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Introduction 

Why write a book with such a depressing, negative title? Part of the reason is that I tried to 
write a book with a normal, business-like title “Introduction to Agile Software Development” 
or some such, at the suggestion of an actual publisher.  The trouble was that everything that 
I tried to write under that title seemed to be to be the most awful, deathly dull 
stodge.  Trying to write about Agile, part of me somehow felt that I should write about it in 
“business bookese” even though that was not at all how I explained it in my training 
courses.  It took about another 6 months, and a run-in (actually it was a phone conference 
so it was more of a hang-up/flounce-out) with a company chairman particularly lacking in 
understanding of the realities of the software development process before I started why I 
was having so much trouble writing a basic Agile how-to book. The central premise of a 
basic Agile how to book would, I suppose, be, “use these Agile techniques and your life will 
be get better.” Only trouble is, guess what? It probably won’t. 

My experience over the last few years has been working with software development teams, 
either as a “scrum master” – I don’t care what the zealots say, this essentially boils down to 
being a project manager – or as an “Agile coach,” doing my best to help development teams 
improve their process.  Over this period I began to notice something slightly strange, or 
certainly different from what I’d been lead to expect.  The majority of books that you read 
about project management, whether they be Lean, Agile or more “conventional” 
approaches to project management, such PRINCE2, talk about the enormous advantages 
that accrue from implementing whichever methods they are pushing.  When bad 
experiences are discussed, they are only discussed as the “before” phase of a project which 
was then catapulted into joyous productivity. 

This doesn’t really chime with my experience of being a project manager. The books simply 
weren’t describing the projects that I’d worked, no matter how closely we adhered to 
suggested methodologies, these projects remained places to go to experience pain. Perhaps 
this is what it would feel like if you were experiencing troubles with your life-partner and 
the only literature you could find on the subject consisted entirely of romances which ended 
happily ever after. 

My experience of being a project manager is that no matter what methodology is being 
supposedly or actually implemented, no matter how bought-in to the methodology senior 
management, customers and stakeholders and team members are, there will still be a 
perception that the development team is not performing as it should: that it is late and 
over-budget and desperately needs to try hard and go faster.  If you are a project manager 
responsible for software development and you disagree with this assessment, if you happen 
to be presiding over a software development team that is perceived by all those is manage it 
and pay for it as being professional, on-time, to-budget and essentially valuable to the 
organisation, I don’t really want to argue with you, go, enjoy this while it lasts, make hay 
while the sun shines. Maybe give this book a look some time in the future if things turn 
sour.  They might. 

 The argument of this book is pretty much as follows. 



1)     Late and over-budget is going to be the rule rather than the exception for most 
software projects that you ever work on. Most likely it isn’t your fault because: 

2)     There are at least three really powerful reasons why most project are LAOB (and maybe 
a fourth): 

a.      The complex, sometimes chaotic nature of the problems that software 
development tries to solve (we’ll talk later about the Cynefin framework) 

b.      The basic difference between models of reality i.e. plans, budgets, 
timescales and actual reality and the bizarre tendency of almost everyone to 
fixate and worship plans, budgets timescales, rather than reality. 

c.       Any team that is performing on-time and to-budget will tend to attract 
extra work at least at least up to the point where it starts doing badly (the 
Buckaroo effect). 

d.      Possibly because of point 3) below, it suits the management of your 
organisation to have software development continually perceived as being a 
“problem” (yes, I’ve read a bit of Machievelli). 

3)    This makes managing software development a miserable experience, largely because of 
the powerful desire of human to be consistent and deliver on their commitments. 

4)    Once you understand all this you can relax (a bit). Relax and do a better job. There are 
things that you can do to make your experience and contribution as a manager of software 
development a whole lot better.  

a.       You can do yourself and your team a favour and concentrate on 
committing consistently to things that you can actually deliver. 

b.      You can concentrate on delivering value to you senior stakeholders and 
customers and clients. 

