
P R O G R A M  M A N A G E M E N T

Two Sides of
 Reinventing the Wheel

Wayne Turk

Defense AT&L: July-August 2009  56



Turk is an independent management consultant with Suss Consulting. A retired Air Force 
lieutenant colonel and defense contractor, and the author of Common Sense Project 
Management (ASQ Press, 2008), he is a frequent contributor to Defense AT&L.

In project management, 
we’ve heard it before in 
some form or another. 
“Don’t reinvent the wheel.” 
“Let’s not reinvent the 

wheel.” “We’re not reinventing 
the wheel here, are we?” It is 
usually spoken with a cynical, 
derisive, exasperated, or con-
descending tone. 
Many times, we in DoD just recycle and repackage things, and we 
don’t really change. In project management, there’s the problem of 
whether or not to reinvent the wheel. Is it worthwhile to start over 
and make big changes, or is it better to reuse part or all of what works 
and move on from there?

Most people involved with project management don’t want to rein-
vent the wheel because the wheel works well enough; and it would 
waste precious time, dollars, and eff ort doing the reinvention. On the 
other hand, some say we do need to reinvent the wheel, at least oc-
casionally. If we didn’t, we would still be using wooden rollers. Some 
kinds of wheels have to be reinvented many times before you get 
them right. Reinvention can be innovative and involve major break-
throughs, or it can be as simple as providing an improvement.

Who is right? Well both, of course. There are specifi c times and situ-
ations in which one perspective or the other can apply. The details of 
when and why will be provided later in the article. First, I want to start 
with some defi nitions so that we are all speaking the same language.
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Some Defi nitions
My paper dictionary is not up to date on clichés and jar-
gon, so I had to go online to fi nd current defi nitions. The 
following are a couple of defi nitions of “reinventing the 
wheel.” They are similar in meaning, but each has some 
little diff erences. 

Wikipedia states, “Reinventing the wheel is a phrase that 
means a generally accepted technique or solution is ig-
nored in favor of a locally invented solution. To ‘reinvent 
the wheel’ is to duplicate a basic method that has long 
since been accepted and even taken for granted.” Wiki-
pedia does go on to say that the phrase is occasionally 
used by a person to explain what they did. In that case, it 
is said like, “I didn’t just reinvent the wheel.”

The Online Dictionary defines it as “to do something 
again, from the beginning, especially in a needless or in-
effi  cient eff ort; to recast something familiar or old into a 
diff erent form.”

Finally, die.com explains it as “to design or implement a 
tool equivalent to an existing one or part of one, with the 
implication that doing so is silly or a waste of time.”

As you can see, even the defi nitions are somewhat deri-
sive in tone. There are some other common phrases that 
are related or associated, which should sound familiar to 
many readers. I have added my own brief defi nition to 
each of them.
• “Not built here” or “not invented here”—The organi-

zation or company, for the most part, doesn’t want to 
use or accept things (tools, concepts, products, code, 
processes, etc.) not created in-house.

• “If it ain’t broke, don’t fi x it”—If it works, why are we 
looking at changing it? An extremely common phrase 
that sounds good but isn’t always right.

• “Design in a vacuum”—Starting from scratch on each 
project or application. Frequently used in software 
development.

• “Leveraging on previously developed work”—Reus-
ing work, architecture, designs, code, processes, 
documents, etc., to save time, eff ort and money. One 
of my favorites because it can really help save re-
sources.

The Cons of Reinventing the Wheel
The biggest and most compelling argument in favor of 
not reinventing the wheel is that it saves time, money, and 
eff ort. It is hard to argue against that in today’s economy. 
We can’t aff ord to waste anything. Someone else has al-
ready expended the resources to develop, test, and imple-
ment something, so why not take advantage of the work 
and the associated savings? Are the improvements, if any, 
worth it? Can the project team do a better job? How much 
would it cost, and how much time would it take? Usually 
the answer boils down to “we can’t aff ord to do it.”

In the government, and especially in DoD, we have to worry 
about interoperability. With the Services’ diverse missions 
and equipment, interoperability is a must. Reinventing the 
wheel with new equipment, new programming codes, 
etc., can throw a monkey wrench into the works, making 
interoperability a problem. Backfi lling or making changes 
to products already in use to maintain or create interoper-
ability can be extremely expensive and time-consuming.

When reinventing something, you also have to consider 
how to maintain the product. Say that while maintaining 
a program, you generate new programming codes. That 
puts the product in a proprietary situation. What if you’re 
no longer around to fi x it when something goes wrong? 
If someone else has to fi x it or change it, he or she has to 
comb through thousands or even millions of lines of code 
to fi gure out what you did and why. Again, that starts be-
coming very time-consuming and expensive.

There’s also the argument that some tasks are very tricky 
and hard to do right. To use programming as an example 
again: If the programmer’s skills aren’t up to the challenge, 
there is not much choice but to use someone else’s al-
ready-working code. If there is even the slightest doubt as 
to whether the programmer can do a task, or if someone 
wonders if the programmer is going to have any problems, 
then the answer is to reuse the code that has been tested 
and time-proven. That is why architecture, design, module, 
and code reuse is not only acceptable but is recommended 
or even required in some cases.

