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Crossing the Chasm
By Geoffrey Moore, 
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By Geoffrey Moore, 
1991, 1999, 2002

2½ % Enthusiasts venturesome ‘try it’

13½ % Visionaries confident ‘get ahead of the crowd’ 

34 % Pragmatists deliberate ‘stick with the crowd’ 

34 % Conservatives skeptical ‘hold on to what works’ 

16 % Laggards tradition bound ‘no technology here please’ 



Agile has Crossed the Chasm
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November 26, 2007



Crowds make better decisions than the 
smartest individuals in the crowd 
under certain conditions:
� Diversity of Opinion

The Wisdom of Crowds
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� Diversity of Opinion
� There must be many points of view

� Independence
� People must make decisions independent of each other

� Decentralization
� People must be able to specialize and draw on local knowledge

� Aggregation
� There must be a way to pool private judgments into a collective decision
January 084 Copyright©2004 Poppendieck.LLC

��������	�
���



Plank Road Fever

USA: Late 1840’s – mid 1850’s
Massive boom in plank road construction

� High capital investment
� Numerous large and small investors

� To be paid for with tolls
Immediate, positive results

� Far superior to muddy, rutted roads 
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� Far superior to muddy, rutted roads 
� Dramatic decrease in travel time
� Expanded rural markets

BUTBUT
� Roads deteriorated in 4 years

� Half the projected lifespan
� Maintenance costs were very high

� Annual costs were 20-30% of initial cost
� Most plank roads were soon abandoned

January 085 Copyright©2007 Poppendieck.LLC

Information Cascade
“The first plank roads were a huge success.  
People looking for a solution to the road 
problem found one ready-made at hand. 
As more people built plank roads, their 
legitimacy became more entrenched and the 
desire to consider alternate solutions shrank.  
It was years before the fundamental weakness 
of plank roads – they didn’t last long enough 
– became obvious.”  

James Surowiecki, The Wisdom of Crowds

Of 58 large companies that have announced Six Sigma 
programs, 91 percent have trailed the S&P 500 since.

Fortune, July 2006



How to Fail with Agile 

Mistake #1:Mistake #1:
Copy What “Successful” Copy What “Successful” 
Companies are DoingCompanies are Doing
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The Instinct to Imitate
(from the Wisdom of Crowds)

The more influence we exert on each other, the more 
likely it is that we will believe the same things and 
make the same mistakes.

“Worldly wisdom teaches that it is better for 
reputation to fail conventionally than to succeed 
unconventionally.”  

� John Maynard Keynes
January 086 Copyright©2004 Poppendieck.LLC



Principle #1:
Maintain Independence

Think for YourselfThink for Yourself
� Don’t believe all the success stories

� Be skeptical; look for what’s missing

� Your situation is different
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� Your situation is different
� Understand the principles; adapt the practices

You don’t get to be world class You don’t get to be world class 
by chasing “best practices”by chasing “best practices”
� You get there by inventing them
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Examples

From:  Product Owner (Scrum) / Customer on Site (XP)From:  Product Owner (Scrum) / Customer on Site (XP)
To:  Developers join the Business TeamTo:  Developers join the Business Team

“Running separate IT and business functions is not going to have a future, 
because there are companies out there that do it differently, do it faster 
and deliver business value. And as soon as folks start to learn that, they 
are going to start questioning their own IT set up.”
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are going to start questioning their own IT set up.”
� Robert McGill, Standard Life, Edinburgh, Scotland

From:  Timeboxed Iterations with Estimates & CommitmentsFrom:  Timeboxed Iterations with Estimates & Commitments
To:  To:  KanbanKanban Scheduling, LevelScheduling, Level--ofof--Effort, Regular ReleasesEffort, Regular Releases

“The ideal batch size is one….. Iteration is only a transient concept to lead 
us to the deeper truths of pull and flow. The second generation of Agile 
processes will have no need for iterations as such. Continuous integration 
will be matched by continuous planning and continuous deployment….”