So this is the argument I’m going to try to expand on, explore and hopefully, finally 
prove.  On the way, I will talk mostly about Agile practices for project management because 
those are the ones that I’m most familiar with and that I know from personal experience 
actually work.  I’ll also talk about some concepts from Lean and Kanban, although that’s not 
my personal area of expertise.  But, I’ll let you in on a preview, a big part of how start 
relaxing in step four is to focus on delivering real value to your stakeholders and 
customers.  Of course this isn’t the whole answer sometimes the project that you’re 
working on delivers no discernible value to anyone, that the only value there is, is the empty 
value of delivering against the plan.  In which case, might I suggest, you have to choose one 
of the 3 Rs – restructure, run-away or rot. Cheerful huh? We should probably move on. 

  



The Root of the problem – the difference 
between plans and reality 

“Life is Wiggly” – Alan Watts 

“Essentially, all models are wrong, but some are useful.” – George E. P. Box 

“World is crazier and more of it than we think, Incorrigibly plural.” – Louis MacNeice 

Here’s a little exercise to get us started. I got this idea from a book called “Sleight of Mouth” 
by Robert Dilts.  Think of something that you could have done yesterday and didn’t do, go 
easy on yourself, don’t think of something your rarely do, or you’re not likely to do, think of 
something everyday, that you could have done.  Now think of something that you did 
actually do.  OK, this is the really important bit.  Look at these two things in your mind, the 
thing you could have done and the thing that you actually did and try to notice differences 
between them.  How are you absolutely certain that did the thing that you really did?  What 
is there lacking, or different about the thing that you didn’t do that makes you certain that 
you didn’t do it? 

When I do this exercise as part of training courses I get all sorts of interesting answers, 
people tend to miss the mark of telling me exactly how they know that one thing in their 
mind was real and another is not real and rather move straight over to explaining why a 
series of things that “should” have been done didn’t get done.  For example, I could have 
gone to the gym, but instead I stayed at home and watched TV because I actually like 
watching TV and I don’t like going to the gym, even though I know I should.  This in itself is 
an instructive exercise to do on any project – look at the things that didn’t get done and ask 
“why” (a way into the Lean concept of the five whys) but it it’s slightly off the point that I’m 
trying to make.  

When I tried this exercise I didn’t go back to something that happened the previous day, I 
went back to something that had happened in the previous hour – lunch.  I sat at my desk 
and thought about the lunch that I’d had – chicken soup, and then I thought a bit about the 
lunch that I could have had – a bacon sandwich.  Then I thought about what was the 
difference between the two. How was I certain that I had had the chicken soup for lunch 
and equally certain that I had not had the bacon sandwich.  And the thought that came to 
me in answer to this was genuinely an inspirational, eureka moment.  I know that I’d had 
the chicken soup for lunch because I could remember spilling it on my shirt! 

At this point your heart maybe sinking, with the slight suspicion that I am a lunatic, but trust 
me there actually is an important point about project management, especially management 
of software development projects.  To generalise, how did I know the difference between a 
“plan” that hadn’t been executed: have a bacon sandwich for lunch; and a “plan” that had 
been executed: have chicken soup for lunch.  I was certain that the chicken soup plan had 
been executed, because there had been problems with it – the stain on my 



shirt.  Unexpected trouble that will result in extra work to make things all right is a very, very 
good indication that an attempt has been made to execute a plan. 

 This difference between the clean elegance of plans that have not been executed and the 
dirty troublesome-ness of plans that have been executed is the single thing that makes 
project management so stressful and difficult.  Almost every job advert that I have seen for 
a project management position, almost every group exercise that I’ve ever done that tries to 
get from people what they expect from a project is running well will contain the phrase “On-
time and to budget”.  And if you ask those people what they take “on-time and to-budget” 
to mean, they will invariable answer “delivering according to a plan.” These same people, 
when you ask them what constitutes a “bad project” will talk about projects that a “late and 
over budget” and that “don’t go according to plan”. 

This is really weird.  If we stick with my examples of the chicken soup and the bacon 
sandwich, which lunch are they praising? The bacon sandwich, the one that didn’t 
happen.  But this is the big question – which lunch actually fed me? Well, that would be the 
lunch that didn’t go according to plan, the one where the costs ran over, embarrassed us 
professionally (I can’t even drink soup without spilling it on myself) and took far too long 
(once you take the shirt clean-up into account). Yes, that’s right, the messy troublesome 
option was the one that actually nourished me. 