As you can see, the arguments for not reinventing the 
wheel are strong. So, those of us working for or support-
ing government and DoD in particular should never do it, 
right? Well, no; there are arguments on the other side, too.

The Pros of Reinventing the Wheel
Let’s start with probably the best argument: The wheel 
isn’t perfect. What product, process, application, or tool 
is perfect? I can’t think of many, if any.

As an aside, Fran Briggs, an author and motivational 
speaker, once asked a group of elementary school kids why 
someone should reinvent the wheel (see <www.franbriggs.
com/wheel.html> for the full article). Her aim was to chal-
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lenge their beliefs and encourage them to think. Here are a 
few of the thought-provoking reasons as to why they would 
reinvent the wheels (on their bicycles):
• They only come in one color.
• They don’t bounce.
• You can’t see inside.
• They need some style.
• They’re not made of steel.
• Too many fl at tires.
• They’re boring.
• They slow down when on grass.
• They don’t glow in the dark.

Now, think about any software application that you use. Is 
it perfect? Does it do everything it should? Is it easy to use? 
Is it effi  cient? Does it cost too much? Does it crash or break 
down? The questions could go on and on. And very few of 
the answers are “yes” (or “no” if no is the right answer). The 
same goes for any other product. Even when it is a good one, 
there is always room for improvement.

There are other arguments for reinvention. One is that you 
(or your organization or company) might stumble onto some-
thing that is really innovative and maybe even profi table. It 
could happen, especially if the design was made without look-
ing at what else had been already created or tried. In the case 
of new ideas, just because it hasn’t been done before doesn’t 
mean it can’t be. Even if it has been done, it doesn’t mean it 
can’t be done cheaper, more effi  ciently, more elegantly, more 
eff ectively, or have better uses. Why shouldn’t companies 
and individuals make a buck if they can?

Another very good argument in favor of reinventing the 
wheel is that individuals, companies, and agencies can 
learn from reinventing. That is one of the most common, 
and probably correct, arguments in favor of reinvention, 
especially in programming. People learn by doing, and they 
learn from their mistakes. Yes, they can learn theory from 
a book, but until that theory is put into action, that is all 
it is—theory.

Now we are getting into the weaker arguments in favor of 
reinvention. People reinvent because it’s much more fun 
reinventing the wheel than using someone else’s wheel. Or, 
you can reinvent the wheel because you’ve got nothing else 
to do, and you want to be busy when your boss walks by. 
Granted, these are not serious arguments; however, if the 
resources are available, and if you are not constrained by 
time or money, then go for it! You just may come up with 
something altogether new while you’re doing it. 

When Should We Reinvent the Wheel?
When should the wheel be reinvented? That is really a tough 
question. The following are some examples of times when 
it might be the right move:
• When something obviously needs improvement. Maybe 

it was great at one time, but it doesn’t currently meet 

the need or help accomplish the mission in the most 
effi  cient and eff ective manner.

• When someone has an idea that might improve it 
(whatever “it” is), even if it is working. If the improve-
ment helps make it better, cheaper, easier to use or 
maintain, or improves the effi  ciency, why not use the 
idea?

• When someone has a new and innovative idea. If the 
idea will lead to a better product or process of some 
kind that is needed or useful, reinvention may be worth-
while. 

• When the dollar and time constraints aren’t there. This 
doesn’t happen often, but it is in the realm of possibility.

• When a company can’t reuse something that already 
works because it is patented or copyrighted by another 
company, and the licensing would be too expensive or 
the other company won’t allow its use.

• When someone needs the experience. As was said ear-
lier, people learn from doing. We have to get people who 
are new to a fi eld or new to an offi  ce some experience 
so that they can progress and become a more valuable 
asset.

• When someone is willing to do it on his or her own time. 
Who knows? It may produce a winner.

• When it is research and development. Research and 
development isn’t always about brand new products. 
Sometimes it is reinvention for improvement or to meet 
a new need.

Making the Decision
In the past, I carried out a number of business process re-en-
gineering projects. When we examined processes and con-
sidered changes, we always asked two questions: “Why” and 
“why not?” Why were the organizations doing something a 
specifi c way? Why not change? Sometimes there were good 
reasons not to change. Other times there weren’t. Most of 
the time, nobody had considered the questions. Considering 
the whys and why-nots should be part of any process when 
reinventing the wheel is an option.

Not reinventing the wheel can save time and money—there 
is no arguing that. However, it can also restrict effi  ciency, 
improvement, or innovation. Sometimes the scales tilt one 
way or the other. Too often, they tilt because people don’t 
think the issue all of the way through. People don’t weigh 
the pros and cons of each side. They jump to a conclusion.

So are you going to reinvent the wheel on your project? That 
is up to you. It might or might not be the right answer, but 
don’t automatically dismiss reinventing right away. Think it 
over, weigh the costs and benefi ts, and decide what is the 
best solution—and don’t let preconceived notions of rein-
venting the wheel infl uence your decision.

The author welcomes comments and questions and can be 
contacted at wayne.turk@sussconsulting.com or rwturk@aol.
com.


