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• To share first-hand experience with common, repeated failures, 
orchestrated by human beings with nothing but good intentions.

• Because learning from the failure of others is much less painful 
then learning from your own.

• We have all made one, some or all of these mistakes. Being aware • We have all made one, some or all of these mistakes. Being aware 
of your weaknesses gets you more than halfway to mitigating 
them.

• Even if we’re perfect, life isn’t fair 
badly on us (and often on our preferred platform too)

• Getting 9 of the most important parts of a project completely right 
and 1 of them completely wrong still means the project tanks.

• Sometimes it’s easier to understand what NOT to do

• Failure can be fun when it’s not you doing the failing

hand experience with common, repeated failures, 
orchestrated by human beings with nothing but good intentions.

Because learning from the failure of others is much less painful 

We have all made one, some or all of these mistakes. Being aware We have all made one, some or all of these mistakes. Being aware 
of your weaknesses gets you more than halfway to mitigating 

Even if we’re perfect, life isn’t fair – mistakes by others reflect 
badly on us (and often on our preferred platform too)

Getting 9 of the most important parts of a project completely right 
and 1 of them completely wrong still means the project tanks.

Sometimes it’s easier to understand what NOT to do

Failure can be fun when it’s not you doing the failing



• An architect and a project manager with 50 years 
combined experience

• Experienced with more than 20 development platforms
• Corporate, commercial, government and military • Corporate, commercial, government and military 

projects
• Direct experience with a dozen failed projects
• Lived through over 6,000 hours of meetings.
• Dealt with more than 30 totally unreasonable people 

An architect and a project manager with 50 years 

Experienced with more than 20 development platforms
Corporate, commercial, government and military Corporate, commercial, government and military 

Direct experience with a dozen failed projects
Lived through over 6,000 hours of meetings.
Dealt with more than 30 totally unreasonable people 



• Our 40+ year-old industry has risen to a fabulous 34% project 
success rate as of 2004 (Standish Group’s CHAOS report)

• Even 100% improvement over 10 years (by 2014) only gets our 
success rate up to a coin flip. Even meteorologists (and 
astrologists) can do better than this.astrologists) can do better than this.

• In 1994, The Standish Group estimated that of the $250 billion in 
IT project spending, $80,000,000,000 (that’s $80 billion) was 
wasted on failed projects.
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• Excuses: 
– Poor development processes
– Industry-wide lack of maturity 
– Poor tools, training, etc.

• Not treating IT investments like we treat other capital 
investments

• Not demanding performance from our IT investments
• Failure to manage risk
• Lack of discipline – you know what to do and don’t do it
• Expecting different results from the same methods: “Meet the 

new boss, same as the old boss”

Poor development processes
wide lack of maturity 

Not treating IT investments like we treat other capital 

Not demanding performance from our IT investments

you know what to do and don’t do it
Expecting different results from the same methods: “Meet the 
new boss, same as the old boss”



• Learn to think about what is wrong instead of defending what 
is right.

• Learn to identify risky behavior and risky tendencies.
• We have met the enemy - Learn ways to mitigate those risks
• You can’t fix everything, but you can often work around it • You can’t fix everything, but you can often work around it 

once you know it’s there.

Learn to think about what is wrong instead of defending what 

Learn to identify risky behavior and risky tendencies.
Learn ways to mitigate those risks

You can’t fix everything, but you can often work around it You can’t fix everything, but you can often work around it 



1. Believing the Hype
2. Solving the Wrong Problem
3. Using the Wrong People
4. Measuring the Wrong Things
5. Hope as a Risk Management Strategy
6. Round is a Shape (not keeping fit)
7. Ignorance as a Defense
8. Ostrichism (ignoring complexity)
9. Giving Perception Sway (not communicating reality)
10. A Hero Behind Every Tree

5. Hope as a Risk Management Strategy
6. Round is a Shape (not keeping fit)

8. Ostrichism (ignoring complexity)
9. Giving Perception Sway (not communicating reality)



• Sources:
• Your own staff
• Your vendors – IT optimism + salesmanship

• It’s human nature to tell you what you want to hear
• Natural IT Optimism – necessary for our sanity
• Capabilities estimates are always

• EXAMPLES: You just build the system, I’ll get you the data 
• Our MMS integrates with your Accounting System

IT optimism + salesmanship
It’s human nature to tell you what you want to hear

necessary for our sanity
always wrong (run the statistics)

EXAMPLES: You just build the system, I’ll get you the data 
Our MMS integrates with your Accounting System



• Trust but Verify

• Clarify the claims – Mr. Boone can smile a raccoon out of a tree

• Verify the facts – Run a test

• Get the hype in writing – at least agree on the claims

• Watch for past success / current task mismatch

• Measure past performance, run the numbers

• Use consistent behavior to your advantage

• Don’t perpetuate the problem

Mr. Boone can smile a raccoon out of a tree

at least agree on the claims

Watch for past success / current task mismatch

Measure past performance, run the numbers

Use consistent behavior to your advantage



• Business, department or working unit has no purpose
• Working outside of your “hedgehog concept” 
• Vocabulary problems BOTH business and IT
• Assuming you get it AND assuming they get it

• EXAMPLE: The system that met every customer requirement

* The hedgehog concept, from the book Good to Great

Business, department or working unit has no purpose
Working outside of your “hedgehog concept” *

Vocabulary problems BOTH business and IT
Assuming you get it AND assuming they get it

EXAMPLE: The system that met every customer requirement

Good to Great, Jim Collins, 2001



• Assume you’re wrong and assume they’re wrong 
fixing the miscommunication

• This project will be successful if…
• Watch your vocabulary – maintain a dictionary for the uninitiated
• Define IT projects in measurable business investment terms:• Define IT projects in measurable business investment terms:

• Our telesales staff averages thirty-five completed sales calls per 
representative per shift. We want improved tools that will enable our 
existing staff to complete three more calls per representative per shift. This 
increase will contribute $4.5MM annually to the top line without any cost 
increase except the implementation and support of the new tools. Our 
internal hurdle rate is 19% so we can do the math on the budget for a 
solution. Here is the research on the current tools and telesales process 
that shows where we might gain efficiency.... 