How on earth could this happen? How could we get ourselves into a situation where there is 
almost universal agreement that delivering on-time and to-budget, to a plan is a good thing 
and almost no mention of delivering actually value, even if it be in a messy fashion? 

The first problem is that we never really see the real world or experience it with our other 
senses, we simply see and sense models of it.  The real world, as the religious thinker and 
philosopher pointed out, is “wiggly”.  But our plans and our models almost never are.  Our 
plans feature clear discrete steps, straight lines, and if we are being really sophisticated, 
possibly a curve or two. Because we don’t see the real world, but rather these beautifully 
sleek models and plans, the things that we become emotionally attached are – guess what? 
The models and the plans.  Even though it is only the messiness of the real world that can 
feed us. 

The second problem is that when we get together in organisations, we take our love of 
models and plans and fear of the messiness of reality with us.  There we work to “reify”, I’m 
almost tempted to type “deify”, these plans.  We start treating them as if they are the real 
world. 

  

  



Commitment and Consistency: Why Late and 
Over-Budget Feels So Bad? 

Commitment and consistency is a big thing in project management.  It’s the reason that 
calling a book “Late and Over Budget” has any kind of power. Here’s the gist.  Plans are poor 
models of the world and, very importantly, they don’t exist. But very often, when people 
think about project management, they imagine that what project management is, the whole 
point of project management is delivering according to a plan – on-time and to-
budget.  Even though plans don’t exist, plans are in great danger of becoming something.  A 
plan is in great danger of becoming a commitment. 

On the whole people like to stick to their commitments.  Robert Cialdini’s book “Influence: 
The Psychology of Persuasion.” Has a whole chapter on “Commitment and 
Consistency.”  This chapter is hard to write because it just feels so wrong suggesting that 
any kind of success can come from not honouring your commitments.  In one experiment 
that Cialdini talks about in his book, people who made a very low-grade commitment – they 
agreed on the phone that charity was a good idea - were EIGHT TIMES, let’s say that again 
EIGHT TIMES more likely to agree to volunteer for a charity collection in a follow-up phone 
call than people who weren’t asked the original question.  What this experiment, and lots 
like it shows is that we all desperately want to honour our commitments and be consistent 
with our beliefs. Why are we all so desperate? Because we don’t want to be regarded as 
either dishonest or insane, and on the whole, that is how society regards people who don’t 
keep their word. 

Commitment and consistency is a huge thing and even though plans are vague, poor models 
of the world;  even though plans are created at a point when we have the least knowledge 
about a project, they tend to get interpreted as commitments.  Estimates tend to get 
regarded as commitments, as promises. 

Why? Why would so many people continue to treat plans like this despite all the evidence 
that plans do not get adhered to?  I think there are a couple of reasons.  Firstly, the people 
who are pressurising project managers to commit are themselves under pressure to 
commit.  The only way they can think of to relieve this pressure is to pass that commitment 
onto you. They too imagine that it is part of the identity of a manager of projects to deliver 
on-time and to-budget. 

Secondly, I know this is controversial, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t true.  There is something 
comfortable about having your employees permanently in a situation where they are in 
danger of failing to honour their commitments.  It puts them on the “back foot”, it makes 
them more compliant and more eager to please. 

The flip side of this is that many, many project managers are spendthrift with their 
commitments.  They are consistently “optimistic” and “positive” in their estimations of how 
long a project might take.  They are willing to make promises about delivery on the vaguest 
of specifications. Because of a desperate urge to please, to appear positive, to look like a 



team player. They promise the earth when they haven’t even checked if they can deliver 
pizza.  They promise to deliver on a project at a point when they have absolutely no idea 
when they can deliver or not. 

What’s the answer?  The answer isn’t to duck commitment.  The answer couldn’t be to duck 
commitment, not only because there is little chance we could resist the urge to commit for 
very long but also because ducking commitment goes down very badly with senior 
management.  The answer is rather to commit to the right things. 

