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LARGE EFFORTS

Large efforts must 
be organized for 
specialization and 
communication.
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LARGE EFFORTS

Direction
Priorities

Resources Status
Progress

Issues
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• Leaders’ time wasted

• Disengaged sponsors

• Strategic decisions based 
on incomplete information

• Teams may focus on wrong 
priorities

• Late visibility of problems 
wastes resources

• Late schedule resets 
damage credibility

• Statistics
• Details
• Problems

CLARITY EROSION CYCLE

• Interpretive Drift

• Additive Detail & 
Complexity

• Uncertainty of Effort

Details 
Disconnected from 

Vision

Reduced Clarity
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Reduced Clarity

• Statistics
• Exceptions
• Crises
• Statistics
• Details
• Problems

• Interpretive Drift

• Additive Detail & 
Complexity

• Uncertainty of Effort

• Interpretive Drift

• Additive Detail & 
Complexity

• Uncertainty of Effort

RETURN TO CLARITY

• Scaled Agile 
Frameworks

• Clarity First (by 
Karen Martin)

• Structured 
Storytelling

~2015 to ~Present

Focus on clarity

~2000 to ~2020

Focus on 
agility
(e.g., Agile 

Manifesto, Just-in-
Time)

Details 
Disconnected from 

Vision

Details 
Disconnected from 

Vision

~1945 to ~2000

Focus on 
definition
(e.g., IEEE, ISSO, 

COBIT, PMBOK)
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Result:
• Leaders have a clear view of where we’re going and how far away we are.
• They can set proper expectations among constituents.
• They can step in as needed to resolve priority issues, misinterpretations, 

and roadblocks

STRUCTURED STORYTELLING

Tell the storyTell the story

Refresh the story.Refresh the story.

Write the story.
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Luke decides 
to fight for 
the rebellion

Death Star 
destroyed

Blueprints 
stolen

Infiltrate Death Star
Find Princess
Find Blueprints
Trash Compactor
Thrilling Escape

……
……
………..
…..
………

……
……
………..
…..
………

A STORYLINE IS LIKE A SCREENPLAY

7



Why Projects Fail: Breaking the Clarity Erosion Cycle

Brink Trammell:  brink@rapiduptake.com

Why?
• Trading volumes
• Future-proofing
• Operational 

Efficiency

Who?Who?
• ~ 1000 personnel
• Developers
• Users
• Operations
• Security

STRUCTURED STORYTELLING IN PRACTICE

What?
• Over 300 applications
• Strategic systems
• Data management
• Operations

Audiences:Audiences:
• Board of Governors
• Corporate Executive Officers
• IT Senior Leadership
• Finance
• Internal Audit
• Project Teams
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Data Center

MAPMAKING ANALOGY

• “Act” climaxes
•Board/Executive focus
•~ One dozen items

• “Act” climaxes
•Board/Executive focus
•~ One dozen items

• “Scene” climaxes
•Department focus
•Several dozen items

• “Scene” climaxes
•Department focus
•Several dozen items

• “Beats”
•Team focus
•As many as needed

• “Beats”
•Team focus
•As many as needed
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Write the story.

II

Result:
• Leaders have a clear view of where we’re going and how far away we are.
• They can set proper expectations among constituents.
• They can step in as needed to resolve priority issues, misinterpretations, 

and roadblocks

STRUCTURED STORYTELLING

Tell the storyTell the story

Refresh the story.Refresh the story.

Sense-making Principles…
A good storyline:

Is a mental outline 
for understanding 
a project, not a 

guarantee.

Is written for 
listeners, not for 

tellers.

Is authored, not 
generated.

Shows important 
changes in the 

situation, not tasks 
for the team.

Can be told 
consistently in 

summary, 
moderate, and 
detailed forms.

Shows believable 
progress.

Is connected to 
the actual work.

Is fluid—details 
are added and 

changes made as 
you go.
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CHALLENGES

That’s where the 
“structured” part 

comes in…

Emotional

• Fear of aspirations becoming 
commitments

• Focus on something not perceived as 
directly adding value

• Managers’ inability to empathize with 
some listeners

• Not intuitive for “downward facing” 
managers

Organizational

• Multiple levels of audience with different 
needs

• People who understand details don’t 
have perspective on entire project

• Consistency across multiple 
contributors

• Often confused with project plan

Logistical

• What’s the right format?
• Where to keep the storylines?
• How to connect storylines to 

underlying data?
• How to make it efficient?
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OUTSOURCED PROJECTS

Policy Makers

Executive 
Leadership

Executive 
Leadership

Tactical 
Management

Tactical 
Management

Work TeamsWork Teams

Characteristics:

• Inconsistent loyalties

• Communication across 
organization boundaries

• Unbalanced risk allocation

• Incentive for scope drift

Customer Vendor

Contract is:

Rigid
(strong customer)

Or

Vague
(strong vendor)

Structured Storytelling Response:

• Joint storyline ownership at tactical management level

• Storyline becomes core to status updates

• Vendor drives clarity feedback loop

• Vendor commits to storyline as best expectation; NOT 
as contractual delivery commitment
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