undertaken by 
other companies in the Lean & Ag-
ile community. When Jeff Sutherland 
writes about “Scrum for the Big Ones” 
in Lean Magazine (# 1, June 2007), 
these are medium-sized projects by Er-
icsson’s standards.

Åke 

Sundelin 
works at 
Group 
Function 
Technology & Portfolio 
management, (~ cTO 
Office). He is the driver 
for Product Development 
Strategy work within Eric-
sson as well as a change 
agent and facilitator/teach-
er for Ericsson’s internal 
SW leadership training.

Dr. Ulf 

Hansson, 
Business 
Unit Net-
works, 
is the Deputy Head of 
R & D Operations and 
overall driver for deploy-
ment of Lean & Agile 
ways of working within 
Business Unit Networks.
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Cross functional teams and 
optimized architecture reduce lead time
Approach 1 – Divide customer need and develop 
parts in component teams, integrate finally

Approach 2b – Improved architectures reduce 
dependencies

INTEGRATION
S

Y
S

T
E

M

Approach 2c – Optimized architecture like Amazon 
has done, allow XFTs to work independently

Approach 2a – Cross functional teams (XFTs) develop 
customer needs that are integrated continuously

>>

“Agile methods were born in a 
small-scale context,” says Ulf Hans-
son. “It is a simplification to think 
that you can take a carbon copy of 
The Agile Manifesto and apply it to a 
large organization such as ours.”

The starting point of the Lean & 
Agile-based methodology at Ericsson is 
– as you would expect – out in the field, 
among the developers. It starts with 
small teams with shared responsibility 
for the backlog, clear “ready” criteria, 
short feedback loops, continuous system 
growth, and so on. Nothing unexpect-
ed, in other words, and so far, so good.

Upscaling is the challenge
The challenge is to upscale to a large 
and complex task without increasing 
the actual volume of the project; rath-
er, finding the right methods to divide 
the task into smaller parts that togeth-
er make up the whole. Of course this 
opens up a conflict between large scale 
and basic Lean & Agile principles. The 

challenge for method developers is to 
reconcile bottom-up and top-down 
perspectives.

There are two approaches. In the tra-
ditional model the task is divided into 
subsystems or components that are 
eventually pieced together into a func-
tioning system. Experience shows that 
this integration step takes a long time 
and can cause more difficulties than 
the entire initial work on the compo-
nents. Instead the aim is to slice the 
task into parts that are each testable 
on their own at system level. These 
parts are developed in parallel by cross-
functional teams and are integrated 
continuously during the development 
process. This avoids a long integration 
phase at the end. Furthermore, test-
ability of components at the system 
level gives the teams the opportunity 
to take full responsibility for ensuring 
that their solution really works. No one 
outside the team “fixes” the qual-
ity retrospectively.



>>
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Good architecture is everything
Good architecture and continu-

ous work on the architecture is cen-
tral to managing and minimizing the 
dependencies which in practice al-
ways exist between the teams’ tasks. 
The teams must understand and take 
responsibility for how they affect the 
whole. A simple and well documented 
system architecture is critical for suc-
cess; it is based on modularity, it is 

easy to add and subtract features, and 
errors “do not rattle through and affect 
the whole system.”

“It’s easy for developers to embrace 
Agile practices, but if we do not cre-
ate the right conditions for them, 
their chances of success will be very 
limited,” says Åke Sundelin. “The key 
enabler we can create for them is to 
work seriously with architecture and 
to reduce dependencies.”

Examples of principles for a distributed  
project for an organization within Ericsson

* The process around integration must be clear and well understood. 
* A cross-functional team is normally never distributed, i.e. the members  
 of the team all work at the same site.
* The program management is mirrored between the sites, i.e. there is   
 one program management team in Farawayland and one in Sweden.
* Other key functions such as node architects, TARs (Technical Area   
 Responsible), technical test coordinators and technical coordinators   
 are present at both sites.
* There is a split of work and responsibilities for technical domains between  
 the Swedish site and the Farawayland site. 
* Communication. Key persons need to meet often.

“The large-scale application of 
Lean & Agile places special 
demands on our understanding; 

it’s really, really hard!”



Ericsson

Lean theory

Product Development Principles

Own experiences Others’ experiences

Agile theory

Scale
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Based on Lean & Agile theory as well as their own and others’ 
experience, Ericsson has created a list of principles for product 
development, tailored to the scale that usually characterizes the 
company’s development projects.

“The consequence of inadequate 
system care leads to the teams unwit-
tingly ‘colliding’ and getting in each 
other’s way, which you simply cannot 
hide when you’re using Agile meth-
ods,” adds Ulf Hansson.

At Ericsson they use the tradition-
al tool of dependency mapping. The 
more you can understand dependen-
cies, the more control you have over 
your system and can minimize the risk 
that teams collide during development.

“The person who successfully anal-
yses dependencies gets no negative 
surprises. It creates space for solving 
problems, and attacks them proactive-
ly,” says Åke Sundelin.

Part of a community
These two colleagues both think it is 
important that Ericsson has a gener-
ous exchange of knowledge and expe-
rience with the rest of the Lean & Ag-
ile community. They see it as healthy 
to allow themselves to be influenced 
and inspired by other companies. They 
give as an example the Swedish vehicle 

manufacturer Scania, which is recog-
nized as an excellent Lean enterprise 
and whose knowledge and experience 
of modularisation is valuable, even for 
Ericsson’s software developers.

“We must be part of the mutu-
al learning process – and then smart 
enough to apply the lessons to our own 
development work,” says Ulf Hansson.

As one of the biggest players in the 
industry Ericsson has unique knowl-
edge and experience to offer.

“The large-scale application of Lean 
& Agile places special demands on our 
understanding; it’s really, really hard!” 
says Åke Sundelin.

“The transformation to large-scale 
Lean & Agile is difficult and disrup-
tive, but it is something that is far too 
good to be dismissed simply because of 
the obstacles we often encounter. If we 
do not share our experiences, chances 
are that the concepts are watered down 
to ‘water-scrum-fall’, confidence dis-
sipates, and in a few years people will 
turn up with a new set of buzz words,” 
says Ulf Hansson. ■
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In your view which are the most 
desired characteristics and behaviors 
for good Lean & Agile managers?
Managers in any context need to 

enjoy working with people, or be 
willing to learn to work with peo-
ple. Many managers have faulty ideas 
about motivation. Many of these ideas 

Lean & Agile management needs a new breed of managers focused on spawn-
ing motivation, supporting team-based work and understanding systems. 
Here, Esther Derby discusses her views on Lean & Agile management with 
Kristoffer Nordström of Softhouse.

✏ By Kristoffer Nordström, Software Consultant, Softhouse Consulting
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are based on the assumption that peo-
ple are lazy and won’t work hard unless 
they are enticed or threatened. Man-
agers need to understand what really 
motivates people and how to shape 
their organizations to harness intrinsic 
motivation.

 On one hand, they need to be well-
versed in team dynamics, and how to 
structure the organization to support 
team-based work. On the other hand, 

they also need to be able to under-
stand and work with systems. That’s a 
skill that’s largely neglected in business 
schools, management training, and the 
popular management literature.

When managers don’t have these skills, 
they rely on telling, selling, and yelling.

What are the most common mistakes 
made by management in your view 
when implementing Lean & Agile?

        tIME FOr  
 CHANGE 
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Thinking that fixing the development 
process will fix organizational prob-
lems. No method can solve problems 
unless managers also change.

   
There are different types of managers 
in a typical development organization. 
Could you very simply describe the 
major changes for these roles when 
you go from traditional management to 
management in a Lean & Agile value-
based organization? We have Project 
Managers, Product managers, Line 
Managers and Top level Management.
There is no simple answer. The answer 
depends on the needs of the people and 
the work. What works for a company of 
100 people with two software products 
won’t work for a company with 10,000 
employees, companies with many prod-
ucts, or companies whose product in-
volves hardware and software. 

This is an area where we need to 
look outside our profession and find 
guidance from the research and prac-
tices of organizational design and 
organization development. 

 
My colleagues and I notice a lot of 
confusion when we meet manag-
ers. They see a new behavior in their 

development teams when these have 
started to work according to Lean & 
Agile principles. Although the devel-
opment teams are usually happy with 
the change, the managers often start 
to ask themselves questions. “What 
should I do now? How can I support 
this? How do I avoid destroying the 
good things?” What is your message 
to these confused managers? 
Don’t tamper if things are working. 
Ask what is getting in the way, and go 
fix it. Ask what the team needs, and 
obtain it for them. Ask what you can 
do to help. If the team says “nothing”, 
don’t inflict help.

The truth is, when teams are work-
ing well, managers don’t need to inter-
vene. The hard work is in establishing a 
real team and ensuring enabling condi-
tions are in place. When managers of 
self-sufficient teams feel like they aren’t 
doing much, it’s a sign they’ve succeed-
ed. But managers shouldn’t abandon 
the team. Teams need support and a 
connection to the organization.

Managers still have an important 
job to do, working at the system level. 
Collect metrics that will give a win-
dow into the system. Start by track-
ing the ratio of fixing work to feature 

”People who can only work through telling, sell-
ing, and yelling won’t be successful in compa-
nies that embrace Lean & Agile philosophies.”