COMMIT TO MEASURING AND REPORTING REAL PROGRESS 

This is the most important one.  Keep explaining what is really happening.  There are a 
bunch of things that you have to do every day as a manager of a software development 
project to do this.  You have to have a daily stand-up meeting and at that meeting you need 
to track the real progress of work.  The best way to do that is to break the work down into 
stories and plan it in iterations and not allow extra work to creep into iterations, all that 
good Agile stuff.  If you do that, at the end of each iteration, you will have a 
number.  Number of stories, if they’re roughly the same size.  Number of ideal days, number 
of complexity points if you’re getting fancy.  It doesn’t really matter.  What you also need to 
have is a backlog of things that you are going to do that is numbered in the same 
way.  Using those two numbers you can do some fancy predictions.  You can divide your 
actual progress by the number of things left in your backlog and get an estimate of how 
many iterations it is going to take to get through your backlog.  Let’s say your project has 
been going for four months and it’s got through 16 stories, you’ve got 20 stories still on your 
backlog.  Guess what? That project is very likely going to take another 5 months. 

 So, that’s why iteration planning and counting velocity are so vitally important.  This is the 
one thing that you really should be comfortable committing to.  Real progress.   

Things your bosses will try to do to stop you reporting real progress: 

That can’t be your real progress, you must have counted incorrectly 

When the bosses don’t like the progress that you tell them about they will try to get you to 
count things differently.  They will especially try to get you to count half-done things, they 
will try to get you to play fast and loose with your “definition of done”.  Don’t let them do 
this.  I’ve given in and done this, it’s a disaster. 

You are not a professional, you are bad man, you are a pitiful fool 

It’s your fault, if you don’t buck your ideas up you’re out.  This is the clincher.  What they are 
actually saying is “lie to me or I’ll fire you.” They probably don’t know that’s what they’re 
saying. They probably aren’t going to fire you. Do you know how hard it is to recruit project 
managers who are any good, even in the most dire of economic climates. Unless you really 
are in the most desperate of job markets, don’t lie.  You’ll only be in a worse place if you 
do.  Actually, even if you do lie to them, don’t lie to yourself.  Even if they do persuade you 
to count work that’s just been started as “99% finished.”  Don’t lie to yourself. Tell yourself 



what the real figure is.  Try to mention the real figure, even if you instantly follow it with the 
inflated figure that your boss has insisted on. 

Yes, I know this is the real figure, but we can’t possibly show that to my bosses, what if we 
move these over here, multiply by PI and then take away the number we first thought of? 

Let your bosses fiddle the figures (i.e. Provide a management steer) however they see fit. 
But always provide them with the real figures, then provide them with the “summary” 
figures. 

I talked to every member of your team until I found someone who would tell me that 
things aren’t as bad as you say they are 

Good, you’ve got no problem with members of your team being optimistic.  But these are 
the figures. 

I talked to an insane person that I met outside on the street and they said that this project 
shouldn’t take this long [Something like this really happened to me, OK, he was an insane 
person in the same office, but that was the gist] 

Good, that’s nice.  These are the figures.  

Can’t you ask the team to try harder? 

Yes, I can (it won’t make any difference).  These are the figures. 

So, this is the commitment that you have to make if you want to stay sane, and also, very 
importantly, if you want to do absolutely the best job possible for your bosses, for your 
organisation and for the team. 

I commit to consistently collecting and reporting the real 
progress of the team to the bosses. 

Maybe you’re the kind of person who’s more motivated by the fear of bad things happening 
rather than of good things happening.  If you are, let me try to scare you.  If you don’t know 
how you are progressing in the project, if you don’t know how your team are doing against 
the backlog, you don’t really have any business not agreeing to whatever aggressive 
deadline the bosses suggest. 

Here is some other stuff that you CAN commit to.  

Plumb into Value 

 The bosses think that what’s important is that the project is on time and to budget.  It isn’t. 
What’s important is that the project delivers value.  For that reason whenever you can, you 
should push for the software that you’re working on to be delivered.  The truth is that the 
value of software can only be realised after it has been used by its real users.  Once that has 



happened and the bosses start to get feedback from real users, you will very often find the 
shape of the project completely changes.  The endless vague features that were on “the 
plan” are suddenly forgotten and enhancements to a feature that you did release suddenly 
become far more important. 