� Corey Ladas (Corbis), Lean scales differently than Agile, www.leansoftwareengineering, 10/5/2007
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How to Fail with Agile 

Mistake #2:Mistake #2:
Insist that everyone follow Insist that everyone follow 
a standard processa standard process

The Need for Local Information
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The Need for Local Information
(from the Wisdom of Crowds)

Corporations should be looking for ways to provide employees 
with the incentive to uncover and act on private information….  
Companies should start with the assumption that people with local 
knowledge are often best positioned to come up with a workable 
and efficient solution.  The virtues of specialization and local 
knowledge often outweigh managerial expertise in decision 
making.
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Standards are a Baseline for Improvement
“Standards should be changed constantly. Instead, if you think of the 
standard as the best you can do, it’s all over. The standard work is 
only a baseline for doing further kaizen.” � Taiichi Ohno*

The objective is Relentless Improvement

Principle #2:
Draw on Local Knowledge
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“One way of motivating people to do kaizen is to create a poor 
standard. But don’t make it too bad. Without some standard, you can’t 
say ‘We made it better’ because there is nothing to compare it to, so 
you must create a standard for comparison. Take that standard, and if 
the work is not easy to perform, give many suggestions and do kaizen.

� Taiichi Ohno*
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Command Intent

Helmut von Moltke, Chief of the General Staff
Prussian Army, 1857 – 1888 (30 years)
“No plan of operations extends with any degree of certainty 
beyond the first encounter with the main enemy force.” 

Auftragstaktik  (literally, “mission tactics”)
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Auftragstaktik  (literally, “mission tactics”)
Delegation of decision-making  authority to 
subordinate commanders within the context of 
the higher commander’s intent.

The heart of mission command:  
Commanders should issue only the most essential orders.  
These provide general instructions outlining the principal 
objective and specific missions. Tactical details are left to 
subordinates.
“The advantage which a commander thinks he can attain 
through continued personal intervention is largely illusory.”
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Helmut von Moltke
1800 - 1891

Mission Command: Command 
and Control of Army Forces
Field Manual No. 6-0

Department of the Army
Washington, DC, 11August 2003



Command

�

Control
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Control

January 0812 Copyright©2007 Poppendieck.LLC

Mission Command: Command 
and Control of Army Forces
Field Manual No. 6-0
Department of the Army
Washington, DC, 11August 2003



High Reliability Organizations 

High Reliability Organizations
� Where a mistake is a matter of life and death

� Firefighters
� Nuclear Power Plants
� Power Grid Dispatching Centers
� Hospital Emergency Rooms
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� Hospital Emergency Rooms
� Air Traffic Control
� Aircraft Carriers

High Reliability Organizations… 
� Have more than their fair share of unexpected events
� Persistently have less than their fair share of accidents

Common Characteristic

Mindfulness*Mindfulness*
* See Managing the Unexpected:  Assuring High Performance in an Age 
of Complexityby Karl E. Weick and Kathleen M. Sutcliffe, 2001



Preoccupation with Failure
� Anticipate and become aware of the unexpected

� Anything that can go wrong will eventually go wrong

Reluctance to Simplify
� Learn to live in a complex, unpredictable world

� “Standard Procedures” cannot replace thinking people

MindfulnessMindfulness
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� “Standard Procedures” cannot replace thinking people

Sensitivity to Operations
� Be attentive to the front line where the work gets done

� Go to the workplace, observe carefully, see for yourself

Commitment to Resilience
� Learn to detect, contain and bounce back from failure

� You can punish mistakes or you can learn from them, but you can’t do both!