Esther Derby is a 
consultant, speaker 
and author who lives in 
minneapolis, mN. She 
helps managers manage 
better and works with 
companies who want to 
do better at delivering 
valuable software to their 
customers. She is co-au-
thor of two books – Agile 
Retrospectives: Making 
Good Teams Great and 
Behind Closed Doors: 
Secrets of Great Manage-
ment. She is a founder of 
the AYE conference and 
currently serves on the 
Board of Directors of the 
Agile Alliance. Read some 
of her many articles at 
www.estherderby.com

Esther Derby
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work. Then, find out what is driving 
the fixing work, and start working to 
improve those issues.

 
Are there individual managers that will 
not fit into this ”new” management? 
People who cannot manage themselves 
should not manage others. People who 
can only work through telling, selling, 
and yelling won’t be successful in com-
panies that embrace Lean & Agile phi-
losophies. 

Some companies find they don’t 
need as many managers. Some people 
who are in management roles find 
they are happy to go back to techni-
cal work. But, to me the new roles 
for managers are exciting and full of 
promise-developing people, seeing and 
steering the system, creating environ-
ments where people can build prod-
ucts and services that delight custom-
ers, satisfy stakeholders, and empower 
employees. 

Can everybody change their behavior 
or do we need to move some people? 
To where?
Not everyone is capable, and not ev-
ery one will want to. Some of those 
people will leave of their own accord. 

If there is a place in the organization 
where people who can’t or don’t want 
to change can still be of service within 
the organization, support them to find 
it, and then let them be. 

We can never be 100 % successful 
when we expect everyone to change. 
Don’t spend your precious energy try-
ing to change people who don’t want 
to. Work with the people who want to 
change, and most often, when a criti-
cal mass has moved to a new way of 
working, most will come along.

If there are some people who are 
acting in a way that is destructive to 
people or the organization, help them 
find the door. (This advice applies 
whether you are using Lean, Agile or 
any other method known to man.)

We usually say that ”Measurements 
drive behavior”. What kind of measure-
ments or KPIs do you see drive the 
”right” management behavior in a 
Lean & Agile organization?
When managers are measured on 
meeting trickle down objectives, de-
livering fixed functionality by a fixed 
date, meeting fixed budgets, we will 
see the same behavior we’ve seen 
for decades. This is the story of >>
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“If you 
give a 
manager 
a target, 
he will 
meet it, 
even if he 
has to de-
stroy the 
organiza-
tion 
to do
so.”

W. Edwards Deming was an 
american statistician who, 
among many other things, 
defined fourteen key principles 
for transforming business 
effectiveness.         / Wikipedia

>> local optimiza-
tion that comes 

from Management by 
Objectives (MBO). 
MBO (and similar 
schemes) pit manag-
ers against each other, 
vying for scarce re-
sources, and meeting 
their own goals at the 
expense of the orga-
nizational goals. To 
quote Deming, “If 
you give a manager a 
target, he will meet 
it, even if he has to 
destroy the organiza-
tion to do so.”

If you want the pat-
terns to change, you 
need to change the 
structures that are 
holding the old pat-
terns in place. 

When managers are 
evaluated on improv-
ing the organization, 
that’s where they will 
focus attention.

Rather than 
set improvement targets (which 
almost always lead to dysfunction) 
they should look for year over year 
improvements, and evaluate people 
on what they can control.

 
When making a Lean & Agile transi-
tion within an organization you start 
a journey that changes your employ-
ees’ ways of thinking that makes it 
impossible to turn back to “the old 
way of working”. How do you make 
sure management really understands 
the impact on the individuals in the 
organization and what this journey 
entails? 
I’m not sure people can understand 
exactly what such a journey entails, 
unless they’ve been on a similar jour-
ney. It’s one of those things that must 

be experienced. You have 
to be open to learning 
along the way. It’s hard 
to imagine how enliv-
ening, satisfying – even 
fun – work can be when 
you’ve been working in 
a soul-sucking organiza-
tion. Sadly, many people 
don’t have first hand ex-
perience of anything else. 
They don’t know what 
it’s like to work where 
people are empowered to 
do good work, are treat-
ed like intelligent adults, 
and create products and 
services that delight their 
customers.

That said, it helps to 
have an accurate model 
of how people experi-
ence and respond to 
change. As much as 
we’d like to see immedi-
ate improvement, when 
organizations take on a 
big change, performance 
will be rocky for a while. 
When managers panic 

and pull back from the change, or try 
another option, they shock the sys-
tem again. People need some time to 
learn and integrate any new meth-
od or process. They need to get their 
feet back under them before the next 
change.

It is essential to change the struc-
tures that hold the old patterns in 
place. For example, if your organiza-
tion has used individual goals, make 
part of each person’s goal depen-
dent on team success. Make it a big 
enough portion that it matters. This 
works on two levels. First, it signals 
that the change is real, not the same-
old same-old with a new name. Sec-
ond, it makes it more likely that the 
desired new pattern of behavior will 
emerge and stick. ■

 Make sure man-
agers know they still 
have a part to play, 
and involve them in 
shaping what that 
part will be. 

 Make sure you car-
ry forward the good 
parts of the existing 
system. 

 Consider the struc-
tures that will help the 
new patterns form. 

 Adjust the struc-
tures that will hold 
the old patterns in 
place. 

 Provide training, 
coaching, and support 
to help people in man-
agement roles learn a 
new way to work. 

 Model the behav-
ior you want to see 
from the top of the 
organization. 

 Celebrate success-
es, acknowledge and 
learn from mistakes. 

 Enjoy the journey.

How to get 
commitment 
from manage
ment in mak
ing the transi
tion to Lean & 
Agile
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Obstacle 1: 
You cannot ask for a helping hand.
”When someone is promoted to management it is a sign 
he’s ‘made it’, proved that he is ‘management material’. 
When you’ve made it, asking for help can signal that you 
weren’t ‘management material’ after all.” 

Obstacle 2: 
You cannot show weakness.
”Second, in many organizations, it is more acceptable to 
be sure and dead wrong, than admit uncertainty and be 
approximately right. In such organizations it’s a sign of weak-
ness to ask for help or show uncertainty. That slows the 
learning curve for new managers.”

Obstacle 3: 
The system impedes value-adding work.
”We have been taught that a manager’s job is to get 
other people to work hard. most people are motivated 

when they start a new job. But motivation drains away 
when they need to struggle to overcome difficulties in 
the form of procedures, rules, and organizational hoops 
rather than value-adding work. managers need to focus 
on creating an environment where it’s easy to do the right 
thing and do valuable work. Then people will work hard on 
their own.”

”I have seen some good examples, like organizations 
where managers hold their own retrospectives, to see how 
well their decisions and actions are working out; this is a 
critical feedback loop that’s missing in many organizations. 
I also know many managers who are learning to admit 
mistakes, and realizing that failing fast applies to manage-
ment, too.

Finally, managers have to examine their own assumptions, 
and start figuring out ‘what they know that ain’t so’ (to para-
phrase Will Rogers). This is difficult, no matter who you are, or 
where you sit in the organization. But it is a key to learning.”

Esther Derby on creating a learning culture for managers

3MAJOR PROBLEMS

“There are some obstacles that work against learning. Hence, we have a 

challenge before us to shift manager’s perception about their role.”
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Well, it isn’t so simple AND 
when companies recover 
from the hangover of Tay-

lorism-command and control manage-
ment – I suspect the difference won’t 
matter so much. Everyone will lead. 
Maybe not by creating a vision, but by 
adjusting the environment so that ev-
eryone can contribute and bring their 
intelligence to bear on solving prob-
lems and creating products and servic-
es, no matter what their level or title. 

Of course, this requires that we re-
think what management means and 
that people in management roles learn 
a few new skills.

A question about power
Command and control isn’t just a 
mindset and a style of management 
(though it is both those things). What 
we don’t often talk about is the power 
that rests with people in management 
roles. Traditional managers have pow-
er, and that power comes from differ-
ent sources. Part of what rankles people 
in traditional organizations is the way 
managers wield power. I’m not suggest-

ing throwing out all managers or elimi-
nating all controls–controls help ensure 
a system is functioning within appro-
priate boundaries. 

That’s the case whether we are look-
ing at the financial system, training sys-
tem, administrative system or any other 
system in the organization. But controls 
are different from keeping people in line 
through positional power – which is the 
essence of Tayloristic management.

Double message about  
responsibility
The notion that managers must keep 
people in line assumes that those peo-
ple are neither responsible nor intel-
ligent--that left to their own devices, 
they will make irresponsible and stu-
pid mistakes. In many organizations, 
managers say they want people and 
teams to be responsible and account-
able, then treat them like children. 

Let me give a concrete example of 
one manager I know (let’s call him 
Mister Black): 

Mr Black exhorted people to take 
responsibility for their professional devel-

New roles for
Esther Derby 
on leaders vs 
managers
Leaders and man-
agers – these words 
have many interpre-
tations. Are lead-
ers charismatic peo-
ple who incite pas-
sion and vision? Are 
managers drones 
who only care about 
following proce-
dures? These are the 
polarities that many 
people impose on 
these words.
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opment. Then when a developer asked to 
attend training, Mr Black grilled him 
on the nature of the training. After the 
grilling, Mr Black asked the developer 
to produce documentation. Finally, he 
rejected the developer’s request because 
no one “responsible” in the company had 
vetted the training. 

