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The rule of fatal problems

By the time it’s obvious there is a fatal problem, 
it’s too late. 

For example: House fires. Cancer. Nuclear 
meltdowns.

The wise catch problems well before they are fatal.



Train wreck defined

• We have big problems
– We know we won’t meet goals 
– No one is happy / Everyone is frustrated
– Things keep changing, but there is little progress

• We don’t know if we’ll be able to solve them
• We don’t agree on the existence of problems
• We don’t know who’s job it is to solve them



Good teams vs. Mediocre teams

• Good teams:
– Avoid many problems and rat holes
– Are good at recognizing team/process issues
– Are good at using the team to help solve its problems
– Teach each other how to find and resolve problems
– Make mistakes, but are encouraged to learn (not hide)

• One team’s train wreck is another team’s good day 



Typical train wreck problems

• Violently unhappy customers 
• Confused requirements 
• Schedule is very late
• Low quality work
• Poor engineering process (Low productivity)
• Low Morale
• Disconnect between business / engineering
• Disconnect between management and team
• Management is ineffective 
• Pervasive incompetence and stupidity



Detection





Toolkit for detection 

• Knowledge of common failures
• Perspective of previous experiences 
• Motivation and time to look for early symptoms
• Culture that listens 

Team processes should be constructed to:

• Make it easy to detect problems with the train
• Make it easy to fix problems
• Speed team up, not slow it down

• Lessons from the train yard: Measurement & Maintenance





The first step is admission

• Someone says to you: “We may have a problem”

• Do you respond well to flags of problems? 
– If no, the problem grows. 
– The lie of “We don’t have time” vs. prioritization 
– People stop telling you about problems. 
– Denial and fear spread. “Hot potato” issues. 

• If you:
– Acknowledge problems, there is hope.
– Encourage others to look, there is a chance.
– Reward problem preventers, finders & solvers, there is 

confidence.







Assessment



Assessing problems

• What are the symptoms?
• What are the causes? 
• Do key players admit to the problem?
• Do key players agree on the priorities of the problems? 

• If you prioritize the problems differently than others, then your first 
job is to change their minds

• You never want to fight a priority war while fighting a fire
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Action



Spectrum of initiative
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Typical choices, strategic

• Change the train’s direction
• Slow the train
• Stop the train
• Crash, and admit failure (learn)
• Crash, and pretend you meant to crash



Typical choices, tactical

• Add resources  
– Invest more of your own time to fix the problem
– Hire someone with expertise in diagnosing / fixing the problem
– Increase the schedule

• Cut something
– Give the team the resources to resolve the problem
– Eliminate a requirement
– Postpone a feature

• Change something
– Modify how work gets done 
– Replace key player(s)



From Quality Software Management, by  Gerald Weinberg



Tactics for day 1

• What things can possibly go wrong?
• What things are likely to go wrong?
• What can we do now to prevent them? 
• What kinds of detectors do we need?

• Lightweight risk analysis / risk management
• Reward it at all levels
• Don’t confuse risk discussions with paranoia 



Tactics for mid-project

• Inspect for probable problems (Vaccinate)
• Ask team to make “risk lists” weekly / monthly

– What are the 3 most likely things to go wrong next week?
– What is the worst possible thing? (regardless of likelihood)
– What can you / I / the team do to prevent these things?

• Make it part of 1-on-1s, team meetings.
• Make it fun & fast – don’t obsess.
• (Unless you uncover high probability issues)





Tactics for late project 
• Reset / Pause the project

– E.g. Microsoft’s 2003 Security Push 

• Cut your loses 
– agree to reduced goals
– Renegotiate with customers

• Pick one single battle to fight and make a stand
• Plan for .1, v2

• Postmortem and commit to change 



Summary

• Know the fatal problems probable for your project
• Make people aware of the warning signs 
• Good teams vs. lousy teams
• Reward investigation / anticipation of future problems
• Strategy: Change direction / slow / stop / crash
• Tactics: Add, cut, change people or process



Questions? Thoughts?

scott@scottberkun.com
www.scottberkun.com

Slides will be posted tonight to:
www.scottberkun.com/blog
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