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[lusions...
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..ot Predictability
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Why Are Estimates So Hard?

“It is in the doing of the
work that we discover the
work that we must do.
Doing exposes reality.”

— Woody Zuill

How long would it take to hike
the coast from San Francisco
to Newport Beach, California?
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One change control

To rule them all \‘

One standard and quality gate
To find them

And one software delivery process

To bring them all
And in the darkness bind them

w
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..ot Progress
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It Seemed Like a Good Idea at the Time...

Main
Team

Dev C
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Don’t Confuse Activity for Progress
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...of Control
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Project Pressures

CaTch\ng
up\.

We're
fixing bugs.

Now we live in the
land of illusion.

VWe have 1o be able

to estimatel

You'te 100 slow! What are You
Go faster! do‘mg’?\.’?

Then point the bugs. }
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It may look like a crisis,

but it’s only the end of an illusion.

Jerry Weinberg, Secrets of Consulting
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[llusions Don’t Travel Alone

The illusion of progress, illusion of
predictability, and illusion of control usually
travel together, reinforcing each other.
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Unintended Consequences
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Why Best Intentions Backfire

investment in relentless fast Team
automation  prioritization feedback autonomy

Many of the levers that
*:::: O %i? look like they’ll control

Wmﬁ‘}'

h are \you on\\/ ﬁeyre easiest to reach. outcomes J ust Shlft rlSk
pu\\\ng ’rhose levers? around
app\ /oo DTCoouTe deadlines meeyN\gs . .
Y ﬁ @ ...or, worse, hide it.
\‘ ) ’ Y:;}
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Irony Abounds in a Backfiring System

e (Coordination meetings intended to keep a schedule in check
reduce work time so the team has a harder time meeting
the schedule.

e An open plan office was supposed to increase collaboration
but everyone wears noise cancelling headphones and avoids
talking.

e Meeting-free Fridays become the only day of the week when
everyone is available to meet.
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How to Intervene
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The Rule of Systems ®

You poke the system... @ ® ®

..and the system pokes back. ®
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What is a System?

A system is a set of interrelated parts that does something.

1. The whole is indivisible. Behavior emerges from the relationship
between the parts. Divide any system and none of the parts will have the
same behavior or properties as the original system.

2. Parts are interdependent. If the behavior or properties of one part
change, that change will affect other parts (often in unpredictable ways).

3. Systems are fractal. A part can be a subsystem composed of interrelated
parts. It's systems all the way up and down.
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Signals

A signal is an observable
characteristic or attribute of the
system that tells you something
about the way the system works.

Signals can be quantitative (lead
time, cycle time, velocity, defect
counts) or qualitative (quality,
morale).

You are surrounded by signals.
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Common Signals from Illusions (Non-Dashboard Edition)

‘It's done but... ‘Estimate Better’ Meetings!
Activity Focus Read The Docs Review Boards
Powerpoint ‘Demos’ Tampering Freezes

Shipping vs Impacting Re-defining Best Practices
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Seeing Systemic Influences with Causal Models

feature
cyc\e Time

ualitative
attribute

technical
debt

quam"\ﬂab\e
4 aftribute

—_—t
same direction

_—

+ opposite direction

—_—

possible decision
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Levers

A lever is a choice that causes a
shift in the system.

If you do something and the system
does not appear to change at all,
either you're not looking at the right
signals, or the choice you made
wasn't actually a lever.
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Lever 1: Identity Where You Have a Choice...

/
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... 'hen Make Different Choices

feature
cyc\e Time

technical
debt
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Lever 2: Add a Counterbalancing Influence

feature
cyc\e Time

Tech Debt Pa\/down

technical (‘Operation Snowball?

debt
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Context and Variability
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See What Is Appropriate In Your Context
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There Are No Best Practices

End-to-end false pass rate

End-to-end false failure rate

Unit false pass rate

- V—

Unit false failure rate

User workflow complexity

——j——

Business logic complexity

— —

Integration complexity A A A & A A

Coupling

0

Cissaa iy From - https://sim.signalsandlevers.com/scenarios/testing-pyramid
B O
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Avoid Tampering

Special Cause**  —
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Use Systems Thinking Collectively

Automation
? +
/_? - Ease of
@ Change +
endencles + @ @ 1
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Summary
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Act where the pain is caused...

...not where it is observed.

© 2026 Elisabeth Hendrickson and Joel Tosi https://signalsandlevers.com/



What Questions Do You
Have?
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