This is an extreme example, but one 
that makes the point. When managers 
tell people to take responsibility, then 
force them to ask for approval, they 
are sending a mixed message. You can 
guess which part of the message people 
believe. They hear, “you are not capable 
of making a wise decision, I must exert 
my authority to prevent you from doing 
something irresponsible or stupid.” 

Delegate to teams
One way to dis-aggregate power is to 
delegate some power to teams. For ex-
ample, you could delegate authority 
for a portion of a training budget to a 
team. Establish guidelines, (e.g., train-
ing must be relevant to current or fu-
ture projects, or must increase capacity 
in some other relevant way). Then let 

team members assess what training they 
need to improve their capability. Guide-
lines act as controls, within which the 
team has autonomy. Both are neces-
sary. The team exists within the context 
of the organization. Managers do have 
a fiduciary responsibility. But managers 
don’t have to force other adults to come 
as supplicants to fulfill that responsibil-
ity. Other areas that are easy to delegate 
are tools used within the team, books 
and periodicals, and conferences. 

People in management roles can 
share hiring decisions with the teams 
who will work with the new person. 
Rather than have individual manag-
ers make decisions about promotions, 
have a panel. Place professional and 
career development with mentors, 
instead of with the manager who eval-
uates or supports the team.

When power isn’t concentrated with 
a group of people (managers), there 
are many more possibilities for cre-
ativity, partnership, and empowering 
leadership. 

Esther Derby

New roles for management
“In many organiza-
tions, managers say 
they want people 
and teams to be re-
sponsible and ac-
countable, then treat 
them like children.”

What are your own 
thoughts regarding man-
agement vs leadership? 
Join the discussion on 
www.leanmagazine.net.
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The Make Ready Process can be of great use 
to Agile software teams. Here Bent Jensen and 
Sven Bertelsen give an introduction, based on 
their experience of Lean Construction.

“Where the heck are those test data for this module?”  
Sam asked.
Silence in the whole office, nobody seems to have them.
“Did we request them from the client?” he asked this time.
More silence.
“And by the way, did we order SubSoft to assist us this 
week? I haven’t seen them this morning. And where is the 
test version from HardCore on their damned new gadget?”
A sigh from the corner – but no answer.
All of a sudden question upon question comes up, and 
the whole developing process comes to a grinding 
halt. Waste of time all over the place. 

An every day situation:

Make Ready 
– the missing link in Agile projects
✏ By Bent Jensen,partner and Agile coach BestBrains aps & Sven Bertelsen, owner Strategic Counselors

>>
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– the missing link in Agile projects
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This is an every day situation 
which we can all relate to – 

nothing out of the ordinary. Some-
times you may also hear conversa-
tions like this one: 

“I think we should take into 
account that two sprints from now we 
are going to add x functionality. Let’s 
already now make sure we can easily 
integrate it into the architecture.”

“No – you should not think of that 
now. We are not supposed to do that 
in Agile development. Let us cross 
that bridge when we get there.”

PLANNING AHEAD
It is definitely true that software can 
be over-engineered and be configu-
rable to handle all kinds of more or 
less probable enhancements in a dis-
tant future. But it is equally certain 
that it has never been the aim of Ag-
ile development to make teams behave 
more stupidly than they actually are 
by deliberately ignoring knowledge 
that is available to them and to make 
precautions in due time.

Teams with this approach are faith-
ful to the letter of Agile methods but 
not to their intent. They can be com-
pared to a group of scouts going on 
a hike who, when they start, know 
they will have to cross a river some 
time later on the trip. However, when 
one guy wants to bring some rope the 
others tell him to leave it at home, 
because “when we get there, we will 
find a way to cross the river”.

Anti-planning Syndrome
More of something good is not always 
better. That holds true for most prin-
ciples in software engineering. “The 
simplest thing that can possibly work” 
does not mean “Ignore everything you 
know” but rather “Do the simplest 
thing that may possibly work” (in the 
context of your current knowledge).

Overdoing this principle can lead to 
the “Anti-planning Syndrome” which 

can sometimes be seen in Agile devel-
opment. We have recognized that Big 
DETAILED design upfront BDDUF 
is not good, because we can’t over-
see the complex nature of the prob-
lem anyway. But that does not mean 
we should not spend enough time to 
understand the core of the problem 
and design at least the outline of a 
solution we are going to apply, before 
diving in and starting to write code. 

Doing it right
So how much planning is optimal? 
One way to look at it is this: if your 
team are routinely modifying what has 
been planned in detail, then you are 
planning too much, too early. If, on 
the other hand, they routinely have 
to redo work or get stuck halfway 
through a task because they miss in-
formation, decisions or deliveries from 
others, you are planning – or rather 
preparing – too little.

There has been a lot of emphasis 
on “Done”-criteria and making work 
really “done-done” in the Agile team 
process. The other side of the process, 
“Only working on stuff that is really 
ready”, has not gained the same atten-
tion, even though the consequences of 
starting work which is not ready is at 
least as costly as not delivering work 
which is not really done. 

Putting backlog grooming 
to work
To avoid the waste of starting work 
that cannot be completed, you may 
have to implement a process that will 
ensure that only ready work is under-
taken by the development team. On a 
number of occasions we have imple-
mented the Make Ready Process in Ag-
ile teams, to help them bring the stuff 
they need to cross the river.

The Make Ready Process consists of 
a process similar to the development 
process in Scrum and other Agile pro-
cesses. Make Ready starts with loosely 

>>

Sven Bertelsen 
Sven Bertelsen has 
worked for 40 years as 
consulting engineer and 
project manager and has 
been partner in NIRAS 
for 25 years. Today, he is 
an external lecturer at the 
Danish Technical University 
as well as working as con-
sultant and coach to pro-
ject producing industries in 
productivity improvement 
along with research within 
Lean Project Production.

Bent Jensen is Direc-
tor and consultant at the 
Danish Agile consulting 
firm BestBrains. Best-
Brains primarily helps 
software companies im-
plement faster and more 
effective ways to create 
software, with a Lean 
and Agile foundation.

Bent has worked with 
a number of compa-
nies on shaping their 
processes for distributed/
outsourced development. 

Bent Jensen



SOFTHOUSE | LEAN MAGAZINE 63

Ph
ot

os
: i

st
oc

kp
ho

to
.c

om

In construction  
this process  
looks at:
•	 Previous work
•	 Space
•	 Crew
•	 Equipment
•	 Information
•	 Materials
•	 External conditions i.e.  

the weather, clients’ OK,  
financing, and authorities’ approval.

defined user stories or other forms of functional requirements and ends 
with user stories ready to work on. The process is aimed at giving max-
imum speed in development, so when a user story is actually ready to 
be started, it is most likely to be completed in the current sprint.

Guidelines show the way
The criteria for when a user story or a task is ready to work on, will dif-
fer from project to project. However some guidelines can be found in 
looking along the streams which feed the flow of work and make the 
work packages “sound”. By a sound work package we mean a task that 
is in good shape regarding:

Dependencies
Is there any development work that needs to be 
completed before this should be done? Do we 
need to coordinate with other teams?

Skills
Do we have the skills on the team to complete 
the task?

Space
Can we actually get to make the change. What is 
the state of the code we are looking at?

U.X designs
Does the User Story have an associated U.I 
design and workflow?

Stakeholders
Is there anyone that needs to be informed and 
involved in this user story that maybe later can 
disapprove?

Work ahead
Is there anything coming later that this develop-
ment work needs to take into account?

Following work
Are the receivers of this work in place and ready 
to receive it?



10 common pitfalls that 
Scrum teams may encounter

CIRCUS SCRUMCIRCUS SCRUM

LEARNING 
FROM LEAN  
We have looked deeply into Lean Con-
struction, a new way of understanding 
and managing projects, which is get-
ting increasingly more attention in the 
construction industry all over the world. 
Again and again more than twenty per-
cent increase in productivity and speed 
of delivery are reported along with fewer 
faults and increased earnings all around. 
These remarkable results are not found in 
construction only but also in shipbuilding, 

not least in Norway. Our lesson has been 
that we are not alone with our problems, 
and some of them have been solved and 
solutions demonstrated in practice for at 
least a dozen years. And even better: most 
of the solutions are surprisingly simple, 
as you may see in the introduction to the 
Make Ready Process.

This article is based upon an ongoing 
management developing project, which 
we have initiated in co-operation with the 
Danish consulting firm: Best Brains and 
with the assistance of Sven Bertelsen. Sven 
is an highly experienced project manager 
who has for the last ten years researched 
and advised within the field of Lean proj-
ect production where he is today recog-
nized as an international expert. ■

Stuff ready to work on
In practice this means there is a per-
spective on the projects that have a 
range of 4–8 weeks. It is not focussed 
on detailed planning, but on mak-
ing sure there is stuff ready to work 
on when the time comes. And here we 
are not only looking at previous work 
but at all the prerequisites for the task 
– internal and external. By “ready” we 
mean really ready with no exception 
or maybe.

