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HOW TO FAIL 
SUCCESSFULLY & 
RELIABLY
And look good while doing it
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https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?curid=42425098

https://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php%3Fcurid=42425098
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Image: Tech Republic

https://www.techrepublic.com/article/open-source-failure-is-its-greatest-success/
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Write a failure (or two) that you have 
had in your professional life on an index 

card

Image: Neil Turner

https://www.flickr.com/photos/neilt/5435900581/in/photolist-9hmpRP-4v9jY1-5ArEqQ-3eJiC-daMzB9-Fc37F-9SduPH-myNCyS-3pRtq3-6u92SZ-b6EqSc-xmi87-x7wFw-9hvtjB-6CeNXa-PfX2ou-7n2F8q-7mXLVK-rFb2Q-4EYMbL-dX6Ysb-6hURYf-anS5Wc-5pSJ3u-Ymmeo-4ApBFL-aisKoz-6BqRgT-3DgB9Y-3GKxL7-9gRufk-r566t-2dx3KhX-bfeELF-7rGttX-myeXT-4gtFSd-myeVZ-eMub6-b9y8Ge-daUcVY-7tjKUU-ePWaED-7rFxbx-6zummS-5oeFNe-4bSznv-amfmNA-ogveHj-dKvTM2
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Take a minute
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Image: Alex Proimos

What is
failure?

https://www.flickr.com/photos/proimos/4199675334/
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“A lack or deficiency of a 
desirable quality 

caused by 
a decisive action” 
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“A lack or deficiency of a 
desirable quality 

caused by 
a decisive action” 
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Fails rarely, quickly fixed –
ideal

Low MTTR and High MTBF

Th
ro
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MTBF and MTTR
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High MTTR and High MTBF

Fails rarely, quickly fixed –
ideal

Low MTTR and High MTBF

Th
ro

ug
hp

ut

MTBF and MTTR

Fails infrequently, hard to fix = 
unreliable
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Fails infrequently, hard to fix = 
unreliable

High MTTR and High MTBF

Fails often, quickly fixed = 
improvable

Low MTTR and Low MTBF

Fails rarely, quickly fixed –
ideal

Low MTTR and High MTBF

Th
ro

ug
hp

ut

MTBF and MTTR
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A system where failure is easy to recover from favors 
experimentation and improvement 

A system where failure is difficult to recover from causes a 
culture of change-minimization
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Error recovery 
> Error 

prevention

1st Ethic

Image: Jeffrey Beall

https://www.flickr.com/photos/denverjeffrey/2792749020/in/photolist-5fMyZb-fKQv8r-9fZnVT-MGAumP-67cxWP-hzjwXq-73QJzk-i66Bdp-8f2PVk-HeEAs-7HUHNE-76hw7p-hcoM5N-7b36aJ-73dKd5-r4KtFQ-8RPqT9-cQBZTo-YbRK6M-YbRPLi-YPc6xG-ZcJoQA-7h4kAd-HeF2G-7aYgqX-43DJi5-5t2U2d-4UyKuQ-dqn9tr-6vM54b-dNgo8k-dUKW4W-23oENZB-atVPjZ-sFjzc-7h4nCq-HeEEL-dJ18ox-e7iDrv-5mH43C-3EsNQ2-N8iWSD-43zDxz-oHPvPm-HeEYu-7b34no-3Ewzcw-fLRh7B-8GU7cY-awhYMn
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Image: Caitlin Regan

https://www.flickr.com/photos/caitlinator/3508571577/in/photolist-6m3m6p-af1EPP-apTPf7-b6DAFk-6xEgV-32RpYG-jPGNcN-gtdsPE-4BVvYb-TaRrfC-CCSgz-az2D1g-bYe8ou-99uctL-V2R7me-7fi9zg-8xPg9z-5hT9mk-pBhN7h-m6Fh7r-7tWji7-5e865G-738sx2-aqbrWz-2dff6i-7mzB97-ekZdnU-ekTqfz-67wvST-5JoGft-ekZbTo-nsP6Fu-ekZesq-nsP8s4-aVNceX-ekTt6Z-nHgd4w-ekTrn8-28co61M-98b4hS-o2girc-mfLoz1-cXLRb3-ebqBS8-ekZgc3-E7SuDb-nsNKrR-7mzvBf-5hXtzq-6yQG1R
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If a decision is 
only an opinion 

trying to find 
voice, curb it!