So here’s something else that you can commit to, whilst staying healthy and sane: 

I commit to work with my team to deliver valuable working 
software to my project’s customers and end-users as soon 

as we possibly can 

GetDirection and feedback from the product Owner and the Stakeholders 

Along the way, you need to always make sure that you get a steer on what the priority is for 
the backlog.  Hopefully, you should get this from someone called a “product owner.” But it’s 
my experience that lots of organisations don’t like the sound of this title.  The term “product 
owner” sounds like someone who has real power. So many organisations either avoid 
appointing product owners, or give the job to somebody who clearly can’t do it – somebody 
very junior who’s not in a position to take a decision, somebody too senior who simply 
hasn’t the time to consider the detail, somebody who already has four other jobs. 

Another vitally important way to get an idea of what is actually valuable and what is a 
priority from the bosses, is to hold regular showcases at the end of every iteration.  These 
can be a rough ride and cause all sorts of problems.  Turns out, very often, the bosses are far 
too busy to look at demonstrations of working software. When they do turn up, they are apt 
to make totally random comments.  Also, you never get the same collection of bosses from 
one showcase to the next.  Still it’s worth doing because it is the best of way diving what is 
actually valuable in the software your team is writing. 

So here’s another thing that you can commit to: 

I commit to consistently getting guidance on priority from 
my product owner and collecting feedback from my 

stakeholders 

Work to Speed Things Up in the Only Way that Works – By Removing Blockers 

Faster! Faster! This is a legal requirement! We’ve already promised this to our 
customers!  You said it would be ready by now. You are not a professional. Goddamnit! 
Can’t you go faster?  Can’t you all try harder? 

Any of this sound familiar?  There are actually very few things you can do to speed things 
up.  Almost all of the things that get suggested by the bosses, adding more people or 
“resources” to the team, co-opting a hangar full of third-party developers on the other side 
of the globe, trying harder, typing faster (yes, really) don’t work.  What does work though is 
finding out what things are slowing down the team and fixing as many of them as can be 



fixed.  In Agile terms, these are called “blockers.”  These should come out at the stand-up 
meeting that you’re running with your team every day.  Some of the more “meta” problems 
will only come out at the retrospectives that you should be running at the end of every 
iteration.  If you’re the kind of person who is good at keeping lists, you could keep a running 
log of blockers that come up in stand-ups and then assign actions and resolutions to 
them.  You could also do the same in retrospectives.  If you’re not so good at keeping lists, 
you can do a loose prioritisation of blockers from each stand-up by picking the top one or 
two that you’re going to work on each day after the stand-up and reporting the top three 
issues from the retrospectives at the end of every iteration to the bosses.  What you find is 
that, very quickly, you rip through the things that you can change and end up with a list of 
things that you can’t change, and maybe even your bosses can’t change without making 
some kind of special effort. 

These things should be the first things out of your mouth whenever the bosses start 
complaining about the progress of the team. 

So here’s your final commitment: 

I commit to consistently fixing the blockers that I can fix for 
my team and making sure that the bosses are always 

aware of the blockers that I need their help to fix 

Commit to the Right Things 

OK, so let’s review.  Plans are fantasies. Bosses are going to try to get you and your team to 
sign up to these fantasies for two reasons. One: they’re under pressure from their bosses to 
commit to these fantasies. Two: people who are on the back foot are easier to 
manipulate.  People who don’t meet a plan, even if was a totally fantastic, unrealistic plan 
feel bad about themselves and desperate to please.  Signing up to an unrealistic plan, and 
guess what? - in software development, they’re all unrealistic - is an instant recipe for 
feeling bad and being late and over budget. 

What’s the cure? Don’t sign up to an unrealistic plan unless you really have to (you probably 
will have to). When you do sign up to such a plan cross your fingers and toes and mentally 
understand the kind of dodgy manipulative bad-faith bargain that it is.  At the same time, 
DO commit to the principles that I’ve outlined here which will actually help you and your 
team do the best that you can for your bosses. 

1)       Track the real progress of your team, calculate what that means for the projects 
progress against the backlog.  Report this to your bosses, even when they don’t want to 
hear. 

2)       Deliver the software that you’re working on to the end users and customers as often as 
you can and as soon as you can. 