A smaller group will usually be 
responsible for the Make Ready pro-
cess. Someone from the customer side 
will ensure the needs are well under-
stood. A technical lead or architect 
will together with developers make 
sure we can actually do the work in 
the code. Developers may spend time 
making a spike to outline a solution. 
UX designers may work on high-level 
designs and people from other teams 
may participate to ensure that work 
between teams is coordinated.

The core of coordination
The group should have joint responsi-
bility and their performance should be 
monitored. A reliable flow of work is 
the key to higher productivity, shorter 
development time and lower costs. 
The process will usually we supported 
by a weekly meeting and progress will 
be tracked on a task board especially 
designed to visualize the make ready 
process. 

Often this process has its home in 
a development team, but on multi-
team projects, the Make Ready Pro-
cess and associated meetings belong 
to the overall project and are the core 
of coordinating several Agile develop-
ment teams. A general question at all 
sprint and scrum sessions should be 
“Is this task ready”, and – if not – “By 
whom and when will it be so?”

More from this inspiring initiative 
will be coming up in our consultan-
cies and in future editions of Lean 
Magazine. ■

Is this 
task 

ready?
No?

By whom  
and when  

will it  
be so?
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10 common pitfalls that 
Scrum teams may encounter

CIRCUS SCRUMCIRCUS SCRUM

Do you find it difficult to get Scrum projects 
flowing smoothly in your organization? 

The Scrum road to success may appear to 
be straight and wide, but it can actually 
be more tortuous than you think. It is

 full of potential pitfalls, and here 
Thomas Karlsson from 

Softhouse lists the 
most common 

ones.
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At first glance Scrum looks 
easy, and we have heard a lot 
about how incredibly success-
ful many teams have been us-
ing its methods and approach. But as Scrum becomes 
more widespread, it is becoming more and more 
common to hear of groups who have problems with 
its implementation.

Watch out for pitfalls!
Maybe it’s because the early pioneers who initially ad-
opted Scrum were full of enthusiasm and desire for 
change and continuous learning. Of the companies 
that have difficulty getting started on Scrum projects, 

it is likely that many need to 
adjust their basic attitude to-
wards change and improve-
ment. Scrum is not a magic 

wand that creates perfect and highly productive teams 
from day one – it requires perseverance, self-examina-
tion, humility and discipline.

But even if the mental conditions are right for 
Scrum success in the organization, there are pitfalls 
along the way that can slow down the pace, making 
the journey bumpy or even bringing it to a grinding 
halt. Here’s a list – in order of importance – of the 
ten most common and painful ways in which things 
can go wrong in Scrum.

Pitfall #1: 
The wrong 
Product Owner

The wrong person in the or-
ganization fills – either formally 
or informally – the role of Product 
Owner.
A suitable Product Owner has a 
number of very special qualities: a 
clear vision, a clear picture of what 
is really needed, is well estab-
lished in the organization, is a good 
leader, can clearly communicate 
needs and wishes and is a good 
listener.
In addition, the person has plenty of 
time to spend on the product, the 
market and the team.

Problems that arise
* The group develops the wrong 
product or a product with the wrong 
features.
* Teamwork and work flow stagnate 
and motivation drops.

Examples
* Someone in the team takes on 
much of the responsibility and be-
comes what is known as Proxy Prod-
uct Owner – often without sufficient 
knowledge of the market and users, 
and often without a proper mandate or 
authority.
* Someone higher up the hierarchy 
tears up decisions made by the Prod-
uct Owner.

Why do we fall into this trap?
* We do not take the role seriously 
enough.
* It's a very difficult role that requires 
both breadth, depth and time.

* We do not implement the organiza-
tional changes that are often neces-
sary, but can be tricky.
* We maintain too many parallel 
projects, with the result that there is 
insufficient time for all of them.

How do we avoid making this 
mistake?
* Take the role seriously! It is abso-
lutely vital in a really successful Scrum 
team.
* make the necessary organizational 
changes – it’s worth it!
* Ensure that the team really sup-
ports its Product Owner.
* consider options for scaling up, 
such as for example using delegated 
requirements or an outward-looking 
Product manager paired with a more 
team-oriented Product Owner. (I know 
this is a bit like swearing in church, but 
a Product manager who spends every 
moment tearing around the world 
meeting clients, users and marketing 
departments is unlikely to have suf-
ficient time to be there for the team.)

1
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Pitfall #2: 
Waterfalls in-
stead of Scrum

We work in phases with require-
ments, design, development and 
testing.
In Scrum there are no phases. The 
specifications and the product grow 
gradually as we learn more. Experience 
has shown that it is usually virtually im-
possible to make a detailed description 
of what software should look like – we 
need to feel and talk our way forward 
to achieve the best results.
Some teams working with Scrum have 
a hidden waterfall below the surface.

Problems that arise
* We are not Agile, which means that 
we do not always produce what’s best 
for the client.
* We work with unnecessary fea-
tures that will never be used.
* Our plans are characterized by 
uncertainty, as it is often not until the 

end of the project that the greatest 
risks are dealt with.

Examples
* We specify all the requirements 
in detail and plan the project 
at an early stage, and then 
have to stick to the plan.
* We specify all the 
requirements in detail in 
the sprint before they 
are properly developed.
* Analysts specify require-
ments in detail when the sprint 
has started and then hand over 
documents that the developers write 
code from.
* We work on projects, and in each 
project we specify our requirements in 
detail for the next project at the same 
time as working to fulfil the require-
ments from previous projects.

Why do we fall into this trap?
* Simply because someone de-
mands it.
* Scrum is seen as something for 

the development team to work with 
that does not concern the rest of 
the organization.
* There are rules within the organiza-
tion that require it.

How do we avoid making this 
mistake?
* change the rules.
* Educate, train and explain the 
benefits of “seamless” Scrum.

2

Pitfall #3: 
Incorrectly con-
structed teams

The team has neither the knowl-
edge nor the authority to build the 
product or useful parts of it.
The basic idea of   Scrum is that small 
cross-functional self-organizing teams 
build the product in increments.

Problems that arise
* We become too dependent on oth-
ers, thus slowing down the work flow 
and creating misunderstandings.

* Feedback loops may be short-
circuited or slow, thus hampering 
development.
* creativity is inhibited when we are 
unable to see or take responsibility for 
the project in its entirety.
* The team’s commitment falters.

Examples
* When scaling up to more than one 
team, it’s very common for people to 
organize themselves in other ways, 
such as role-based (specifications 
team, development team and test 
team).
* Architects belong to a central group 

3
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and are not included in the teams.
* Testers belong to a central group and are not 
included in the teams.
* Large teams with more than 10 people.

Why do we fall into this trap?
* We are not sufficiently knowledgeable about 
Scrum and do not understand the power behind 
cross-functional self-organizing teams.
* We just “carry on” out of habit.
* We do not implement the organizational 

changes that are often necessary, 
but can be tricky.

How do we avoid making this mistake?
* Strive for cross-functional teams in 
the first place and split them into sev-
eral cross-functional teams when 
they get too large.

Pitfall #5: 
Scrum without 
understanding

Someone has read or heard about 
Scrum and starts using it without 
really understanding how it’s sup-
posed to work
The various components of Scrum 
together form an efficient and effective 
whole based on Agile values.

Problems that arise
* Some other, unexpected pitfall 
appears.
* Implementation is poor and does 
not work.
* We often revert to old working 
methods.

4

5

Pitfall #4: 
Scrum per-
ceived as a 

“silver bullet”
Scrum is seen as the solution to all 
problems, and nothing else needs 
to change.
Scrum is a simple framework that 
supports the iterative work of self-
organizing teams making continuous 
improvements.

Problems that arise
* We do not achieve the goals we 
have set ourselves.
* We underestimate the amount of 
work needed to make the change.
* We choose the wrong tools – 
sometimes there may be more suit-
able alternatives.

Examples
* many organizations that introduced 
Scrum several years ago have still 
not changed the way they work with 
specifications, design, development, 
testing, etc. As a result they have not 
yet become Agile.
* many organizations train and 
coach in Scrum, but lack the neces-
sary support to improve Engineering 

Practices or to 
use Kanban.
* We intro-
duce Scrum, but 
continue to work 
as we have always 
done with budgeting, 
marketing, customer 
communication and releases.
* Some people mistakenly believe 
that Scrum can solve all manner 
of problems, such as, for instance, 
low levels of competence among 
developers.
Why do we fall into this trap?
* We are looking for simple solutions!
* We do not understand what 
Agile and Lean really mean and what 
changes are really needed.
* We have been taken in by the
hype. many decision-makers have
heard of Scrum, but they might not 
know that much of the other tools in 
Agile and Lean – or “traditional” tools 
for that matter – which are often dis-
carded when Scrum is introduced.
How do we avoid making this 
mistake?
* make sure you understand what 
Scrum, Agile and Lean really mean!
* make sure you have the whole pic-
ture, including knowledge of alterna-
tive and complementary tools.
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Examples
* Some people remove a central 
idea without understanding what its 
purpose was.
* many teams update their burndown 
every day, but fail to make use of the 
information, which often means that the 
sprint ends unsatisfactorily, with only par-
tially completed or bug-ridden features.
* Teams decide not to have their 
daily meeting every day, which leads 
to weaker collaboration and weaker 
teams, and may in turn lead to poorer 
solutions, misunderstandings and 
uncertain sprint results.

