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Preface

by Paul Shetler
(1961-2020)



			Much ink has been spilled on the questions of efficiency and effectiveness in the software industry. An often-cited statistic suggests that between sixty-five and seventy-five per cent of all software that gets developed is never actually used. Others suggest that at least seventy per cent of software projects fail. 

			I don’t know if those numbers are accurate or not, but what I do know is this: companies and organisations are slowly beginning to realise the existential nature of the challenge that digital hypercompetition poses 
to them. 

			What do I mean by this? I mean that executives are witnessing creative destruction – the process through which something new brings about the demise of what preceded it – happening in real time, right in their backyards. They’re seeing the destruction wrought by disruptors on incumbents in industries like music, media and retail, and they can no longer afford to see the world through rose-coloured glasses. The writing’s on the wall. 

			A 2015 global survey conducted by the MIT Sloan Management Review found nearly ninety per cent of managers and executives anticipate that their industries will be disrupted by digital trends to a ‘great or moderate extent.’ But here’s the catch: only forty-four per cent thought their company was adequately prepared for disruption

			Taking action in the face of hypercompetition is hard, and ‘digital transformation’ is often touted as its silver bullet. Company boards are bombarded with offers of advice from large vendors and consultants, all claiming to have the ‘secret’ to unlocking innovation. But settling for panaceas like ‘innovation studios’ and other lipstick solutions is not enough to secure a company’s digital future.

			For a transformation to be effective, it needs to go deep into the business and change the very nature of how that business operates. This requires three steps:

			Redesign internal structures

			The most successful companies in the digital age are product-focussed. Product management (which I define as the ongoing improvement of a product based on changing understanding of user needs) should be the core function in a company, and ancillary functions should support delivery of brilliant products in real-time. 

			For this structure to work, IT has to shift from the start-and-stop paradigm of project management and instead work towards to continuous iteration under the direction of a product manager. Successful companies release updates to their products hundreds or even thousands of times a day, not once every six months.

			Leadership and role clarity plays a role too. A great digital product isn’t just a user interface; it is an ensemble of great people, processes, policies and systems. It doesn’t make sense for companies to split product responsibilities between a Chief Digital Officer for the front-end and a Chief Information Officer providing the backend. Organisations need a single Chief Digital and Information Officer (CDIO) with oversight for consolidated digital service delivery, which is orchestrated by the product management function.

			Abolishing the digital/IT split in this manner is also useful from a product lifecycle perspective. It allows the CDIO to match people’s aptitudes to the methodologies suited to different stages of product development. Simon Wardle, advisor and researcher for Leading Edge Forum, breaks digital workforces down into three categories of talent:

			
					Pioneers. In the last century, these were the people who invented the first digital computer. They’re comfortable working on novel, user-facing problems where experimentation and rapid learning is essential to understanding user needs and reducing risk, usually in small teams bearing full responsibility for product delivery. 
They are innovators who are at ease with lean and Agile methodologies, and they’ll grow frustrated if tasked with solving only well-defined problems. 

					Settlers. Settlers take ownership of products as they begin to scale. They fine-tune them into broader-based, commercialised products that are ready to be manufactured at scale. They turned the first ever digital computer into the household microcomputers of the 1980s and introduced a generation of people to computer science.

					Town planners. These are the people who take settlers’ products and industrialise them into highly profitable and commoditised products that take advantage of economies of scale. Their talents lie in perfecting and creating platforms from existing products. They’re comfortable engineering solutions to well-defined problems using highly structured methods. 

			

			We can’t (and shouldn’t) expect digital workers to be all things to all people. Their skills and mindsets correspond to specific points in a product’s lifecycle. Allocating them to the roles that fit their aptitudes and attitudes makes the best use of employees’ skills, and enables a conveyor belt to move products from ideation through to commercialisation and 
then ‘platformisation.’

			Tackle the Square of Despair

			Too many companies suffer from what I call the ‘Square of Despair,’ and tackling it is the second step towards achieving true transformation. This square is made up of four structural forces that collude to resist change, especially within large organisations. 

			
					Inappropriate procurement that stems from years of outsourcing and deskilling. Organisations that rely heavily on outsourcing turn their IT teams into vendor relationship managers instead of makers, and they split the delivery and design of their services between multiple vendors. This is a problem because it puts vendors in a position of having to fix a project’s scope at a point when they have the least information to do so: when they first put out a request for tender, or before building a prototype and seeing what users really expect from a product.

					Inappropriate governance that slows down delivery. Heavy, waterfall-style governance is used on products for which it is ill-suited, increasing the risk of failure. Too many steering committees and programme boards are expected to understand the status and intent of a product from a one hundred-page risk document sent immediately before a governance meeting. Even companies practising Agile are doing this, though Agile has its own risk mitigation elements and doesn’t need the governance of another method designed for a different type of problem added to it. 

					Broken IT that leaves employees to use their state-of-the-art smartphones for recreation, while they wait up to half an hour for their PC to boot up at work. Broken IT can also refer to IT that’s wrapped in layers upon layers of contracts and systems integrators. As I’ve said before: if you need to negotiate with vendors to access your own resources, then your IT management is broken.