3)       Get guidance on priority and feedback on value from product owners and stakeholders 
in all the right places i.e. iteration planning and showcase. 



4)       Fix the blockers you can fix, report the blockers that you can’t fix to people who can fix 
them. 

  



The Cynefin Framework - We Are, After All, 
Not Professionals 

"We are, after all, professionals" - Hunter S. Thomson 

Cynefin is a Welsh word meaning something a bit like environment.   But meaning 
environment in all the different ways that you could mean environment, not just the 
physical environment, but also the social environment, who you know, who you talk 
to.  Who you can rely on in a crisis.  All of that stuff.  The Cynefin framework is a pretty 
simple concept, but I think it leads to some really powerful understanding of why almost all 
software development projects are late and over-budget.  What the Cynefin framework 
maps out is four different kinds of problem space that we might be in in a work 
environment.  When I used to work in a research lab, I used to work for a guy who had an 
amazing talent for being annoying.  In any given situation, you could rely on him to be 
annoying.  This was actually a very useful talent for someone in a research lab.  One of the 
questions that he invariably would ask at the end of a presentation of some new-fangled 
idea would be – “what problem are you solving?” If you were the person presenting your 
new fabulous work which you were getting all excited about, you would probably find this 
annoying. 

 

  

The Cynefin framework asks a similar kind of question.  It asks “what kind of problem” are 
you solving?  “What kind of answer are you looking for?”.  The Cyenfin framework puts 
these kinds of problems and answers in four buckets – simple, complicated, complex and 
chaotic.   

So what is a simple problem?  A simple problem is one where the problem is well-
understood, then methods to solve it are well-understood, also they are easy to 
understand.  They work so reliably that almost anybody who is awake and moderately well-



educated can follow them.  As an example of a simple problem-space you could talk about 
baking a cake.  If you have an oven that works and you have access to a recipe and the right 
ingredients and you follow the recipe, you’ll get a cake out of the end of it.  So a simple 
problem is one where there’s a recipe and anybody can follow it.  Sometime I think there 
are very few problems that are simple.  I’ve seen interviews with Delia Smith, the hugely 
successful TV cook, where she explains that the way that she gets her recipes to work 
reliably is that she tries them in lots of different ovens.  My suspicion is that genuinely idiot-
proofing any problem space so that “anybody” can follow a set of instructions without fail, is 
harder than most people might think.  But anyway, on to complicated problems. 

Complicated problems are problems that can be solved, but in order to solve them, you 
need a professional who has some come complicated training.  So a complicated problem is 
one where there is an answer, the problem can be solved, but not just anybody can solve 
it.  You need a professional. Lots of things fall into the category.  I’m always fascinated by 
the comment by Penn Jillette that the field of conjuring and magic is like accountancy – 
anybody could find out how to do it, it isn’t a secret, it’s in books.  They just can’t be 
bothered.  So I would categorise lots of problems as being in this space.  Anything where 
there is a course or a book or a master that you can go and sit at the feet of.  This is where 
the professions hang out in the Cynefin framework, but it’s also where the trades hang 
out.  Painters (the non-artistic kind) and decorators, plumbers and electricians, they hang 
out in this space.  It is important to remember that this is where the professionals hang out 
– in the space where you can go read a book, sign up for a course or sit at the feet of a 
master to learn. And what do you learn when you go on the course, read the book, sit at the 
feet of the master, turn up to a meeting of the magic circle or go to a professional 
conference?  You learn “good practice”, you learn the best way that people in your 
profession or trade know of to solve a problem.  So the complicated space is one where 
there is good practice.  There’s a way that a way of doing things that pretty much everyone 
is agreed is a good way.  The reason that I’m labouring this point is because we’re about to 
step over the line from the complicated world, into the complex world. 

