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"The cost of software is dominated by the 
cost of maintenance, the cost of 
maintenance is dominated by the cost of 
changes the ripple through the system, and 
effective software design minimizes the 

chance of changes propagating.” – Kent Beck
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Cognitive Overload

- happens when the brain tries to process 
too much information or work on too 
many tasks impacting the outcomes of 
those tasks

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cognitive_load



We embark on a journey…
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Trough of disillusionment

despair

V
is

ib
il

it
y

Trigger for change

Peak of inflated expectations

Why?



Challenges we thought we faced:

• Software complexity
• Dependencies - Tightly coupled software
• Changing priorities
• Tech debt
• Inflated expectations - Too much to do



Effects:

Cognitive Overload => Cognitive Fatigue

“Cognitive Fatigue is the deterioration in the ability to 
think effectively and maintain focus due to increased 
cognitive activity” 

https://www.mdpi.com/2227-7080/12/3/38
https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/cognitive-fatigue

https://www.mayoclinichealthsystem.org/hometown-health/speaking-of-health/cognitive-overload#/  

https://www.mdpi.com/2227-7080/12/3/38
https://www.medicalnewstoday.com/articles/cognitive-fatigue
https://www.mayoclinichealthsystem.org/hometown-health/speaking-of-health/cognitive-overload


Effects:

Cognitive Task Paralysis

“Inability to process information or make progress on 
what is heard due to Cognitive fatigue” 



Symptoms of something bigger?





Cognitive biases affecting progress

Perfectionism - Eierlegende Wollmilchsau – German for 
“egg-laying-wool-milk-pig”

Deductive Reasoning – Reliance on past/known 
inferences even when they are not relevant to current context



Anchoring Bias 

“the common human tendency to rely too heavily on the first piece 
of information offered (the “anchor”) when making decisions”

Law of the Instrument

“an over-reliance on a familiar tool or methods, ignoring or under-
valuing alternative approaches”

Program of Negotiation, Harvard Law School

Law of the instrument or Marslow’s Hammer

Cognitive biases affecting progress

https://www.pon.harvard.edu/daily/negotiation-skills-daily/the-drawbacks-of-goals/
https://thedecisionlab.com/biases/law-of-the-instrument


Optimism Bias/Normalcy Bias

“tendency to overestimate the likelihood of experiencing positive events and 
underestimate the likelihood of experiencing negative events”

Decision Labs

Cognitive biases affecting progress

https://thedecisionlab.com/biases/optimism-bias


Biases affecting progress

Optimism bias leads to Sunk cost 

fallacy

“tendency to follow through on something that we’ve already 
invested heavily in (time, money, effort, emotional energy, 
etc.), even when giving up is clearly a better idea”



Behavioral Patterns - Defensive reasoning

Defensive Reasoning (Model I) Productive Reasoning (Model II)

Governing values Goal oriented
Win, failure is not an option
Suppress negative feelings

Valid Information
Free and informed choice
Commitment and accountability

Strategies Act unilaterally
Siloed operation
Rooted in beliefs
Unilaterally protect self
Unilaterally protect others from being hurt

Share control
Collaborative working
Open working, testing theories 
Looking out for each other

Chris Argyris - Theory of Action & Double loop learing

https://hbr.org/1977/09/double-loop-learning-in-organizations


Rashomon Effect

Behavioral Patterns – Professional Protectionism



Behavioral Patterns – Ruinous Empathy



We were building up emotional debt



Handle with care

• Create awareness, identify your allies
• Deliberate on techniques to break the logjam
• Seek feedback on the action plan
• Prepare for emotional resistance
• Acknowledge feelings but detach emotions from work meetings
• Laser focused on outcomes



Golden Circle – Back to basics

Why

How

What
Focus



How did we break the logjam?

• Offer fresh perspective 

• Tackle the root cause - Context setting, Office hours 

• Reduce the noise around decision making

• Thin vertical slices (Elephant Carpaccio)

• Critical feedback through Technical Design Authority

• Focus on outcomes not existing code

• Showcase working software regularly

https://alistaircockburn.com/Elephant-Carpaccio



did we really break the logjam?

• Proof of Concept done in 3 days

• First milestone completed in 4 weeks

• Used data from the above to forecast

• Fortnightly demo of working software to 

stakeholders

• End to end solution delivered in 6 months
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Feedback on developer experience

“The overall development experience was quite positive. We started with a well-defined roadmap, which 
provided us with clear guidance and milestones to aim for throughout the project.”

Scope for Improvement 

“our design approach could have benefited from being more iterative, allowing it to evolve alongside new 
requirements. Presenting too much information at the outset can sometimes overwhelm team members, 
particularly the junior ones.”





https://hennyportman.wordpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/qrc-agile-conversations.pdf
https://squirrelsquadron.com/ 

https://hennyportman.wordpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/qrc-agile-conversations.pdf
https://squirrelsquadron.com/


My Reflections



Digital transformation is multi-faceted, it’s socio-technical. 

Manage cognitive load smartly

Behaviors influence outcome of change

Emotional attachment inhibits innovation

Skepticism is extremely contagious 

Autonomy without accountability is meaningless

For everyone



Tackle the fear(s) early

Look out for hidden fears

Remove pluralistic ignorance

Avoid normalized deviance

Practice Radical Condor

For the Leaders



                         

            

             

        

           

           

       

       

  
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

          
          
             
               
               
         

                      
               
                 
                 
                   
                    
                 

            
            

             
            
            

            
               
            

            
               
          

              
             
           

             
             
       

         
              
           

                   

Squirrel and Jeffrey’s recommendation: 
TDD for people to test assumptions before 
drawing inferences.



Personal wellbeing is as important as team wellbeing

Simplicity is under-rated

Being a woman in tech leadership is hard.

Build the right toolkit with good peer support. 

Learn from the experts and share the learnings

Adversity makes you a better leader.

Note to self



Don’t give up when 
the going gets tough

• Be conscious

• Be bold

• Be reflective

• Be curious

Change is Hard, So…



Preetha Ramaswamy
preetha-ramaswamy

LeadDev New York
September 2024

“No problem can be solved from the same level of consciousness that created it”

Albert Einstein
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