Why do we fall into this trap?
* Scrum looks easy but is hard to 
master fully.
* Someone else has decided that 
Scrum should be used.
* There’s a lack of education and 
interest.

How do we avoid making this 
mistake?
* Let the team decide whether to 
use Scrum or not (including the Product 
Owner and Scrum master, of course).
* Through education, training, run-
ning study circles, communities of 
Practice, etc.

Pitfall #6: 
Insufficient 
cooperation

The team does not collaborate 
on a daily basis – each person 
focusses on his or her tasks rather 
than on the team’s goals.
Scrum and Agile are based on a very 
close cooperation. Some documen-
tation is replaced by discussion and 
collaboration.

Problems that arise
* The team does not grow in 
strength, and resources are not 
utilized to best effect.
* Work is characterized by inap-
propriate personal dependencies and 
inefficiency.
* creativity is inhibited.

Examples
* The team plan large activities, 
for example 2 weeks instead of the 
recommended size of about 1 day.
*Team members sign-up for tasks 
for the entire Sprint during the Sprint 
Planning.

Why do we fall into this trap?
* Old habit and routine.
* Not everyone is comfortable with 
close collaboration.
* We plan sprints incorrectly.

How do we avoid making this 
mistake?
* Plan sprints correctly.
* Provide coaching in enhanced 
cooperation.
* concentrate on really getting to 
know each another and feeling com-
fortable with each other. Use team-
building tools as and when required.
* Sit together if possible, and if it is 
not possible, use tools for improved 
communication such as instant mes-
saging, screen sharing, web cameras 
and planning tools. And meet as 
often as possible.

6
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Pitfall #7: 
No continuous 
improvement

We work with Scrum, but we don’t 
make continuous improvements
All Agile methods are based on “Inspect 
and Adapt” and an evolving process 
which allows each team over the years 
to create their own process to suit 
themselves and their circumstances.

Problems that arise
* We do not achieve our full potential.
* It can be expensive to work in 
iterations if we do not automate builds 
and tests.
* We can easily fall back into old 
ways of working.

Example
* “The Retrospective is a waste 
of time. We tried it at first but soon 
tired of it.”

Why do we fall into this trap?
* It is quite common not to reach 
proper conclusions in the Retrospec-
tive but instead discuss the same 
problems in meeting after meeting.
* There’s a lack of motivation. People 
go to work and do their eight hours 
without commitment.

* We do not understand the possibili-
ties within Agile development and we 
can’t see its potential.

How do we avoid making this 
mistake?
* Perform the Retrospective exactly 
as intended.
* Ensure the organization gets 
better at Aim and Objective to help 
build commitment and encourage 
improvement.
* Educate and train.

7
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Pitfall #8: 
Someone else decides

Someone else makes decisions that should be 
taken by the team.

A self-organizing team decides 
for itself how to resolve 

problems, who does what 
and details of the technical 

solution.

Problems that arise
* Reduced moti-
vation.
* Restricted 
collaboration and 
innovation.
* Poorly defined 
plans.
* Failure to 
exploit the team’s 
full potential.

Examples
* Project Leader and Product Owner agree on a plan 
for release without involving the team as a whole.
* Project Leader takes decisions with the help 
of some key members of the team without first 
confirming it with the team as a whole.
* Project Leader or Scrum master makes deci-
sions about who should do what.

Why do we fall into this trap?
* managers and Project Leaders act out of habit.
* Lack of faith in the model and the team’s 
strength.
* Dominant individuals cannot always cope with 
the transition to a coaching leadership.

How do we avoid making this mistake?
* Rely on the team and the model – it works, but 
may require patience and coaching!
* Appoint the right people as Product Owner and 
Scrum master.
* People who ride roughshod over the team need 
to be coached or, in the worst case, transferred.
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9

10

Pitfall #9: 
Not full-time 
employees

Several team members have other 
significant duties.

Self-organization 
is based on a 
dedicated team 
working tightly 
together and fully 

trusting each other.

Problems that arise
* Difficult to build a strong team.

* Task switching, which reduces 
efficiency and concentration.

* Low throughput of projects when 
we try to do too many things in parallel.

Examples
* Requirements specialists who work 
30 % on three projects in parallel, or 
testers who join the project late on.
* Developers who divide their time 
between maintenance and project, 

and are used by different teams.

Why do we fall into this trap?
* Habit.
* management “push” projects into 
the organization and conduct too many 
parallel projects.
* Narrow specialist roles may make it 
difficult to fill a full-time post.

How do we avoid making this 
mistake?
* Fight to get dedicated resources 
and demonstrate the benefits.
* Broaden the skills of staff so that 
there is always something they can 
contribute.
* create “pull” in projects.
* Encourage employees to go outside 
their comfort zone and try new things.

Pitfall #10: 
Too little docu-
mentation

We do not make the documentation 
that we really need in order to be 
able to work effectively.

The basis of Agile and Lean 
is that we write only the 
documentation that we 
really need – but this ap-

proach must not be taken to 
extremes.

Problems that arise
* Strong personal dependencies

* code dependency
* Increased risk

Examples
* We have no record of the func-
tionality of the product – there are no 
specifications, Business Rules, test 
cases or automated acceptance test 
cases.
* We have no special documenta-
tion, such as release instructions.
* A team works with very complex 
functionality that they are unable to 

see as a whole or remember all the 
details of, since they resist documen-
tation.

Why do we fall into this trap?
* Through laziness.
* many people find it boring to write 
documentation.
* If the work is stressful, documenta-
tion is given a low priority.

How do we avoid making this 
mistake?
* Identify the needs of all stakehold-
ers, add the Product Backlog and 
use the Definition of Done to make 
absolutely certain.
* Use Agile working methods that 
reduce the need for documentation, 
such as the clean code, collective 
code Ownership and automated ac-
ceptance tests.
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Lately, there has been much buzz about Rapid 
Software Testing which has been described as 
“the closest thing in the business to a martial art 
of software testing.” Michael Bolton – the Rapid 

Software Guru – explains to Kristoffer Nordström of 
Softhouse.

Now, what is “Rapid Software Testing” – and how does 
it differ from “traditional testing”?
Well, until we establish what “traditional testing” is, 
it’s hard to identify the differences. But let me describe 
Rapid Testing, and people can decide on the differences 
between that and “traditional testing” as they think of it.

James Bach and I describe the Rapid Software Test-
ing approach as a skill set and a mindset focused on 
doing excellent software testing in a way that is very 
fast and inexpensive, yet entirely credible and account-
able, so that managers can make informed decisions 
about the product, the project, and related risk.

Testing’s job is to help to defend the value of 
the product by helping people to become aware of 
problems and risks. When there’s value on the line, 
unskilled slapdash testing isn’t going to cut it. Ponder-
ous testing, where everything is buried under mounds 
of paperwork and bureaucracy, is too expensive and 
takes too long unless you have lots of time and lots 
of money–and you don’t mind wasting them. “Com-
plete” or “exhaustive” testing has several problems: 
it would take too long, it would be so expensive that 
management wouldn’t fund it, and nobody knows 
how to do it because it’s an infinite task and therefore 
impossible. 

So, in Rapid Testing, we focus on doing things 
quickly, with minimal fuss and busywork, and with all 
the skill we can bring to the table. We also focus on the 
fact that excellent testing is far more than confirmation 
and verification and validation. Instead, great testing is 
focused on loops of exploration, discovery, investiga-
tion, and learning – and reporting quickly and concise-
ly and cogently on what we’ve learned.

Now, as soon as we’ve said something like that, it’s 
common for people to say, “So, you don’t believe in 
documentation.” Not true; we do believe in documen-
tation. But we believe in communication more. We 
don’t believe in wasteful documentation, and we don’t 
believe in documentation in circumstances where con-
versation is clearly faster and more effective. Some peo-
ple say “Exploratory testing? So that’s manual testing; 
you don’t believe in test automation.” Not true; 
we do believe in automation as a tool. We favour 

Rapid Software Testing
– a context-driven 

test approach

>>

James Bach (www.satisfice.com)

THE BUSINESS TO  A MARTIAL
ART OF SOFTWARE  TESTING”

THE CLOSEST  THING IN 



SOFTHOUSE | LEAN MAGAZINE74

Ph
ot

o:
 is

to
ck

ph
ot

o.
co

m we focus 
on doing 

things quickly, 
with minimal 

fuss and busy-
work, and with 

all the skill 
we can bring 

to the 
table

“

”

interacting with the machine 
as the users of the product do, 

but we also love using automation for 
things that automation can help us 
with. 