2nd Ethic

Image: Caitlin Regan

https://www.flickr.com/photos/caitlinator/3508571577/in/photolist-6m3m6p-af1EPP-apTPf7-b6DAFk-6xEgV-32RpYG-jPGNcN-gtdsPE-4BVvYb-TaRrfC-CCSgz-az2D1g-bYe8ou-99uctL-V2R7me-7fi9zg-8xPg9z-5hT9mk-pBhN7h-m6Fh7r-7tWji7-5e865G-738sx2-aqbrWz-2dff6i-7mzB97-ekZdnU-ekTqfz-67wvST-5JoGft-ekZbTo-nsP6Fu-ekZesq-nsP8s4-aVNceX-ekTt6Z-nHgd4w-ekTrn8-28co61M-98b4hS-o2girc-mfLoz1-cXLRb3-ebqBS8-ekZgc3-E7SuDb-nsNKrR-7mzvBf-5hXtzq-6yQG1R
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“A lack or deficiency of a 
desirable quality 

caused by 
a decisive action” 
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We favor

• Smaller commits
• More frequent feedback
• Fewer manual tests
• More time for refactoring
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We favor

• Smaller commits
• More frequent feedback
• Fewer manual tests
• More time for refactoring
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STORY SIZE FREQUENCY OF FEEDBACK TIME SPENT IN REFACTORING
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elided

elided
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Image: Nina`H

https://www.flickr.com/photos/ninahiironniemi/
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For failure 
recovery, measure 
and document the 

impact of your 
decisions first

3rd Ethic
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“A lack or deficiency of a 
desirable quality 

caused by 
a decisive action” 
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Image: Maxime Lorant

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:A-B_testing_simple_example.png
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Image: Maxime Lorant

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:A-B_testing_simple_example.png
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Image: Dan Abel

https://engineering.tes.com/post/monitoring-testing-in-production/
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Correlation

Causation

“Green theme correlates
with higher click-rates”

“Green theme causes
higher click-rates”
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At minimum, 
establish 

correlation to 
understand the 

impact of decisions

4th EthicPOST 
HOC 
ERGO 

PROPTER 
HOC
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Skip the 
inconsequential 

decisions

LemmaPOST 
HOC 
ERGO 

PROPTER 
HOC
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The virtue
of sloth
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There is no doubt that the grail of efficiency leads to 
abuse.  Programmers waste enormous amounts of 

time thinking about, or worrying about, the speed of 
noncritical parts of their programs,  and these 
attempts at efficiency actually have a  strong 

negative impact 
when debugging and maintenance are considered. 

We should forget about small efficiencies, say about 
97% of the time: 

premature optimization is the root of all evil.premature optimization is the root of all evil.
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Yet we should not pass up our opportunities in that 
critical 3%.  A good programmer will not be lulled 

into complacency by such reasoning, he will be wise 
to look carefully at the critical code; but only after

that code has been identified.

“Structured Programming with go to 
Statements” Donald E. Knuth, 1974
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Defer decisions 
until Last 

Responsible 
Moment

5th Ethic
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Should you upgrade 
your JDK from 

version 8 to a more 
recent version?
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Defer decisions 
until Last 

Responsible 
Moment

5th Ethic
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... But no later!

Lemma

Cartoon: Bizarro Comic

http://blueskygis.blogspot.com/2011/03/titanic-recalculation.html


62

Satisfice
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Source: NobelPrize.org

https://www.nobelprize.org/uploads/2018/06/simon-lecture.pdf


64

... decision makers can satisfice 
either by finding optimum 
solutions for a simplified world, or 
by finding satisfactory solutions 
for a more realistic world. Neither 
approach, in general, dominates 
the other, and both have 
continued to co-exist...
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Image: Robert Couse-Baker