Deference to Expertise
� Move decisions to the front line

� Use Mission Command, not Detailed Command
January 0814 Copyright©2004 Poppendieck.LLC



How to Fail with Agile 

Mistake #3:Mistake #3:
Limit Agile implementation Limit Agile implementation 
to Software Development.to Software Development.
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The Value of Cognitive Diversity
(from the Wisdom of Crowds)

Groups that are too much alike find it harder to keep learning.  
If you can assemble a diverse group of people who possess 
varying degrees of knowledge and insight, you’re better off 
entrusting it with major decisions rather than leaving them in 
the hands of one or two people, no matter how smart they are.
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Principle #3:
Widen the Boundaries

A narrowly focused team requires handoffs at the boundaries.A narrowly focused team requires handoffs at the boundaries.
Handoffs – the biggest waste of product development.*

� A hand-off occurs whenever we separate:*
� Responsibility
� Knowledge

� What to do
� How to do it
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� Knowledge
� Action
� Feedback

*Allen Ward  “Lean Product 
and Process Development”

� How to do it
� Actually doing it
� Learning from results

There is no such thing as Technical Success. There is no such thing as Technical Success. 
Let the whole team be responsible for Business Success.Let the whole team be responsible for Business Success.

� Do not separate development teams from their markets.
� Do not separate operations from development teams. 
� Do not speak of “IT” as separate from “The Business.” 



Examples

Second Class Citizens at the Daily Meeting
1. The Business Analyst 
2. The Support Desk Staff

Beyond the Product Owner

l  e  a  n
Design for Operations

1. Root Cause Analysis of Operations Problems
2. Development Patterns for Robust Operations

January 0817 Copyright©2004 Poppendieck.LLC

Beyond the Product Owner
1. A “Whole Team” calls on customers
2. Developers are members of business teams

See “Release It! Design and Deploy Produc-
tion-Ready Software” Michael Nygard, 2007



How to Fail with Agile 

Mistake #4:Mistake #4:
Suppress individual initiative Suppress individual initiative 
to achieve team harmony.to achieve team harmony.

The Importance of Dissent
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The Importance of Dissent
(from the Wisdom of Crowds)

One of the real dangers that small 
groups face is emphasizing consensus 
over dissent.  Collective decision-making is too often 
confused with the quest for consensus.  You do not 
need consensus to tap into the wisdom of a crowd, 
and the search for consensus encourages tepid, 
lowest-common-denominator solutions which 
offend no one rather than exciting everyone.  



Principle #4:
Don’t Discard the Outliers

“Lots of Conflict Makes a Great Car”
--Toyota Chief Engineer

Unconventional Ideas Need Champions
In a small group, having a strong advocate for an idea 
is essential.  When advocates are chosen on the basis of 
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is essential.  When advocates are chosen on the basis of 
status or talkativeness, rather than perceptiveness or 
keenness of insight, then the group’s chance of making 
a smart decision shrinks.*   

Copyright©2004 Poppendieck.LLC
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Try Lots of stuff and keep what works
No system seems to be all that good at picking winners 
in advance.  What makes a system successful is its 
ability to generate lots of losers and then to recognize 
them as such and kill them off.*    



Making Decisions 

To be wise, groups need a way to pool private To be wise, groups need a way to pool private 
judgments into a collective decision without judgments into a collective decision without 
compromising diversity and independence.compromising diversity and independence.

Publication
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Democracy on the web works.  (Google)

The market is smart because it satisfies the four 
conditions that characterize wise crowds: 
Diversity of Opinion, Independence, 
Decentralization, and Aggregation.*

Publication

Research
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Management 2.0*

2000 – Internet-enabled management
� Everyone has a voice.
� The tools of creativity are widely distributed.
� It’s easy and cheap to experiment.
� Capability counts for more than credentials and titles.
� Commitment is voluntary.

l  e  a  n

� Commitment is voluntary.
� Power is granted from below.
� Authority is fluid and contingent on value-added.
� The only hierarchies are “natural” hierarchies.
� Communities are self-defining.  
� Individuals are richly empowered with information.
� Just about everything is decentralized.
� Ideas compete on an equal footing.
� It’s easy for buyers and sellers to find each other.
� Resources are free to follow opportunities.
� Decisions are peer-based.
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* Gary Hamel –The Future of 
Management, Harvard Business 
School Press, 2007, pg.253-4.
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Thank You!
Mary Poppendieck
www.poppendieck.com


