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The Long History 
of DevOps Failures 



The Long History 
of X Failures 
Where ‘X’ is your favorite buzzword



The Long History 
of Socio-Technical 

Failures 



Prologue

Ergonautic



Failure, writ large and small

Ergonautic

Macro and Micro

In the moment and across time



Science advances one funeral at a time.

– Plank’s Principle

Ergonautic



For every complex problem there is an 
answer that is…

…clear,
…simple,

…and wrong.

Ergonautic

– H. L. Mencken



probably the longest and most reprehensible 
delay in the adoption a known cure for a 
disease in the whole of history of medicine

Ergonautic



Timeless Failures of Greatness

Ergonautic



Introduction

Ergonautic
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Prelude

Ergonautic



I invented DevOps

Ergonautic





This is embarrassing

Ergonautic



I didn’t invent DevOps

Ergonautic

I stole it



good DevOps copy

Ergonautic

great DevOps steal



Optimizing the human experience 
and performance of operating 
software… with software… and 
with humans

—Andrew Clay Shafer

Ergonautic



I didn’t want a new word

Ergonautic

Agile Infrastructure



continuously devops 
microserverless

Ergonautic

with software and 
with humans™… 



Ergonautic



My ideas were deeply 
influenced by W. 
Edward Deming

Ergonautic



“One gets a good rating for fighting a fire. 
The result is visible; can be quantified. If you 
do it right the first time, you are invisible. 

You satisfied the requirements. That is your 
job. Mess it up, and correct it later, you 

become a hero.”

ErgonauticW. Edward Deming



During the second World War, 
Deming worked as a quality 
expert in armament plants 

throughout the United States

Ergonautic



Deming’s approach helped them 
produce higher quality products 
while raising productivity and 

decreasing costs

Ergonautic



Deming approached everything 
as an opportunity to improve 

the system

Ergonautic



Then the war ended… 

Ergonautic



He had all the data, but no one 
would listen to Deming

Ergonautic

In the US



And that might have 
been the end of it…

Ergonautic



Meanwhile, in the 1950s 
British coal mines…

Ergonautic



Trist and the Tavistock Institute

Ergonautic
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Socio-Technical Theory:
the quality of any organisational system can 

only be understood and improved if 'social' and 
'technical' are both considered as 

interdependent parts of a single system.
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The primary reason we 
know of Deming now is 

because he went to Japan

Ergonautic



If Japan Can, Why Can't We?

Ergonautic



A prophet ignored in his homeland

Ergonautic



No Deming, No Toyota, No Lean

Ergonautic



when American executives visited Japanese factories,
 

they thought the Japanese were hiding the truth,
 

they believed they were witnessing a pageant 

Ergonautic



Ergonautic



quality suffered because:
"Instead of making flawless cars, 
workers simply did their assigned 
jobs,workers had no big-picture 
goal of building cars together to 

motivate them."
Ergonautic



Focusing on the technical 
without accounting for the 

socio never goes well…

“all you do is to automate confusion”
               – GM Executive Ergonautic



Therefore one can draw the paradoxical 
conclusion that automated systems still are
man-machine systems, for which both technical 
and human factors are important.
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The more advanced a control system 
is, so the more crucial may be the 
contribution of the human operator.
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Despite anyone’s hope to the contrary

Ergonautic



If this was easy, everyone 
would be good at it by now

Ergonautic



everyone wants DevOps

Ergonautic

well actually…



what they really want

Ergonautic

● reliability
● availability
● scalability
● operability
● usability
● observability
● all for free
● without changing anything



without 
changing anything

Ergonautic



without 
changing anything

Ergonautic



without 
changing 
anything

Ergonautic



Performance almost 
always goes down

Ergonautic

before going up



Ergonautic

J-Curve of Change is Hard Jabe Bloom  - @cyetain



Ergonautic

seeking advantage seeking legitimacy



words cross the chasm before 
understanding and practice

Ergonautic



new words because novelty
new words because fashion
new words because funding
new words because tribalism
new words because org chart

Ergonautic



new words, same systems

Ergonautic

same outcomes



Very few organizations are 
actively optimizing their process

Ergonautic

Very few individuals are 
empowered to do so



the best time to plant a 
tree was 20 years ago…

Ergonautic

the second best time is now…



forego legitimacy

Ergonautic

seek advantage



change your organization…

Ergonautic

or change your 
organization



Ergonautic

We can’t just copy.

Netflix

Spotify

Google

Amazon
Honeycomb

Whatever



Ergonautic

We don’t know what to copy.

- W Edwards Deming



This is a hard problem.

Ergonautic

Was hard for Deming, hard for Trist.



Ergonautic

Parting Thoughts
● Hard problems remain hard
● This isn’t a technical problem
● This isn’t a people problem
● We have to solve both together
● Don’t give up 😊



Ergonautic

Change is 
hard



Ergonautic

A bad system will beat a good 
person every time.

It is not necessary to change. 
Survival is not mandatory.

- W Edwards Deming



Thanks
Praxis Makes Possible

@ergonauticly ErgonauticPeople, Practices, Platforms



You have permission 
to learn anything… 

Ergonautic

from anyone