In the complex world, there aren’t any right answers like there are in the simple and 
complicated spaces.  In the complex problem space, the very best you can hope for are 
“approaches”.  In the complex problem space, you can’t follow a recipe that will solve your 
problems.  In the complex problem space, you can’t even do a length professional training 
program so that you can solve your problems or call a professional, someone in that’s done 
this kind of training.  What makes things even worse is that in this complex space, there is 
no shortage of people claiming that the problem space isn’t complex, but in fact either 
merely complicated (all you have to do hire one of their professionals, or sign up for one of 
their professional courses) or even simple! Buy our product, follow these steps and all your 
problems will be solved. For those of you who already know something about Agile 
methods, as I’m writing this I’m realising that this is what makes the whole Scrum Master 
Certification program (full disclosure, I did the course, but I’ve resisted paying up to “renew” 
my certification) so simultaneously shameful and successful.  There is clearly huge amounts 
of money in selling simple and complicated solutions to complex problems.  That’s one of 
the other features of the complex space.  As if the problems that you were dealing with 
weren’t bad enough, there a whole series of other difficulties that come from the complex 
space not being the simple or the complicated space, but many many people desperately 



wanting it to be.  The complex space is where well-meaning and genuinely useful 
consultants hang out,  it’s also where cult-leaders, psychics and other charlatans hang out 
who are prepared to prey on the desperate human need for certainty. 

From that little aside, you might have guessed, yes, this is also where software development 
hangs out in the Cynefin framework.  Software development is done in a problem space 
where there are emerging approaches, but there are lots of them and none of them are 
anywhere near one hundred per cent effective.  It’s also done in a problem space where the 
people who are suffering from these problems desperately want to be told that there 
problems do have an answer. 

Finally, on our way around the Cynefin framework, we come to the chaotic space.  This is 
the space where people aren’t even sure what the problems are.  Let alone what to do 
about them.  This is where artists, innovators and researchers hang out, or should be 
hanging out, although it seems like the "square world" is permanently trying to stop them 
hanging out in the chaotic space, unaware of the enormous value to society that comes 
from having anybody whose prepared to work in that space.  There are bad guys here too, 
politicians, religious leaders.  Software development shouldn't be in this space.  We have an 
idea of the problems.  We know designing software that customers want and that users 
want to use is a problem.  We've got a set of solutions to solve these problems, even as 
requirements change.  They don't always work, but they are getting better, they are 
coalescing.  I'd argue this should put us in the complex space rather than the chaotic. 
Unfortunately a side effect of the internet revolution, followed by the mobile revolution, the 
ebook revolution, the social network revolution and whatever is soon to come, is that the 
industries that we support have been catapulted headlong into the chaotic space, 
sometimes from the simple space. So very often as software developers, or managers of 
software developers we find ourselve witnessing an entire industry shift into 
chaos.  Industries it's happened to recently? Publishing, banking and recorded 
music.  Industries it's about to happen to?  Maybe it's better to list the ones that won't be 
affected.  Charcoal burning.  I think that's probably safe for now. 

 

  



Why is software in the complex part of the 
Cynefin framework? 

Why is software development in the complex space of the Cynefin framework?  Why can’t 
you hire professionals who’ll do a good job and deliver it on time? There are a whole bunch 
of reasons.  We’ll just visit a few right now. 

Shifting Sands 

 Any software development isn’t going to happen on just one piece of technology.  It’s going 
to happen on a “stack” of technologies.  Any complicated piece of software is going to at 
least involve an operating system, a database solution a front-end programming language 
and a back-end programming language.  All of these are changing all the time.  Beyond this 
the hardware that runs this software is changing all the time.  As an example, I spent two 
years working on a web-based platform for academic publishing.  During that time the iPad 
came out.  This created an expectation on the part of the majority of our end-users – 
American undergraduate students - that everything they read should be available on the 
platform: today.  But reading on the iPad changed almost everything.  The licensing model, 
the required look and feel, the software capabilities that we needed in the team, the 
number of UI Designers we needed. This is really pedestrian, but it needed to be pointed 
out, and argued about a lot longer than you’d think. Developing on the iPad meant we 
needed iPads!!! And there was no organisational structure in place that could provide us 
with this kind of cool hardware.  For the first twelve months all development happened 
either on private iPads or iPads bought against regulations on company credit cards. 