What is the contextdriven testing 
school?
For a long time, discussions in the 
testing world seemed to be oriented 
towards identifying The Right Way to 
do testing. Various writers and speak-
ers touted their approaches as being 
appropriate or correct, as being best 
practices. Cem Kaner, at least, had 
noticed fairly early on that “best prac-
tices” coming from academia didn’t 
work so well when you tried to apply 

them in industry; that “best practic-
es” published in books by people who 
worked in the telecom business didn’t 
work so well for people in Silicon Val-
ley; that “best practices” for mass-mar-
ket commercial software went against 
the cultural grain in banks and in the 
medical business. The trouble, I think, 
was that people were coming to con-
clusions about testing without really 
considering the premises. Based on 
those conclusions, they were declaring 
that testing should be thus and so. It’s 
not that the conclusions were wrong; 
they may have been right for their 
context. The bigger problem is that 
the premises aren’t universal.

As time went by, Cem recognized 

>>
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more and more people were having 
similar experiences and making similar 
observations to his. Controversy about 
testing among reasonable people sug-
gested that you can’t label something 
a “best practice” and expect it to be 
relevant to all domains in which test-
ing happens. Standards relevant to 
the defense industry were ruinously 
expensive and unhelpful for people 
developing computer games. Unless 
you want to put serious limits on your 
career opportunities, you can’t declare, 
as some people have suggested, that 
you should refuse to test until you 
got a clear, complete, up-to-date, and 
unambiguous specification. It wasn’t 
helpful for the testing mice to declare 
that someone should put a bell on the 
business and development cats.

The people who recognized these 
issues went on to declare a set of prin-
ciples based on the idea that if you 
wanted to do testing well, you’d have 
to consider the context first, before 
anything else. Then you could make 
pragmatic choices about what was 
right for your situation. You can read 
that declaration and some clarifying 
remarks at www.context-driven-test-
ing.com. Cem, James Bach, and Bret 
Pettichord wrote Lessons Learned 
in Software Testing; the sub-title 
of that book is “A Context-Driven 
Approach”.

Not too long after that, Bret Pet-
tichord published a paper identify-
ing what he and others called the 
four schools of software testing. These 
included the factory or routine school 
(following templated processes and 
documents will guide us best), the 
mathematical school (intensive and 
rigourous functional analysis and 
graph theory will guide us best), and 
the quality school (requiring other 
people to adhere to rigid processes 
and driving them to high standards is 
our real calling). The context-driven 
school suggested that ideas from the 

other schools might be relevant, but 
no idea was universally best and that 
people were the most important part 
of any project’s context.

Naturally, this was controversial. It 
put the whole idea of best practices 
in question, and it meant that certain 
cherished ideas about testing would 
have to be questioned. Testing itself 
would have to be tested. This repre-
sented a threat to received wisdom 
and offended some people’s ideal-
ized world-views. After all, experts are 
typically heavily invested in their own 
expertise. Other people weren’t quite 
so threatened, and pointed out that, 
sure, they considered context. What 
many of them seemed to miss was (is) 
that to be context-driven, you’d have 
to consider the context first. 

In addition, people didn’t like being 
labeled or pigeon-holed. I don’t think 
that we the intention; the intention 
was to to identify schools of thought, 
or paradigms. Perhaps the notion of 
“schools” was unfortunately named. 
People seem to have a lot of bugbears 
about the word “school”. It might 
have been more politically palatable to 
identify them as four cultures of test-
ing. We’ll never know.

Thinking back, how did you get 
involved in “Rapid Software Testing”?
I was lucky enough to learn impor-
tant things about the craft of testing 
at Quarterdeck in the early 1990s. At 
that time, Quarterdeck was the pub-
lisher of memory management soft-
ware that regularly topped PC Maga-
zine’s best-seller list; that is, with the 
exception of DOS, it was the best-
selling piece of software in the world. 
In the context of commercial software 
that had to be compatible with all of 
the other software on the market, we 
had no choice but to test rapidly. That 
the style the company had, and that 
I took on: exploratory, highly 
collaborative, concisely report- >>

Michael Bolton has 
been teaching software 
testing on five continents 
for ten years. He is the 
co-author (with senior 
author James Bach) of 
Rapid Software Testing, 
a course that presents a 
methodology and mind-
set for testing software 
expertly in uncertain 
conditions and under 
extreme time pressure. 
He has been Program 
chair for the Toronto 
Association of System 
and Software Quality, 
conference chair (in 
2008) for the conference 
of the Association for 
Software Testing, and is a 
co-founder of the Toronto 
Workshops on Software 
Testing.
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Lessons Learned in 

Software Testing

Kaner, Bach & Pettichord
Wiley (2001)
ISBN-10: 0471081124

”A great practical guide 
for testers, and suggests 
lots of ways to do testing 
well.”

Perfect Software: And 

Other Illusions About 

Testing

Gerald Weinberg
Dorset House (2008)
ISBN-10: 0932633692

”This is a book that I en-
courage testers not only 
to read, but also to give to 
their managers to expand 
their concept of what test-
ing can do for them.” 
”Agile testing is context-
driving, not context-
driven.”

Michael Bolton 
recommends!

ed, lots of face-to-face – and 
fast. Like all software, our prod-

ucts shipped with bugs, but we found 
and eradicated the important ones, and 
the decision to ship was well-informed. 
When the product reached the field, 
we were rarely surprised by bugs that 
we hadn’t known about.

James Bach introduced me to his 
Rapid Software Testing course in 
2003. As he and I both realized, I 
had been practicing rapid testing, 
or something like it, for a good long 
time before that. I had been missing 
something, though. I hadn’t paid a 
great deal of attention to the struc-
tures of rapid testing, although I had 
been using many of them intuitive-
ly. As a consequence, it was harder 
than necessary to describe my work 
in contexts outside of commercial 
software. In large financial institu-
tions, for example, I could find more 
important bugs, more quickly, than 
the in-house or contracted testers who 
were given script to follow. I could 
learn what was important more quick-
ly because I used fast cycles of read-
ing about the product, interacting 
directly with it, exploring its behav-
iours, applying curiosity, and asking 
questions of the people around me. 
For me, the focus was finding out 
how the product worked – and how it 
didn’t work, rather than simply check-
ing to see whether test cases passed or 
failed. I could create and edit and nar-
rate stories about my work, showing 
how I had made responsible choices in 
the face of uncertainty. Yet those sto-
ries were often more improvisation-
al than I might have liked. James and 
Rapid Testing offered a means of iden-
tifying the structures of testing, and 
of describing testing work in a more 
structured way. Moreover, becoming 
aware of the structures offered a means 
of developing testing skill even further 
– not only my own skills, but the skills 
of our testing students; not only testing 

skills, but skills needed to develop and 
teach testing skills.

I started teaching the Rapid Test-
ing class in 2004, and I’ve been a co-
author and co-developer of the mate-
rial since 2006. James and I have 
been refining the class continuously. 
That’s for three reasons at least: one, 
because we’re always learning about 
new things in the world that we can 
relate to testing; two, because based 
on that, we’re constantly learning new 
ways to observe and to model and to 
describe testing; and three, because 
testing itself is constantly changing as 
the world and technology change.

Would you say that anyone can do 
“Rapid Software Testing”?
Anyone who is capable of learning 
and practicing the skills can do Rap-
id Testing. That requires some per-
sonal commitment and some work, 
though. First, there’s a lot of infor-
mation-gathering and learning to do. 
It’s important to be an information 
sponge, inside your working life and 
outside of it. It’s a great exercise to 
relate the things that you see, hear, 
and do back to testing. It’s also very 
important to observe and reflect on 
what’s going on, and to be self-crit-
ical. 

Rapid testing also takes practice in 
certain patterns of thought. It’s our 
job to question things, to put “unless 
…” at the end of sentences that we 
hear or read, to see the complexity 
behind apparent simplicity, to consid-
er alternative interpretations of what 
we hear or see. Rapid testers are pro-
fessionally uncertain about what we 
know when everyone else is sure.

Why do you think there is the general 
notion that “anyone” can do software 
testing?
Anyone can do unskilled and value-
less testing. The certification peddlers 
don’t help the image of the craft when 
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they provide “certification” for passing 
a 40-question multiple choice test that 
involves doing no testing work that any-
one observes. Pretty much anyone can 
do pretty much any kind of work if all 
that the work requires is following a set 
of steps laid out by someone else. Any-
one can do software testing if, as the per-
son commissioning it, you’re indifferent 
about the quality of the work. 

I think the reason that people 
(managers, mostly, so it seems) think 
that anyone can do software testing is 
that those people simply haven’t been 
exposed to excellent testing and they 
haven’t thought very much about 
what good testing would be. So 
there’s this feedback loop: poor test-
ing fosters poor expectations about 
testing. That’s why outsourcing to the 
lowest bidder seems to make sense; 
there’s no point in paying big mon-
ey for valueless work. I’d argue that 

there’s no point in paying any money 
for valueless work. Instead, focus on 
training and requiring people to do 
valuable work, and then get the ben-
efit from that.

