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The Password Reset Backstory

• Agile Pilot on a large transactional banking system
• Similar sized features previously took 2-3 years to deliver
• Delivered in 6 weeks

or was it?
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You don’t earn medals getting to the start line



Been there, Done that,
Got the T-shirt?

You can’t wear the shirt unless 
you’ve earned the shirt!



You only earn your medal when you cross the finish line.

Participation certificate –

Getting to the start line.

Check the race results
Once the production starting gun 
fires, the only thing that matters is 
how well your features perform in a 
competitive environment. 



Ship Happens
The true test of our software 
changes is not that they are 
defect free and work 
according to spec but rather 
that they achieve the 
expected benefit. 

The organizational equivalent of participation trophies.

“Shipping is not the goal, 
shipping something useful to 
the customer is the goal.” 



What percentage of 
changes result in value* 
for your organisation?

* Statistically significant beneficial results 



What percentage of 
changes result in value 

at Microsoft?
33%

Source: https://experimentguide.com/

https://experimentguide.com/


What percentage of 
changes result in value on 

optimised systems like Bing 
& Chrome?

10-20%
Source: https://experimentguide.com/

https://experimentguide.com/


Ron’s Report Card

Before we talk about Harry, let’s take a look at Ron

• Vice President and Technical Fellow at 
Airbnb.

• Technical Fellow and Corporate VP at 
Microsoft.

• Director of data mining and 
personalization at Amazon.com.

• PhD in Computer Science from 
Stanford University.

• His papers have over 40,000 citations.
• Coined the term Hippo 

(http://bitly.com/HIPPOExplained) 
with Avinash Kaushik

http://bitly.com/HIPPOExplained


“Only one of every three changes will result in 
the intended improvements.” https://experimentguide.com/

“Evaluating well-designed and executed 
experiments that were designed to improve a 
key metric, only about one-third were 
successful at improving the key metric.” 
DevOps Handbook

Before we talk about Harry, let’s take a look at Ron

Kohavi’s Law: Only one change in 
three will yield a positive result

Corollary: Two out of three 
changes will have no detectable 
impact or a negative outcome.

http://runningmann.co.za/2020/05/14/kohavis-law-harry-potter-show-why-your-experience-and-intuition-suck/

‘Evaluating ideas with 
controlled experiments 

was humbling, it 
showed how poor 

intuition and expert 
opinions are.’

https://experimentguide.com/
http://runningmann.co.za/2020/05/14/kohavis-law-harry-potter-show-why-your-experience-and-intuition-suck/


Before we talk about Harry, we need to talk about Alice

ABC RN: Jeremy Story Carter

“She came down from her 
room an hour later, 

glowing, saying ‘Dad, this is 
so much better than 

anything else.’ She nagged 
and nagged me in the 

following months, wanting 
to see what came next.”



Before we talk about Harry, we need to talk about Alice

Our expert opinion, experience and intuition are terrible predictors of success.

• Rejected by every major 
publisher

• Only published because of the 
persistent “pester power” of 
an eight-year-old girl

• First print run 500 copies
• Estimated worth is over $25 

billion
• Made Joanne Rowling the 

world’s first and only billion-
dollar author.



Predict the Winner

Search Engine Advertising Click Through Example



The $100 Million Dollar per annum Low Priority Change

The Harry Potter of Software Changes



The $100 Million Dollar per annum Low Priority Change

• Sat on the backlog for six months
• No one thought it was a good idea (except for the developer 

who proposed it)
• He came in on weekend and made the change



Throw away your Playbook, here’s 
the business value Spell Book*







https://sofrep.com/fightersweep/a-mathematicians-war-how-abraham-
wald-helped-win-world-war-ii-without-ever-firing-a-shot/

https://sofrep.com/fightersweep/a-mathematicians-war-how-abraham-wald-helped-win-world-war-ii-without-ever-firing-a-shot/
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If we enhance the audit report to 
include the relevant details for 
verification by the client, we will 
reduce error rates by 95% which 
will enhance the client experience.



