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Niels Malotaux

Graduated Electronics at Delft University of Technology in 1974
Army service at the Dutch Laboratory for Electronic Developments for the 
Armed Forces, designing computer systems
Philips Electronics – Application support for microcomputer systems 
design
Malotaux - Electronic Systems Design - : developing electronic systems 
for clients products
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This is my standard simple Planguage example. It shows a bit more (Current, 
Record, Wish) than the bare minimum of a performance requirement.
Someone said that the ‘requirements should be SMART’. Of course Planguage 
provides SMART requirements.
See www.malotaux.nl/planguage for an explanation of the elements shown.
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I was asked to coach a project where very clever Systems Engineers we 
developing an earth observation instrument to be launched this year.
These people said to me: “Niels. We are doing this kind of work already for 27 
years. We’re very good at it. What do you think you can add to that?”, which of 
course was a relevant question. 
Well, I didn’t have to tell them much about Planguage because seasoned 
Systems Engineers know how to quantify requirements (example on next slide).
But there was one thing they still hadn’t mastered: The missed every deadline 
and were complaining about impossible deadlines.
9 weeks later, and ever since they didn’t miss any deadline.
I’ll explain how they did this.
A few weeks ago I heard that they delivered one day before the expected 
deadline.
Normally, all their projects take at least one year more than the expected 
deadline.
Savings: 40 man year.
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Example of requirements I found on Internet (but cannot find anymore ).
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This is to me the top-level requirement for any project or any work we do.
• The customer is the entity that orders and pays. The customer, however, in 

many cases doesn't use the result of our project himself. He gets the benefit 
through the users of the result.

• What the customer says he wants is usually not what he really needs
• The time he needs it may be earlier or later than he says
• If the customer isn't satisfied, he doesn't want to pay
• If the customer isn't successful with what we deliver, he cannot pay
• If he's not more successful, why would he pay?
• What the customer wants, he cannot afford. If we try to satisfy all customer's 

wishes, we'll probably fail from the beginning. We can do great things, given 
unlimited time and money. But neither the customer nor we have unlimited time 
and money. Therefore: The requirements are what the Stakeholders require, 
but for a project: the requirements are what the project is planning to satisfy.

• The customer is king, but we aren't slaves. Both sides should benefit and be 
happy with the result. 

• We will get the best result in the shortest possible time, but not shorter than 
possible. The impossible takes too much time.
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Example of a victim in China



Tokyo airport still suffers from victims
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We were developing a system to take over the system of a competitor.
In order to test our system, we needed a test-environment of our competitor.
It was February and we had to deliver in October.
The competitor said: “You can use the test system by August.”
Do you think they really would allow us to test in August?
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A case of downloading firmware updates in building automation controllers 
dispersed in office buildings, hospitals, hotels, supermarket chains etc.
Can be thousands of controllers in one network.
Updating needed the service company to be in the building until all controllers 
were updated.
The updates were necessary to rectify bugs we caused.
Hence the service companies (our customers) were not amused to waste much 
time for the update.
Updates did cost too much. How could we improve the download time for many 
controllers?

17



I asked the boss what his requirements was for the improvement. This was not 
just about the download speed, but in general a requirement for the next version 
of the firmware of new types of controllers.
Recognize the management poetry.
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I told the boss that there is a way to describe his requirement more concisely, and 
gave him a hint as shown.
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A day later he came up with this first go (I added a suggestion for ‘meter’).
Vincent was the tester.
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This went through several versions.
Vincent added some actual measurements.
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To see where it would be useful to look for improvement, Vincent measured 
where the time for download was spent.
We don’t have to focus on those elements which cost only 1 sec, as long as there 
were other elements where an improvement could create much more time-
saving.
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This was the white-board showing improvements after subsequent evolutionary 
steps, not only in the download time, but also in the removal of defects (sorry, 
here I cannot show you everything).
I asked “What is the physical limit of the download process?”
I got a big question-mark on the faces.
In order to transmit a certain number of bits at a certain baud-rate (bits per 
second), we need (number of bits)/(baud-rate) seconds, which is the physical 
limit. Trying to improve the system beyond this limit costs effort without any 
improvement. So if you don’t know this limit, you don’t know when to stop.
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What are you going to do next week, when you’re back at work?
Will you immediately start using any of these ideas?

24



I think this Gilb-quote is important to remember.

25



2626



27


