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Overview 
Every software project, agile or not, brings with it many decisions and requests that must be handled 
quickly and decisively. Some say, “Any decision is more important than making no decision.” Not 
true— the wrong decision may haunt you, your team, and your project forever. When key decisions 
need to be made, there is usually some influencer that stands behind it. For example, if an unplanned, 
urgent feature is required to be implemented, there is usually a customer behind that request. If a 
project delivery schedule needs to be made (even if the product being developed hasn’t been 
completely tested), there is usually a company financial motive behind it. 

You get the idea … 

Background 
If these situations are typical of what you’ve had to deal with, this article could be important for you. 

Situation 1: Let’s Do Everything! 
There is a project that has started with a new set of features identified. This is going to be a major 
product update. Collectively, there is a high probability of failure, which the team has estimated to be 
around 75%, if the team attempts to build everything requested. (One notable reason is that every 
module would have to be modified!) On top of these feature requests, management has requested 
performance improvements. You’ve estimated that there is far less probability of failure (25% to be 
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exact) if two of the key features were implemented with no attempt at performance improvement 
made. 

The team decided to take on the “all features with lightning—fast performance” route and like any 
great agile project, the two most important key features were designed, prototyped, engineered, and 
tested first. With an agile approach, anything is possible! No doubt, the customer, product 
management, and the executives were excited. 

The team kicked off the work … 

Although the two key implemented features functioned as expected, the performance was not blazingly 
fast and management was concerned that unless time was spent on improving performance there would 
be significant risk trying to get all of the features to operate at the expected level of performance. 

The team, however, was convinced that they should “do the right thing” and fix the performance issues 
and complete the rest of the features even if there was schedule impact. “The customers would want 
this,” was the overwhelming team war cry. The customer only knew about the key features—they 
hadn’t expressed the need or commitment for anything more than that. (But if they got more features 
than expected, they’d certainly be pleased!) 

Finance, of course, wanted the product released as soon as possible. 

Talk about competing influencers! 

As a result, the project dragged on and on. The number of expected iterations (Sprints) were extended 
until, out of exhaustion, the team eventually completed the “must have” features. Ill-fated attempts at 
resolving underlying performance issues were scrubbed. 

Situation 2: How Are We Making Decisions Around Here? 
You, as the overall leader, enjoy motivating teams to deliver projects on time. But what really gets you 
excited is to provide solutions that customers want to use. You could say that your mantra, not unlike 
the mantra of your company, is “customer first.” 

With a pending release slated for this quarter, the project is a little bit behind. Unfortunately, there 
were too many quality issues remaining with a handful of key features that needed to be implemented. 
As the team edged closer and closer to delivery, you received a telephone call from a key customer, 
who demanded a necessary feature to be enhanced. To make matters worse, his call was followed up 
with a call from your VP of Sales stating that “you better do what this particular customer asked.” 

At the next Daily Scrum meeting, you explained the situation to the team. They needed to change what 
they were going to work on during the next Sprint and focus on this new requirement. “Definitely, 
we’re a customer-centric company,” is the thought that crossed your mind. Some of the engineers were 
upset with the change of direction, but they understood that the customer paid the bills. 

The following week, one of your best engineers says that she uncovered an issue in the code that if 
resolved could actually significantly improve the product’s reporting performance. This hadn’t exactly 
been a customer’s request, but there was no doubt that not making this fix could be a problem the more 
that customers ran reports. This task really interested her and, in her mind, was more important than 
what she was working on. 

“This is the beauty of Scrum—we can adjust as we go!” Yeehah! 

In this case, you approved the change and tell the team of the decision. The software engineer was 
ecstatic. “Awesome,” proclaimed a QA tester on the team, “but we need to run before and after 
benchmarks. We don’t have those tests automated and we’re focusing our testing efforts on the agreed-
upon features.” Knowing that you don’t want to upset the software engineer’s desire to improve the 
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product, you still agree to make the improvement anyway—the reward will be better than the risk. The 
team is really getting nervous about another untimely change. 

Both of these situations have unfortunately set the team back and with the last day of the quarter 
looming, the CFO made a rare visit to your office proclaiming that “this project better ship, otherwise 
we’ll have a disaster reporting another quarterly loss to our investors.” Sweat poured out of your head. 
“But, our testing may not be completed.” “I don’t care,” states the CFO, “I’ve talked this over with the 
rest of the executive team. We can always come out with a ‘.1’ update release after we ship in the early 
half of the next quarter. I’m counting on you to live up to your original commitment for on-time 
delivery.” 

That afternoon, you address the team and tell them the news … 

How Should We Make Key Project 
Decisions? 
Both of these situations, although contrived for this whitepaper, are all too real for most of us that have 
been in the software industry for a long period of time. Competing pressures that impact decisions that 
can either enhance or derail a project are a part of the daily role played by every software manager, 
project manager, and ScrumMaster. 