					Inappropriate funding which is based on the old model of heavy capital expenditure and outsourcing is another significant problem. For the early stages of products led by pioneers, it is wrong to have funding that’s conditional on claiming certainty from the start. A drip feed funding model is more appropriate; after a couple of sprints, leaders can decide whether to continue to fund based on outcomes delivered. For platforms, where by definition there will be have a well-specified requirement, it is essential for a business case and set funding to be developed to remove ambiguity.

			

			Tackling the Square of Despair means making procurement fast, nimble and chunking it down into smaller purchases. This allows access to innovative solutions from start-ups and small-to-medium enterprises; that’s why government agencies have developed Australia’s Digital Marketplace and the UK’s G-Cloud.

			Most importantly, tackling the Square of Despair means reversing the deskilling and learnt helplessness of the organisation on which it feeds. The reason why so many firms rely on contractors and heavy governance is ultimately because they don’t trust their employees to deliver anymore. In too many companies, that’s for good reason: a recent report published by the Boston Consulting Group found digital capability and training is lacking across industries like retail, financial services and consumer goods. It’s clear that there’s a need for digital training at every level of an organisation, including the boardroom and executive suite. 

			Demonstrate political will

			This is the last step towards effective transformation. Transformation can be painful and there will be challenges and resistance, especially from people in the legacy parts of an organisation.

			That cannot be used as an excuse to pull back from deep-seated transformation and turn to surface-level solutions. Transformation by consensus or by occasional hackathon will not work, because transformation is not iteration from a low baseline: it requires making fundamental changes to an organisation’s structure and processes.

			Where to from here? 

			I know what you’re thinking. How can organisations go about doing all of those things? The answer depends on the organisation. Every business is different, and the role of a business’s technology function depends on its needs and ambition levels. 

			Here’s the bottom line: every company has the ability to transform IT and improve its competitive positioning in today’s challenging market. And the ideas and methodologies outlined in this book can help you do that. 

			Agile has changed how we work in the digital space, without a doubt. But Agile on its own is not enough to tackle the problem of survival in the face of hypercompetition. There are a few reasons for this, outlined later in the book, but it comes down to these realities: Agile is not a solution for every problem, and most companies don’t really know what Agile is anyway. 

			This book is the story of a company called 3wks, but it is also the story of a few people who are trying to effect change in the way we create products, without reinventing the wheel. It is the story of progress. It is the story of life beyond today’s Agile practices and yet, ironically, it’s about delivering on the tenets in the Agile Manifesto – but in a more accessible and repeatable way. 

			In this book you will learn a few things: 

			
					Why product and software development is the way it is;

					Why Agile and other lean methodologies aren’t enough on their own to survive in the digital age; and

					What it will really take to make your organisation fast, resilient and capable of innovation. 

			

			The methodology outlined in this book is one that will help you redesign internal structures, defeat the Square of Despair and overcome resistance to change. But most of all it will help you start delivering products with a faster time to market, and with less wastage. 

			Waiting any longer to embrace digital change means exposing your organisation – and your employees – to the risk of being driven out of the market entirely. Transformation is difficult but it’s essential if you want to survive these next few years. So read this book, and take notes. 
You’ll need them.

		

	
		
			On the origins of 3wks

			In the tiny village of Otterlo, south-east of Amsterdam, a relatively small museum occupies a section of the Hoge Veluwe National Park. 

			Called the Kröller-Müller Museum, this place boasts the second-largest collection of paintings by the influential Dutch post-impressionist, Vincent van Gogh. Its collection rivals that of the eminent Van Gogh Museum in Amsterdam, and includes the 1887 painting Patch of grass. 

			Van Gogh is said to have painted Patch of grass after arriving in Paris in 1886 and encountering the Impressionists for the first time. Examining the painting with the naked eye, you can certainly see elements of Van Gogh’s signature vivid style, as well as the calling cards of Impressionism: light colours, deft brushwork, new painting techniques. What you can’t see, however, is a woman’s head.

			Beneath Patch of grass, on the very same canvas, is a portrait of a Dutch peasant woman likely painted by van Gogh in 1884. This painting, discovered by researchers using a cutting-edge X-ray fluorescence mapping technique, is a stark contrast to Patch of grass. Its palette is dark and evocative of van Gogh’s old fashioned, pre-Paris ways. To anyone who is not an art historian, it barely looks like a van Gogh. 

			What Patch of grass shows is that nobody – even the Old Masters – started out a success. Every piece of work, whether it be a painting, a book or a software programme, is the product of experience and learning. Van Gogh is believed to have painted over at least a third of his older works. Picasso and Rembrandt did it too. 

			In this first chapter, we will focus the figurative X-rays on our own lives and uncover the people, projects and formative moments that shaped the 3wks methodology. The influence of the Impressionists is lost on us, but the influence of others is palpable. 

			Early days

			San Saba, the twenty-first rione of Rome, is a deeply charming and understated place. 

			Enwreathed by the tree-lined Viale delle Terme di Caracalla, remnants of Rome’s opulent past – the Baths of Caracalla, and the Circo Massimo – draw modest crowds. There is an orange orchard and numerous churches, theatres and museums with fine belvederes. It’s a quiet place, devoid of the city’s usual mayhem. 

