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Software is Lava

Introduction

Kids often play a game: The floor is lava. In this game, you
have to get from one place to another without touching the
floor. Because the floor is lava. If you step in lava, you die,
horribly, screaming. Don't step in lava. So, in the game, you
must jump from the couch to the chair, crawl across the table,
and leap to safety in the kitchen, where the floor is not lava.

Software is lava. Often it seems that there’s no safe place to
step. Worse yet, we're not allowed to jump on the furniture.
Mom said. Sorry.

So what are we to do? As we build software, it seems that
we're stepping in lava every day. It's complicated, it gets
more complicated, and often it seems that we're just doomed.
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There has to be a better way.

We all feel it. We're all sure that there must be a way to build
software that isn’t lava. We didn't get there last time, but
next time...next time...we'll get it right.

And, sure enough, next time, more lava. Ow! Die screaming.

Yet most of us have had moments when our feet weren't
burning. There seem to be cool, grassy patches amid the
lava. Sometimes we find them. It feels so good to be there.

The premise of this book is that there aren’t just patches of
grass—there is a cool, green, grassy path. Maybe we can’t
be on that path every moment, but understanding the path
better is the way to a happier project.

I call that path “the Natural Way,” because I believe that the
path is built into a simple notion, a focus on delivering value
early and often.
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We will wander off the path.

Even though we much prefer to be on the grass than in the
lava, it seems that we always get in the lava. (Sometimes
lava is spelled differently. Anyway, we're in it.)

If there is a path—and I hope to show you that there is—we
will wander off of it. Yes, we will. So as I describe the path
to you, don’t imagine that I believe we’ll all be on the path
and live happily ever after with no problems, with our
grateful feet caressing the happy grasses of the path. We
couldn’t be that good, or that lucky.

What we can do is remain aware that there is a path. When
we're not on the path, we’ll think about value. We’ll think
about the Natural Way. And quite likely we’ll be able to find
our way back, if not to the grass, at least to a place where
the lava isn’t quite so hot.
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The Natural Way

The story in this book is a simple one: there is a Natural Way
to build software, and it serves everyone well.

The Natural Way serves end users well because it delivers
value to them sooner.

The Natural Way serves the business well because it provides
areturn on investment sooner, because it provides important
information quickly, and because it provides the ability to
adjust direction as needed.

The Natural Way serves management well too. It lets man-
agement see what's really going on inside the project so that
when action is needed, there will be time to act. And it
reduces management’s problems by making information
visible so that we don’t have to dig for it.

The Natural Way even makes the job easier for developers.
It provides them with clear direction and allows them free-
dom to use their skills to build what the organization needs,
when it’s needed.
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What is described here is simple—but it’s not easy. You'll
need to think about these ideas, to figure out how they’ll be
valuable to you, and to learn to do the things we explore

here. Keep moving toward simplicity. You'll be glad you
did.

The Natural Way does require us to think, to learn, and to
change a bit. I think you'll see here that moving toward the
Natural Way need not be traumatic. It can actually be quite
a bit of fun.

Come along with me, and explore how we can make software
development simpler by focusing on frequent delivery of
visible value. We’ll not talk about how things are, but how
they might be, if we try.
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A final warning before you jump in:

Channeling comedian Eddie Izzard’s NSFW “Death Star
Canteen” bit:

This is not a book of what the heck to do!

It’s not a book of recipes. It's not about one way to do
something. That’s not our purpose here. We're here to think
about how things work, to ready ourselves for whatever
may happen. There are many ways to accomplish what you
need. I trust you to find ways, think of ways, and select
among them.
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