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The Tyranny of “The Plan”

The Basics of Reliable Delivery

l  e  a  nl  e  a  n

Where do Plans come from?
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MRP Plans

September 093 Copyright©2009 Poppendieck.LLC

l  e  a  nl  e  a  n

Project Plans
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Construction Plans

September 095 Copyright©2009 Poppendieck.LLC

l  e  a  nl  e  a  n

Empire State Building

September 22, 1929
Demolition started 

January 22, 1930
Excavation started

March 17, 1930
Construction started 

November 13, 1930
Exterior completed 

May 1, 1931
Building opened

Exactly on time 
18% under budget
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One Year Earlier:
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Steel Schedule

We thought of the work as if it 
were a band marching through 
the building and out the top.
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The Four Pacemakers

1. Structural Steel Construction
� Completed September 22, 12 days early

2. Concrete Floor Construction
� Completed October 22, 6 days early

3. Exterior Metal Trim &Windows
� Completed October 17, 35 days early

4. Exterior Limestone 
� Completed November 13, 17 days early
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What have we learned?
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Key Success Factors

1. Teamwork of owner, architect, and builder
� Eliminated design loops by consulting experts early.

2. Deeply Experienced Builders
� Fixed Price Contract!

3. Focus on the key constraint: Material Flow
� 500 trucks a day – no storage on site

4. Decoupling
� The pacemakers (and other systems) were designeddesignedto be independent

5. Cash Flow Thinking
� Every day of delay cost $10,000 ($120,000 today).

6. Schedule was not laid out based on the details of the building design,  
the building was designed based on the constraints of the situation.
� Two acres of land in the middle of New York City, zoning ordinances, 

$35,000,000 of capital, the laws of physics, and a May 1, 1931 deadline.
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What else have we learned? 

Design the system to meet the constraints; Design the system to meet the constraints; 
do not derive constraints from the design.do not derive constraints from the design.
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Workflows are easier to control & Workflows are easier to control & 
more predictable than a schedules.more predictable than a schedules.

Decouple workflows; Decouple workflows; 
break dependencies! break dependencies! 

To control when things will happen.

Why do we Schedule?

Control
� Detailed schedules are 

deterministic and do not 
allow for normal variation.

� Attempting to remove common 
cause variation from a system 
will cause it to oscillate wildly.

� Managing a level workflow 
is a lot easier than following 
a deterministic schedule.
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To predict when things will happen.

Why do we Schedule?

Predict
� Schedules based on 

experience are reliable.
� Schedules based on 

wishful thinking are not.
� Schedules summed up from 

task breakdowns are guesses 
– hypothesis about the future.

� When reality does not match 
the schedule – the schedule 
hypothesis was disproven!
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Variance from Plan

Performance Failure Learning Opportunity

September 0914 Copyright©2009 Poppendieck.LLC



���������

�

l  e  a  nl  e  a  n

Failure is a Learning Opportunity

No WorkaroundsNo Workarounds
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Complex systems will always fail
� A failure demonstrates a lack 

of understanding of the system.
� Failure is the system talking to you.
�� ListenListen – It’s not noise; it’s information.

Learn!Learn!

No FirefightingNo Firefighting

l  e  a  nl  e  a  n

See Problems – Solve Problems

Bad News FirstBad News First
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“No Problem” is a Problem
James Wiseman, manager at the 

Georgetown Kentucky Toyota Plant: 

“I started out going to staff meetings 
and reporting some of my little successes. 
One day I spoke very positively about an 
activity, I even bragged a little. 

Mr. [Fujio] Cho kind of looked at me. 
I could see he was puzzled. He said, ‘Jim-
san. We all know you are a good manager, 
otherwise we would not have hired you. 
But please talk to us about your problems 
so we can all work on them together.”

It was like a lightning bolt. “I have 
come to understand what they mean when I 
hear the phrase, ‘Problems first.”
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Make Workflows Reliable

Output
� Desired customer outcomes

Pathway
� Sequence of activities 

with a clear workflow
Connection

� Test-driven handovers 
expose problems

� Feedback to supplier

Method
� Clearly defined methods / standards
� Baseline for improvement

Improvement
� Never add value to defective input
� Verify that your output meets the 

needs of your immediate customers
� When a problem is exposed, 

find and fix the root cause
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*Steve Spear - Chasing the RabbitSeptember 0917 Copyright©2009 Poppendieck.LLC
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Results are Not the Point

Developing people so 
they achieve successful 
results is the point.

Leaders engage in the messy 
details of the work being done 
in order to learn and become 
thoroughly knowledgeable 
about the process. 
Questioning, coaching, and 
teaching are their main role. 
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KaizenKaizen

JishukenJishuken
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We follow principles, not processes!

Purpose-Passion-
Persistence-Pride
The Gold Standard: Tandberg – Oslo, Norway
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Tandberg Codec C90
� Started spring 2007
� First HW prototype summer 2008
� Released late 2008,
� ~20 months from idea to production
� 2-3 people mechanics/design
� 4-5 people electronics/hardware
� 40-50 people software development
� 5-6 people fpga development
� 4 people test developers
� 1 person approvals

�����44///5�**5���46���4����/��� �*������
�(�1�
��� ��7,����!""85���

&�*��,�	����

l   e   a   n
software development

www.poppendieck.comMary Poppendieckmary@poppendieck.commary@poppendieck.com

Thank You!
More Information:  www.poppendieck.com