			It’s perhaps for this reason that in 1949, the Member States of the United Nations voted to officially relocate the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO) to Rome. Headquartered in a building that once housed the Ministry of Italian Africa, the FAO would serve as a repository of knowledge and guidance, helping the governments of developing nations ensure adequate nutrition and food security for their populations. It was (and remains) a controversial organisation, and one that has gone through several transformations and internal restructures since its inception. 

			Andrew Walker first visited the FAO building in San Saba in the early 1970s, when he was just a kid. His father, a rocket scientist (or ‘aeronautical engineer’, as he preferred to be called) looking to escape defence work in the United Kingdom, had taken a job there and relocated the family from Britain to Rome. It was Andrew’s first encounter with a ‘modern’ data centre. 

			At that time, computers and data centres took up entire buildings. One of the very first data centres, EINAC (or Electronic Numerical Integrator and Computer), built in 1964, housed more than seventeen thousand vacuum tubes, seven thousand crystal diodes and ten thousand capacitors. The whole thing took up eighteen hundred square feet of floor space (which is roughly the size of your average tennis court) and consumed one hundred and fifty kilowatts of power. 

			Andrew was amazed by the sheer scale of what he saw. Rows of cabinets and server racks upon server racks housed the organisation’s vast datasets that had been, since 1961, collating information on everything from livestock production and trade to fertiliser and pesticide use. It was momentous and impressive, if not slightly banal. 

			Data centres, like other information storage facilities – libraries and museums, for example – are fundamentally boring places. They are quiet, save the gentle hum of lightbulbs or computers, temperature-controlled and utilitarian. And yet as human beings, we’re fascinated by them. They are symbols of human capability; reliquaries filled with data that speak to our future successes and failures, as well as those of the past.

			Of course, none of this occurred to Andrew on that first trip to San Saba. But that feeling of immense possibility, that everything you needed to succeed was in front of you, would stay with him. 

			For Andrew, the story of 3wks starts in San Saba because he believes being exposed to technology so early in life is what inspired his love for it. His father, who was working in data processing (a relatively nascent and uber exciting field at the time) would bring home early PCs and pseudo-computers and take Andrew to his office to see servers, computers and things he’d only ever seen in James Bond films. It was extremely exciting and appealed to the academic side of his personality, but it also stirred a love for technology that has inspired many of Andrew’s ideas and actions throughout his life. 

			But while Andrew was roaming the racks in San Saba, Paul Scott was enjoying a rather idyllic childhood in the south of England. His father was also an engineer and had moved from a mining town in the Welsh valleys to West Sussex, where he’d met his wife and developed interests in everything from jet planes to Jaguars. Living in the remote Sussex countryside with two siblings and a myriad of pets, Paul wasn’t touring data centres or UN buildings. He was tending to horses.

			 Paul began riding horses at a young age. Every day he would rise before dawn to muck out and feed his horse. Nothing teaches you about compassion, responsibility and understanding the needs of others quite like horse riding, he says. 

			He stayed in West Sussex throughout his school years and despite struggling with exams, he made it into Chichester College and pursued engineering with the intention of joining the family business. 

			Andrew, meanwhile, had set sail for Sydney. He was ten years old when his family emigrated to Australia on (what was supposed to be) the final voyage of the SS Galileo Galilei, the Lloyd Triestino ship that had been the workhorse for Italians migrating to Australia for over a decade. 

			By the 1990s the Walker family had moved to Yeppoon, a quintessential coastal town in Central Queensland. They stayed there until Andrew graduated high school, after which he went on to pursue a Bachelor of Business at Central Queensland University (CQU). His father, who had left his career in data processing and become a lecturer, had actually designed the course for CQU a few years earlier. 

			There’s an insight in there somewhere about the immeasurable impact people, our parents in particular, have on our lives; novelist and philosopher Umberto Eco believed that what we become depends on what our fathers teach us at odd moments. Above all things, it’s the people (and the projects) that shape us as individuals.  

			The projects and the people

			The projects and the people with whom we have worked with throughout our careers have had a significant impact on the development of our beliefs and working practices. For Andrew, the most formative projects came by way of EY, Sony, Walmart and Dixons Retail. For Paul, it was the people and projects at Myson Group, Merchants and Dimension Data that had the most impact. In this section, we recount these experiences – and why they mattered – in our own words. 

			In Andrew’s words

			I graduated university at the end of 1987 and started work the next year at an Australian telecommunications company in Brisbane. I spent twelve months there, totally brain dead and bored out of my mind, until 
I was headhunted by Arthur Young (which became Ernst & Young, and is now EY).

			I spent a decade at Ernst & Young working in what they called ‘enterprise resource planning systems’ – in other words, things like SAP and Oracle. My particular flavour was Oracle and most of our clients (with a few exceptions) were implementing large-scale accounting systems. We worked with people like the Queensland Government, big electrical companies, and a couple of new private sector organisations like Optus, and most of what we did could best be described as firefighting. We were getting involved in projects where things had gone wrong and it was our job to rescue them, usually with an impossible deadline. 
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