Option A: Update some 
fields on an audit report

Which feature would you rather work on?
Option B: Reduce client 
error rates by 95%

Outcomes
Outputs

Want more? 45 minutes of preaching on the Power of Feature 
Hypotheses: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CUVX1AiqQak

Unleash the creativity in your teams

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CUVX1AiqQak


Scenario: You’re on the Microsoft PowerPoint Feature Team, 
your Product Owner presents a new feature: “Create a 
shortcut key to add a bullet point list in PowerPoint”

▪ Anyone know what the shortcut key to add a bullet is?
❑Why not?
❖There is none!
➢Typing ‘*[space]’ will create a bullet
✓Unconstrained Feature: “Allow users to create bullet 

points as easily as possible”





Problem: The Washington Monument is Disintegrating 

Why is the monument disintegrating?
Because we have to clean it frequently with 
harsh chemicals

Why do we need to clean it so frequently?
Because pigeons are pooping all over it.

Why are pigeons pooping all over the 
monument?
They eat spiders and there are a lot of spiders 
on the monument.

Why are there so many spiders?
They eat gnats and there are a lot of gnats 
around the monument.

Why are there so many gnats?
They are attracted by the lights which are 
turned on at dusk.



Solution: Turn the lights on an hour after dusk



Complex Problem: Childhood Malnutrition in Vietnam

Result: Reduced malnutrition by 85% (2.2m people)



Without The Why We’re Shooting in the Dark



Start with why. But don’t start unless you know why
Can’t write a feature hypothesis? You either don’t 
know what you want or no one wants what you have.

Survival of the Fittest
Survival of the            



Small & Fast
Large & Risky

“Do you want to have the 
feature done in 2 weeks or 
wait for 2 months if we do ‘all 
this other stuff‘?”



Benefit hypothesis
If we provide the ability for users 
to reset their own password 
securely, we will reduce the call 
centre volumes by 90% (3,150 
incidents) per month.”

Password reset

170 Story Points

How do we know what the actual % drop is?

What happens if we get a 90% drop with email?

What happens if we get a 10% drop with email?

What if one region is not using the feature?



Continuous Improvement 
Stream: Stated benefits
Revenue 2014: R68.4m
Revenue 2015: R168m
Proven benefits: Unknown



Objective Metrics
Fairytales

Benefit hypothesis
Reduce call centre volumes by 90% 
(3,150 incidents) per month.”

Password reset

• Did we reduce password reset 
requests to the call centre?
• Did we reduce error rates on FX 

transaction reports by 95%? 
• Did a traffic circle improve the flow of 

traffic?
• FICA: Have we reduced money 

laundering and terrorism financing?
• RICA: Have we reduced mobile phone 

theft and /or fraud?

Show me the money
Password reset will save us 
R800,000 per month.

Password reset



It’s not the ideas you implement but 
the number of ideas you are able to 
test that will determine the long-
term success of your business. 

Simple laws of probability
• Microsoft stumbles across a ‘Harry 

Potter’ change once every 5 years
• Microsoft runs 10,000 

‘experiments’ a year
• If you run 100 experiments a year it 

will take you 500 years to find your 
Harry Potter change.



80%

20%

Which is the most gripping Business Agility meetup presentation title?

Harry Potter & the Quest for True Business Value Outcomes: The Forgotten Test Case



Yuppiechef: Removing navigation header resulted in a 100% increase in signups.



41 Shades of Blue
@ Google

• Added an additional $200 million 
per annum to Google’s bottom line



Champion vs Challengers: Predict the Winner





Source:
https://www.standishgroup.com/sample_research_files/Exceeding%20Value_Layout.pdf

https://www.standishgroup.com/sample_research_files/Exceeding%20Value_Layout.pdf




One for the Muggles





More Reading / Viewing:
Ron Kohavi’s latest book 
(co-authored with Diane 
Tang and Ya Xu), Trustworthy 

Online Controlled Experiments: 
A Practical Guide to A/B Testing

Kohavi’s keynote speech 
from the 2015 Conference 
on Knowledge Discovery 
and Data Mining. 
https://youtu.be/ZfhQ-fIg4EU

‘Outcomes over Outputs’ 
articles: 
http://runningmann.co.za/categ
ory/agile/
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What comes after the quest?
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