Is a mechanism really needed to provide structure for making key project decisions? You bet! Being in 
a leadership role, you’ll be pressured from influencers wanting decisions made for the best interests of 
the company, the employee, or the customer (and they are typically conflicting needs). Let’s look at 
the three categories of influencers (or as I like to call them, Decisionakers, short for decision makers) 
for any typical software project: 
 

Decisionaker Who They Are 

Company Most concerned about the business (read stakeholders, quarterly 
earnings, and so on) 

Employee The team that produce the products or services being developed 
(engineers, testers, and so on) 

Customer Those individuals that represent the needs of the market, users, and 
resellers/partners 
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We’ll use a pyramid as the basis of how decisions should be made: 

1

3

2

 

The way to read this diagram is as follows (starting from the top): 

With every decision, you’ll start at the top and decide the outcome (example: which features to 
prioritize). If the decision criteria you use results in a bought-in outcome, then great—you are done! 
However, it is never quite that easy (especially if you have to trim the decisions to fit a budget, 
resource constraints, or even schedule). At that point, you’d drop down to a second-level of decision 
criteria to further help in a final outcome. 

Of course, if you still need further refinement, you can use yet a third criteria to decide the final 
outcome. (We don’t recommend more than three levels, by the way!) 
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How does this relate to the Decisionakers discussed earlier? I’d propose that you need to place one of 
these in each of the decision groups: 

1

3

2

#1 Decisionaker – the King of the 
Mountain, who generally makes the 

decision?

#2 -- Who is next most 
important if the #1 group can’t 

decide?

#3 – Last but definitely not least, 
Who provides the foundation that 
everyone relies on (when #1 and 

#2 can’t decide)?

?

Employee

Company

Customer

 

If your company places stockholders as the most important decision criteria, then the Company should 
be placed in the number 1 spot. What that means is that key project decisions with the greatest benefit 
to the company wins. As an example, if the team is deciding between a feature to include that has great 
customer benefit versus another feature that has much bigger financial benefit, the latter feature will 
most likely be chosen (over the customer requested feature). 

If, as another example, you make decisions based on benefit to the employee (“if you build great 
technology features, then customers will come!”) then you may decide on something that is whiz-bang 
technically innovative and hope that customers will want it and that it will bring benefit to the 
customer. 

You get the idea … 

If you aren’t sure what the priority should be, project decisions may be more “ad hoc” than you think 
and it may be a good idea to brainstorm with your management to come up with your company’s 
Decision Pyramid. Once you have defined it, you need to consistently follow it. Otherwise, the very 
“bones” of the company (in other words, what you stand for) will be under scrutiny by representatives 
of the three classes of Decisionakers: the customer, the company, and the employee. 

… Not a good thing! 

What Decision Pyramid do I recommend? Working over the years with companies that have had 
different approaches to consistent decision making criteria, there is only one that I have found to be 
long lasting: 

1

3

2

Employee

Company

Customer

 

Yep, you guessed it: Customer first! 

Making decisions first and foremost for the customer brings business opportunity. With a satisfied 
customer and a successful company, what software employee wouldn’t want to work for a company 
that practices that priority? 

The exercise to come 
up with your 
company’s Decision 
Pyramid may be a 
particular good thing 
for start ups and for 
organizations that are 
being transitioned to a 
new and better 
structure. 
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A Final Word 
Although not a software/IT example, if your company was a leading financial institution, how would 
you like your company to be ranked on a least-trusted list? 

 

 

Forrester's annual Customer Advocacy survey ranks nearly 50 financial services firms in the United 
States by the percentage of each firm's customers who agree with the statement: "My financial provider 
does what's best for me, not just its own bottom line." 

About 40% of Wells Fargo customers agreed (the highest of the large banks). Contrast that with HSBC 
which scored about 16% of customers surveyed agreed with that statement. Why? "Part of it is that the 
banks are preoccupied with their bottom line. They are public institutions who are in business to make 
money for their shareholder and inevitably, that shows to customers," says Bill Doyle, VP at Forrester.  

What's the impact? 

Customer advocacy rankings are a predictor of customer retention and attrition, and customers who 
rate their firms high are more likely to consider their firm for additional products. In contrast, 
customers who give a low ranking are most likely to switch in the next year and are "going to be 
reluctant to put any more money and open new accounts at those institutions." 

This could be a disaster for software/IT companies in an unforgiving industry where there are few 
second chances. One of the few industries where COGS (Cost of Goods) is basically pennies with 
potential for huge profit margins, there are still tons of companies who haven't lasted due to corporate 
arrogance (SCO Systems, Data General, Lotus, Ashton Tate, and so on). 

Recently, we all witnessed the demise of the nationwide electronics chain, Circuit City:  

 

 

According to Joel Spolsky's article in Inc, the tale of a major electronics retailer, Circuit City, is a 
lesson for all of us on how to do things wrong. The chain's CEO, in an e-mail, blamed Circuit City's 
demise on "poor macroeconomic conditions and general economic slowdown." True, the economy has 
been horrible, but have you walked into an Apple Store lately or visited a purchased computer 
hardware or software from B&H Photo Video (www.bhphotovideo.com)? 

What economic slowdown? 
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Spolsky cites the fact that B&H culture is that sales people are very knowledgeable, frequently try to 
save the customer money by suggesting lower-priced options, and are empowered to accept returned 
merchandise if a purchase didn't suit a customer's needs. This is in sharp contrast to Circuit City 
especially after they let go 3,400 of their most experienced sales people in 2007 and replaced them 
with untrained, low-cost staff as a last ditch effort to trim expenses. Similar products, similar low 
prices, and yet the attention to the customer was light year's apart. And even now, when the economy 
has still not recovered, the main B&H Photo Video store in Manhattan is bustling with activity. Their 
Internet mail order business is also booming! 

How does your company truly prioritize the importance of serving the customer? 
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