https://www.flickr.com/photos/29233640@N07/35920157116/in/photolist-WJ9cgJ-4x173c-2dKnx-6rJMUJ-2ak7iMB-op3rvM-Q7hZyr-4BcGUi-2eaoKTr-aGvw2p-qTqUTo-aoLwWX-5wM3w2-2dAr9yV-j28dWb-L5QRE7-8cyqb8-TTmKCb-DYFH1f-dFXcRK-dkZVRd-gutakK-865FMn-m2GHqd-ZRnrrA-Ny972m-QLqWwC-pCEbRw-2dh674S-a9Wjj7-24LRdq6-PFFWAo-pvxEGM-865FRv-8GnHcr-8cype4-9Asu7J-QfQ4CA-qgZbbA-2ePTpDn-dMwsbd-Qiq8bh-7dteGs-NEYL4a-7S4Cas-23Pbzm2-Fepyij-8cBYuW-4Mg2co-2bExy61
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Beware of 
comparing real 

costs with 
imaginary 
benefits

6th Ethic

Image: 401(K) 2012

https://www.flickr.com/photos/68751915@N05/6629107607/in/photolist-b6MUJK-adS9bf-baNpUk-5F6oer-29ocTv-4z9LEf-bbpYHg-8ttRy7-6tSuAx-p1t7WM-4z9Kkf-2cNcpeM-e9gLFL-cehDaJ-4Lkirs-2er8ej7-dJpsjt-ApgVS-7DYMN-5TTg-Ts1EJh-baNkFa-e43HLK-5c3jKZ-cYh5um-bkYsLH-iErkLL-cQaJrh-daTqKi-HpLDF-eNZvGF-8bzQ6k-mfgj32-gRemRy-eP113D-dYKJQA-iEh4v5-55umnG-Db86s-iEp2wF-dvD2CZ-eNZLyX-7cGkK4-6VYUZm-6XYJNw-KjNSE-hnwct-ya4WS-avMkpr-iGmG46
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Image: Neil Turner

Take your neighbor’s index card and 
see what, if anything, you’d do 

differently

https://www.flickr.com/photos/neilt/5435900581/in/photolist-9hmpRP-4v9jY1-5ArEqQ-3eJiC-daMzB9-Fc37F-9SduPH-myNCyS-3pRtq3-6u92SZ-b6EqSc-xmi87-x7wFw-9hvtjB-6CeNXa-PfX2ou-7n2F8q-7mXLVK-rFb2Q-4EYMbL-dX6Ysb-6hURYf-anS5Wc-5pSJ3u-Ymmeo-4ApBFL-aisKoz-6BqRgT-3DgB9Y-3GKxL7-9gRufk-r566t-2dx3KhX-bfeELF-7rGttX-myeXT-4gtFSd-myeVZ-eMub6-b9y8Ge-daUcVY-7tjKUU-ePWaED-7rFxbx-6zummS-5oeFNe-4bSznv-amfmNA-ogveHj-dKvTM2


73

Is it a failure ...
| that OSS licenses didn’t cover the services that are built using 

OSS? 

| (and an irony) that my personal info can be locked up in 
propriety datastores using OSS?

| that so many (90%+) of OSS projects on github don’t have 
active committers after one year?

| of mine to show you a PowerPoint slide-deck on a MacOS?
| That’s an easy one: use LibreOffice on Linux!
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Take a minute
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Image: Tech Republic

https://www.techrepublic.com/article/open-source-failure-is-its-greatest-success/
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Image: Alex Proimos

https://www.flickr.com/photos/proimos/4199675334/
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Fail often! 
Avoid regrets

7th Ethic

Image: Andrea Catton

https://www.andreacatton.co.uk/2013/12/10-unfortunate-tattoo-misspellings/
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The Seven Ethics

1. Error recovery > Error prevention
2. If a decision is only an opinion trying to find a voice, curb it
3. For failure recovery, measure and document the impact of your 

decisions first
4. At minimum, establish correlation to understand the impact of 

decisions
a. Skip the inconsequential decisions

5. Defer decisions until Last Responsible Moment
a. ... But no later

6. Beware of comparing real costs with imaginary benefits
7. Fail often, avoid regrets
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Continue the conversation at
https://spr.com/reversible-mistakes

How to fail 
successfully 
and reliably

And look good 
while doing it
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@s2il

linkedin.com/in/ssiddiqui

thesaleem.com

saleem.siddiqui@spr.com