Assume you’re wrong and assume they’re wrong – then focus on 

This project will be successful if…
maintain a dictionary for the uninitiated

Define IT projects in measurable business investment terms:Define IT projects in measurable business investment terms:
five completed sales calls per 

representative per shift. We want improved tools that will enable our 
existing staff to complete three more calls per representative per shift. This 
increase will contribute $4.5MM annually to the top line without any cost 
increase except the implementation and support of the new tools. Our 
internal hurdle rate is 19% so we can do the math on the budget for a 
solution. Here is the research on the current tools and telesales process 
that shows where we might gain efficiency.... 



• Huge discrepancies in individual productivity (5:1 or even 10:1) 
• Estimating using bad statistics
• Keeping the wrong people: The army you have, not the army 

you want
• Falling for simple know-it-all tricks• Falling for simple know-it-all tricks

• EXAMPLE: Give it to the .NET guys. After all, Lotus Notes is just 
another development platform

* Developer productivity from a study done at Yale. Article at: 
http://www.joelonsoftware.com/articles/HighNotes.html

Huge discrepancies in individual productivity (5:1 or even 10:1) *

Keeping the wrong people: The army you have, not the army 

all tricksall tricks

EXAMPLE: Give it to the .NET guys. After all, Lotus Notes is just 

* Developer productivity from a study done at Yale. Article at: 
http://www.joelonsoftware.com/articles/HighNotes.html

http://www.joelonsoftware.com/articles/HighNotes.html
http://www.joelonsoftware.com/articles/HighNotes.html


• Identify the risk, then put finding the right people on the critical 
path!

• Build in ways to find out if you have the wrong people early

• When possible (or when you have no other option), adapt the 
solution to the resources at handsolution to the resources at hand

• Trust but verify

• EXAMPLE: The “sign if you agree” story

Identify the risk, then put finding the right people on the critical 

Build in ways to find out if you have the wrong people early

When possible (or when you have no other option), adapt the 
solution to the resources at handsolution to the resources at hand

EXAMPLE: The “sign if you agree” story



4. Measuring the Wrong Things 

• You get what you measure, but why do we so seldom change 
what we measure in order to get what we want?

• 10% time elapsed is not 10% finished

• No clear investment, no clear return

• In budget and useless is still useless• In budget and useless is still useless

4. Measuring the Wrong Things – how it happens

You get what you measure, but why do we so seldom change 
what we measure in order to get what we want?

10% time elapsed is not 10% finished

No clear investment, no clear return

In budget and useless is still uselessIn budget and useless is still useless



4. Measuring the Wrong Things 

• Define success at the outset of the project
• Describe what needs to be measured in order to achieve that 

success
• Report investment (time, money, resources) consumed towards 

promised return rather than time elapsed, money spent, lines of promised return rather than time elapsed, money spent, lines of 
code written.

• Ensure time/value milestone pairs are clearly identified.

• EXAMPLE: Measuring developer “production”

4. Measuring the Wrong Things – how to mitigate

Define success at the outset of the project
Describe what needs to be measured in order to achieve that 

Report investment (time, money, resources) consumed towards 
promised return rather than time elapsed, money spent, lines of promised return rather than time elapsed, money spent, lines of 

Ensure time/value milestone pairs are clearly identified.

EXAMPLE: Measuring developer “production”



5. Hope as a Risk Management Strategy 

• Tracking issues and items, but not future calamity
• Tracking risks, but not managing them 

project reporting and project managing
• Unreasonable plan of action
• NED<>END – No Evidence of Defects is not the same as • NED<>END – No Evidence of Defects is not the same as 

Evidence of No Defects

• EXAMPLE: Bank data center move

5. Hope as a Risk Management Strategy – how it happens

Tracking issues and items, but not future calamity
Tracking risks, but not managing them – the difference between 
project reporting and project managing

No Evidence of Defects is not the same as No Evidence of Defects is not the same as 

EXAMPLE: Bank data center move



5. Hope as a Risk Management Strategy 

• Murphy can be managed
• Use the Risk Matrix

• Identify – What potential risks can I think of and how serious 
are they?

• Evaluate – Score it based on Likelihood and Impact• Evaluate – Score it based on Likelihood and Impact
• Prevent – What steps can I take now to prevent the risk 

completely?
• Detect – If what I’m worried about happens, will I know right 

away?
• Mitigate – If I unable to prevent an event, how do I minimize 

its affects?

5. Hope as a Risk Management Strategy – how to mitigate

What potential risks can I think of and how serious 

Score it based on Likelihood and ImpactScore it based on Likelihood and Impact
What steps can I take now to prevent the risk 

If what I’m worried about happens, will I know right 

If I unable to prevent an event, how do I minimize 



5. Hope as a Risk Management Strategy 5. Hope as a Risk Management Strategy – Risk Matrix