Nobody knows what they want 

Expressing software requirements in natural language and pictures is a vague business 
fraught with difficulty.   What the people funding a project want isn’t the same as what the 
customers want.  What the customers and the people who are paying for it want might not 
be the same as what the regulators want and what is most sensible, maintainable and 
supportable from a technological point of view.  Collecting requirements is a bun 
fight.  What makes it even worse, the best known ways of collecting requirements – the 
good practices and approaches that you’d want to be tending towards if you were trying to 
be professional are completely the opposite of what people who don’t know much about 
developing software, and actually, a lot of people who do, think it should be.  Iterative 
methods work best. But intuitively, most people believe deep in their bones, that the best 
way is to try to detail absolutely everything that they want in a specification document right 
at the beginning of a project. 

Few people know the value of what they want 

The people who are initiating a project rarely know what the value is of what they’re asking 
for.  What about regulatory projects you might ask?  What about projects which meet a 
legal requirement?  Well first of all, these are a very small proportion of the projects that 



ever get undertake, secondly, even in these kinds of projects, what’s precise required to fit a 
regulation and what the cost of not meeting it will be is rarely understood. 

Most projects get kicked off because of some perceived business value, because somebody 
manages to persuade someone who has control of the purse strings that a project might be 
a good idea.  But the exact nature of this value is rarely known.  This shouldn’t be a surprise 
because most businesses are skirting around the edge of the “chaotic” part of the Cynefin 
problem space, if they haven’t been pitched right into the middle of it. 

Again, the intuition to deal with this is completely the opposite of what actually works.  If 
you’re exploring an unknown space, the best way to do this is a little bit at a time – 
iteratively.  The basic, basic, Agile approach, make a list of things that you want to do – do 
the most important ones from a business point of view, get something working, let 
everybody have a look at it, play with it and then decided what comes next. 

Software development discovers value 

One account of what designers are doing is that they are “discovering new value”.  In my 
experience this happens all the time with software development.  Once stakeholders and 
users see actual working software they see values and opportunities that they couldn’t or 
certainly didn’t imagine to be possible before they saw it working.  The weird thing is that 
this is very often perceived as a problem with a project. 

We’re not Chinese 

I don’t think this is racist.  Although some of my super right-on friends have suggested that it 
might be. If you can tell me how it is racist, then please write to me and tell me.  Even if it is 
racist, I’m not sure I care, because it’s still funny.  The “not Chinese” thing comes from this 
little exchange in a Goon show. 

Bloodknock: You Chinese think of everything! 

Eccles: But I’m not Chinese! 

Bloodknock: Then you’ve forgotten something! 

These are what might be described as “forehead slapping moments.”  The moment when 
you realise that making changes in one system is going to break almost everything that 
happens in another system.  If you’re not Chinese, you’ve probably forgotten 
something.  Actually if you are Chinese, you’ve probably forgotten something as well.  Small 
changes in one system can require huge changes in another system.  It’s in the nature of 
software systems that are being built on and built on that they get more and more 
fragile.  The new bit that you’re adding to them might, and actually very often does, push 
them over the edge. 

Software is in the complex space because of the high level of Discovered Demand 



In books like “Freedom from Command and Control” John Seddon draws a distinction 
between two kinds of work is done in the systems that he examines – Value Demand and 
Failure Demand.  Value demand is work that delivers the stuff that people want.  In the 
examples that John Seddon uses in his book this is stuff like having a plumber fixing the 
heating system in a council tenant’s flat.  Failure demand is fixing things that have gone 
wrong with the value demand.   Again in the example John Seddon gives, this is work like 
having to deal with calls from irate customers because the plumber didn’t turn up when he 
was supposed to, or did turn up, but was unable to fix the problem because he didn’t have 
the requisite part. I would argue that the work that Seddon is talking about is largely in 
either the simple space (arranging appointments) or the complicated space (fixing 
heating).  The big difference between this kind of work and software development is that in 
software development there is completely different kind of demand that consistently rears 
its head – discovered demand.  Stuff that the customer realises that they want half-way 
through the process – because as we’ve discussed above, they don’t really know what they 
want, nor the value of what they want until they see it. Stuff that the software developers 
realise they’re going to need half-way through the process. 

Coming back to our central theme of “Late and Over-Budget” the weirdest thing about 
“discovered demand” is that it is almost always treated by developers and stakeholders as 
failure demand. 