Is there a downside to “Rapid Soft-
ware Testing”?
If you follow the principles, Rap-
id Testing makes it hard to do fake 
testing. That can be a problem for 
the people who are afraid of learn-
ing about scary things in the proj-
ect. It can be frustrating, for a while, 
for rapid testers to work in non-rapid 
environments, unless they pick up a 
kind of Zen about the situation. Even 
if you’re doing excellent work, people 
have a big investment in their security 
blankets, and won’t drop them lightly. 
In a highly non-rapid context, it takes 
time and patience to help people rec-
ognize valuable testing. ■

Michael Bolton 
on the difference 
between Agile 
testing and 
context-driven 
testing
 
”I was thrilled when the Agile 
manifesto was declared, because 
it seemed so compatible with 
context-driven testing: individuals and 
interactions – people – over processes 
and tools, responding to change over 
following a plan. It didn’t take long for 
me to become pretty jaded. It seems 
to me that many of the tenets of Big-A 
Agility assume that Agility is there 
to solve a particular set of problems 
in a particular way – and if those 
aren’t the problems you’ve got, you 

should change your problems to fit 
the solutions. Brian marick and others 
pointed out to me that Agile testing 
is context-driving (or we might say 
context-imperial), not context-driven. 
Agile’s goal is to set the context. Now, 
in many ways, that would be a context 
I like; I still think the manifesto is a 
great set of principles.

Key figures in the foundation of the 
Agile movement were programmers. 

most of the talk about Agile testing 
has therefore been focused on things 
that fascinate programmers – check-
ing at the unit level, automated builds, 
test-driven development. In many 
ways, that’s a good thing. It’s good to 
see programmers taking responsibility 
for the quality of their work; it’s good 
to have lots of automated unit checks. 
Test-driven development is a kind of 
exploratory process, so in a small 
sense, TDD has validated the idea of 
exploration, if only at the code level. 
But so many of the other aspects of 
testing – critical thinking, systems 
thinking, how we model test coverage, 
how we recognize problems, the cost 
and value of various approaches to 
testing – aren’t really getting discussed 
much in talk about in Agile testing. I 
wish they were.”
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“In the Rapid Testing Class, we focus on a quick defi-
nition: ‘questioning a product in order to evaluate it’. 
But we also embrace Cem Kaner’s definition, that test-
ing is ‘an empirical, technical investigation of a product, 
done on behalf of stakeholders, with the intention of 
revealing quality-related information of the kind that 
they seek.’ We also like the definition that you can para-
phrase from Jerry Weinberg’s Perfect Software and Other 
Illusions About Testing, ‘gathering information with the 
intention of informing a decision.’ 

Personally, I like to say that testing is an investi-
gation of people, software, computers, and related 
systems, and the relationships between them. Some-
times I say that testing is applied critical thinking 
about a product. I think it’s important for a tester to 
have his or her own idea about what testing is, while 
knowing that lots of other people might reasonably 
have other ideas. As Cem Kaner has said, ‘Diversity 
is the strength of our field; uniformity is for dough-
nuts.’

People get up to all kinds of stuff in all kinds of con-
texts in all kinds of fields. For that reason, we like to 
have lots of open, expansive ideas about testing and 
what it could be. Testing needs to take on a myriad of 
forms and approaches so that it can fit its context.”

“We use Jerry Weinberg’s description of quality: qual-
ity is value to some person(s). To that, we add, ‘… 
who matters.’ Quality isn’t a thing, and it’s not some 
part of a product. Quality isn’t an attribute. It’s a rela-
tionship between attributes of the product and some 
person(s) who matter. 

That means it’s crucial for testers to determine who 
matters and what matters to them. If your testing isn’t 
focused on the people who matter and their values, then 
it doesn’t matter how rapid or how slow, or how sloppy 
or elegant, or how expensive or cheap. If it’s not focused 
on the people who matter, it will miss the point.

That underscores the fact that, sad to say and as 
much as we’d like to believe otherwise, when we’re 
testing in a business context, some people don’t mat-
ter as much as other people. If you’ve spent time in 
business (or in technical support!) you’ll know that 
some customers matter more than others. For testers, 
some stakeholders matter more the others. Our pri-
mary client – the person to whom we’re reporting – 
matters most, of course. The people that matter most 
to them matter too. 

testing
Quality

Michael 
Bolton’s 
definitions
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On the other hand, testers don’t matter – in the 
sense that we don’t impose our values on the product 
or the project. Instead, we’re agents for the people 
who matter. We help to identify threats to the val-
ue as determined by the people who really matter – 
the product owner, the programmers, the business, 
the end-users. The quality of the product for us isn’t 
material; the quality of the product for our clients 
and stakeholders is. Decisions about quality are made 
by people with the authority to make them. In addi-
tion to finding definite problems, one of our key jobs 
is to help the project team remain aware of all the 
different people who might matter, and all the ways 
in which problems might threaten value.”

“We say that a bug is something that bugs somebody 
who matters. More formally, a bug is any problem 
that threatens the value of the product. We focus on 
identifying and reporting on those, but we also look 
for issues. An issue is anything that threatens the val-
ue of the testing we’re doing, or the value of the proj-
ect, or the value of the business. Issues might be even 
more important to address than bugs, because many 
issues make testing harder or slow it down, which 
gives bugs more time and more opportunity to hide. 
For all the important bugs there might be in the 
product, issues get in the way of finding out about 
bugs that might be even more important. 

Bugs and issues can form a feedback loop. If 
you’ve got a lot of bugs, that’s an issue; investigat-
ing and reporting those bugs slows down or reduc-
es your test coverage. A bug that’s blocking access 
to some part of the program is an issue; again, 
it provides a hiding place for potentially more 
important bugs.”

A bug
If your testing isn’t 
focused on the peo-

ple who matter and their 
values, then it doesn’t 
matter how rapid or how 
slow, or how sloppy or 
elegant, or how 
expensive or cheap 

“
”
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Professor Jan Bosch is the eloquent 
evangelist of speed in software devel-
opment. His message is clear: if Scan-
dinavia’s software industries cannot 
find ways to keep up and ultimately 
increase the pace, we will become 
second-class industrial nations.

In the children’s classic Through the 
Looking-Glass by Lewis Carroll – the 
second book about Alice in Wonder-
land – the heroine takes part in a most 
peculiar race. Alice runs at full speed 
alongside her new acquaintance the 
Red Queen, only to notice that they 
are not moving forward but rather re-
maining in the same spot.

“Well, in our country,” said Alice, 
still panting a little, “you’d generally get 
to somewhere else – if you run very fast 
for a long time, as we’ve been doing.”

“A slow sort of country!” said the 
Queen. “Now, here, you see, it takes all 
the running you can do, to keep in the 
same place. If you want to get some-
where else, you must run at least twice as 
fast as that!” 

This episode, called the Red Queen’s 
race, has been used as a metaphor in, 
among other subjects, theoretical biol-
ogy and marketing. In the third mille-
nium, it is a metaphor which concerns 

us all; no matter which pursuit you 
choose in life or in business, the world 
has become a big race.

Career in multiple countries
When talking with Jan Bosch, Profes-
sor of Software Engineering at Chalm-
ers University of Technology, the mes-
sage is straight-forward and precise. 
Through a distinguished career in the 
Netherlands, USA, Finland and Swe-
den, working both in industry and ac-
ademia, Jan Bosch has attained an un-
matched overview. His observations 
could be summarised by paraphrasing 
the singer Leonard Cohen: “I’ve seen 
the future, brother: it is swiftness.”

“The biggest, biggest trend right 
now is a shortening of the feedback 
system. There is a general need for 
speed,” says Jan Bosch. “It is your read-
iness to minimize the feedback loop 
that decides whether you are going to 
succeed or fail in the marketplace.”

To Jan Bosch, innovation resulting 
from “struck by lightning moments” 
belongs to the past. The innovative 
companies of the future do not need 
developed, integrated ideas. Instead, 
they just need to analyse the custom-
er’s feedback, come up with sugges-
tions on how the company can move 

 the need
for speed

 the need
for speed
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forward in the market and then start 
experimenting in a structured manner. 
This is also useful for embedded sys-
tems, where you can apply the same 
feedback loop to improve, for exam-
ple, fuel efficiency in a car, throughput 
in a telecom system or throughput in 
a high-performance computing sys-
tem. Step one: implement. Step two: 
measure. Step three: replace, drop or 
improve. Next cycle, please!

The hard currency in Capitalism 
3.0 – where only companies focussed 
on customer needs will succeed – is 
of course user information from mil-
lions of users. If you have a feed-
back system where you can dynami-
cally test customer behaviour, you 
have the strongest possible opportu-
nity to move faster than the rest. You 
don’t need to dig deep, explain or 
analyse – just use an A/B testing or 
some other method where compar-
ing is simple, and then start crunch-
ing numbers. Google has been ridi-
culed for testing “500 shades of blue” 
to find which one generates the most 
clicks, but apparently they were the 
ones to laugh all the way to the bank 
as rumour says that they managed to 
generate millions of dollars in addi-
tional revenue from this …

It seems that these insights prompt-
ly need to be communicated to the 
Scandinavian industry. The need for 
speed will affect all business areas – 
not only the traditional software com-
panies. The ones that don’t shift gear 
to remain where the value is generat-
ed, will be left in the dust.

“If we don’t get it right, others will 
use our platform for their services,” 
Bosch says.

How can Lean & Agile methods help 
Scandinavian industries to remain 
competitive?
We have to remember that Lean and 
Agile methods are means to an end and 
not goals in themselves. Companies im-
prove their competitiveness by more rap-
idly responding to requests from cus-
tomers and by testing their own inno-
vations with customers. The shorter the 
feedback cycle, the quicker companies 
can respond to customers and the faster 
companies learn what innovations gen-
erate interest among customers. 

Which other organizational tools are 
useful to shorten the feedback loops? 
Traditionally, organizations have relied 
a lot on processes to define the interac-
tion between functions and individu-
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als in their organization as well as with 
others in their value network. We now 
see that companies are moving toward 
small, multi-disciplinary, cross-func-
tional teams that own the entire pro-
cess from identifying a customer need 
to delivering the solution to custom-
ers. One of the important techniques 
that companies use is to put the solu-
tion in the hands of customers while it 
is still under development. The feed-
back from customers is then fed back 
into the R&D process and steers the 
prioritization and implementation of 
features. In general, the goal is to min-
imize the amount of R&D investment 
between customer proof points.

Are there any new tools in the making 
which seem promising?
One of the important trends is that 
in the near future all products will be 
connected to the internet, ranging 
from your car to the appliances in your 
kitchen and the consumer electron-

ics in your living room. Ericsson, for 
instance, often talks of 50 billion con-
nected devices. That offers three im-
portant advantages. First, the software 
in these products, which is a constant-
ly increasing part of the R&D cost, 
can be updated even after the product 
has been sold. Second, connectivity al-
lows the product company to collect 
all kinds of data from the product as it 
is in use, including usage metrics, per-
formance, safety and other metrics. 
Finally, the ability to measure and to 
push new software to products allows 
for A/B testing even in embedded sys-
tems. In a world where products are 
increasingly turning to services, these 
tools are becoming mandatory and 
necessary.

How do we coordinate and align the 
different levels – individual, team and 
organization – in this process?
In many domains the age of the top-
down steered hierarchical organiza-
tion is rapidly coming to an end and 
the role of management is changing 
quite fundamentally. Successful or-
ganizations are starting to organize 
themselves as ecosystems of activities 
performed by self-selected and self-di-
rected teams. These teams even man-
age themselves based on quantitative 
output metrics. The role of manage-
ment is now to define the right met-
rics that cause optimal alignment be-
tween team performance and business 
performance. Second, in the areas 
where metrics cannot be formulat-
ed well, the role of management is to 
build the right culture in the organi-
zation.

For the individual, there are two 
important implications. First, the abil-
ity to choose the team that you want 
to be part of is exciting and very liber-
ating. Secondly, the fact that you have 
to have a proactive self-starter attitude 
rather than waiting for someone to tell 
you what to do is very important. ■

Three take-home 
messages from 
Jan Bosch

 Increasing SPEED 
trumps ANY other 
improvement R&D can 
provide to the company 
– the goal is continuous 
deployment of new func-
tionality.

 Teams should be 
small, multi-disciplinary, 
self-selected and self-direct-
ed, use data (not opinions) 
for decision making and 
optimize quantitative out-
put metrics.

 Software architecture 
is central in allowing for 
independent, continuous 
deployment to customers.
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Cost of delay

Cost of delay (COD) is 
something we all need bet-
ter understanding of. Don Reinertsen 
explains some of the mysteries of this 
elusive subject to Anders Sixtensson of 
Softhouse.

Anders Sixtensson: In most of the 
examples you give in articles the cost 

of a month’s delay is often surprisingly big (at least 
for someone who has never done the calculation). Is it 
often a surprise for those that really make the effort?

Don Reinertsen: There are usually three surprises 
for newcomers to calculating cost of delay (COD). 
First, they are surprised at how large the number is. 
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Second, they are surprised at how lit-
tle time it takes to do the calculation. 
Third, they are surprised at how much 
consensus they can reach on the value. 

All three of these surprises occur 
because people’s intuitive sense of cost of 
delay is way off. The intuition of mem-
bers of the same team typically differs 
by 50 to 1, so the real estimate surprises 
most team members. In general we have 
good intuition about things we have 
seen more than once. People who have 
never calculated COD have no basis for 
any intuition on the subject.

In pure software development, you do 
not usually have any high production 
costs. On the other hand you have 
maintenance and bug fixing. In your 
life-cycle profit model, where do these 
running and variable costs fit in?

For manufactured products the major-
ity of the recurring cost is the cost of 
manufacturing which is proportional to 
the quantity of product sold. Software 
also has recurring costs that are propor-
tional to the quantity of product sold. 
For example support costs are typically 
proportional to sales volume. On the 
other hand, software also has costs that 
are relatively independent of the quan-
tity of software sold, such as bug fixes. 

Both of these costs influence the 
P&L of a software company, and they 
should be reflected in any economic 
model that is used in a software com-
pany. It is a solid general principle 
to have life-cycle profit models keep 
score the same way management keeps 
score in their P&L.

Technical debt is a term often 
referred to. Usually this means that 
previously done work has led to bad 
architecture, high failure rate, high 
complexity, etc, which make future 
development and maintenance even 
more expensive. In a life-cycle prof-
it model, it could be worthwhile to 

amortize your debt by refactoring or 
cleaning up the code etc. Where do 
these kinds of activities fit into your 
economy-based decision model?

I do not find that technical debt is suf-
ficiently similar to financial debt to rea-
son by analogy on this matter. Finan-
cial debt almost always has to be repaid 
and the total cost of repayment rises as 
a function of time. In contrast, there are 
many cases where technical debt will 
never have to be repaid, and other cases 
where it can be repaid at a lower cost in 
the future than the present. 

When a developer makes the choice 
to defer work they are generally doing 
so to achieve another economic bene-
fit such as earlier introduction. Defer-
ring work may have an economic 
cost. If this added cost is less than the 
financial benefit of deferring work, for 
example the value of early introduc-
tion, then creating technical debt is a 
good economic choice. 

To correctly model such a situation 
one should include the one-time and 
recurring costs caused by the technical 
debt. In general, although I recognize 
this is not the practice in the software 
industry, I prefer to refer to this prob-
lem as “deferred work” rather than 
“technical debt”.

Our customer runs a portfolio of 
projects in parallel and tries to man-
age this pipeline of ongoing projects 
in such a way that the pipeline as a 
whole delivers as much business val-
ue as possible over time. If we have 
a bottleneck and need to sequence a 
number of projects, first to go is for 
example Project A, then Project C 
and finally Project B. This sequenc-
ing decision should be based on some 
kind of accumulated cost-of-delay 
for all the projects together. Have 
you used or seen Cost-of-delay as 
an input to portfolio management? 
Would it be possible?

”People’s 
intuitive
sense of 
cost of 
delay is 
way off”
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To maximize the economic ben-
efit of a portfolio of projects the 
sequencing of projects should con-
sider both the cost of delay of each 
project and the amount of time that 
the project will block scarce devel-
opment resources. This approach is 
known as a weighted-shortest-job-
first (WSTF) queueing discipline 
and it is discussed in the book, “The 
Principles of Product Development 
Flow.” The sequence of projects that will 
produce the best total return will priori-
tize projects with the highest cost of delay 
per unit of scarce resource consumed. This 
illustrates a key point: in product development 
we can reduce the cost of delay without shorten-
ing average cycle time. We can do this by ensuring 
that jobs that are delayed the most are jobs with the 
lowest cost of delay.

I have read somewhere that one way to get a better under-
standing of cost-of-delay could be to imagine the follow-
ing: “How much would I be willing to pay for a ‘magic 
consultant’ to solve my existing problem NOW?” So, that 
price divided by the time difference from NOW until I have 
solved it myself is really the cost of delay. Could you argue 
like that? 

I would not use this approach. A cost-of-delay calculation 
establishes the value of time on the critical path of the 
project. Whenever we pay less than this amount for time 
we are improving the economics of a project. Let’s say 
cycle time is worth $25,000 a week. If we can save a week 
of cycle time by spending $500 to expedite a shipment 
this is attractive. If we can save the same week of cycle 
time by hiring a consultant for $10,000 it is also 
attractive. However, neither of these amounts 
are the cost of delay, which is $25,000. In 
general the maximum price you would 
be willing to pay to maintain a proj-
ect schedule will be the project’s cost 
of delay, however using your intuitive 
sense of a maximum price is a very 
poor way to calculate cost of delay. 
This price will be determined by 
intuition which, as I mentioned 
earlier, typically can vary be a fac-
tor of 50:1. It is much better to 
calculate a cost of delay. ■



So far we have had four Lean Tribe gatherings in 
Malmö, Stockholm, Karlskrona and Göteborg with 
short lightning talks from many different people who 
shared their experiences and problems which were then 
openly and vigorously discussed in Open Space format. 
Feel free to watch our video-recorded lightning talks 
at leantribe.org. In 2012, there will be at least as many 
gatherings in some new locations.

Lean Tribe’s cornerstones:
• Real meetings between real people.
• An open and honest exchange of experiences.
• Generosity, curiosity and simplicity.
• “There are more like us”.

Lean Tribe is a meeting place for professionals who 
share the values that Lean stands for and the convic-
tion that Lean creates activities with shorter time to 
value and a better working climate.

Competitive thinking, hierarchies and prestige – 
these we have to discard at the door, because when we 
participate in Lean Tribe we are humble, inquisitive, 
and generous with our knowledge and experience. We 
also have a lot of fun.

www.leantribe.org


