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Handing it over on purpose.
Designing an engagement so the client's team can run the system without us — and why that
produces better architecture than building it to keep.
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Executive summary

Most consultancies build to keep. Nobody says so, and it
is rarely a conscious decision, but the incentives point
that way and the resulting systems show it: bespoke
conventions, tribal knowledge, a deploy that requires a
phone call.

We design engagements the other way — so that the
client's own team can run the system without us. That
sounds like a commercial concession, and it partly is. But
the substantive argument is different: designing for
handover produces better architecture than
designing to keep. Not as a happy side effect. As a
direct consequence of the constraint.

Every requirement handover imposes — write it
down, automate it, choose the boring option,
make it observable — is something a well-built
system should have anyway. Handover makes
them non-optional, and supplies a test that
cannot be argued with: someone who was not
there has to be able to run it.

The default is retention, and it shows in the
code

Building to keep does not usually look like sabotage. It
looks like a series of individually reasonable decisions
taken by people with no reason to decide otherwise:

A framework written for this project, elegant and
undocumented, understood by the two people who
wrote it.

Conventions that were never written down because
everyone in the room already knew them.

A clever solution where a boring one would have
worked, because the clever one was more interesting
to build.

An environment that reproduces reliably on one
laptop.

A deploy with three manual steps that are obvious if
you have done them before.

Failure modes that are well understood and never
described anywhere.

None of this requires bad intent. It is what happens in
the absence of a forcing function. Nobody sets out to
build a system only they can run — it is the default
outcome when nobody ever has to prove otherwise. The
cost lands on the client eventually, and it is larger than
the invoice: a system they depend on and cannot
change, staffed by people they must keep hiring back.

Handover as a forcing function

Now impose one constraint: a competent engineer who
was not here must be able to run this. Watch what that
eliminates.

Knowledge in someone's head becomes
inadmissible. If it is not written down or encoded in
the system, it does not exist. That converts tribal
knowledge into runbooks, comments and tests.

Clever abstractions lose their appeal. An
abstraction only pays for itself if the next person
understands it faster than they would have
understood the thing it replaced. Handover makes
you ask that honestly.

Manual steps become defects. A deploy someone
has to be talked through is a deploy that will
eventually be done wrong.
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Unreproducible environments become blockers. If
a new engineer cannot get it running on day one, that
is a bug in the system, not in the engineer.

Silent failure becomes unacceptable. Someone
unfamiliar has to diagnose this at 3am, so alerts have
to say what is wrong and what to do about it.

Read that list again with the handover framing removed.
Every item is simply good engineering practice.
Handover does not ask for anything that was not
independently correct — it removes the option of
skipping it, and supplies a test that produces a clear pass
or fail.

That is the whole argument. The constraint is
not a tax on the architecture. It is the quality
bar, made externally verifiable.

Why end-loaded handover fails

The common pattern is to build for six months and then
run a two-week "knowledge transfer" at the end. It
reliably fails, for reasons that are structural rather than
about effort.

The architecture is already shaped. By month six the
system reflects who built it — the conventions, the
abstractions, the assumed context. Two weeks of
walkthroughs cannot unwind that.

Walkthroughs transfer vocabulary, not capability.
The receiving team learns what the components are
called. They do not learn what happens when the
third one fails at month-end, because they have never
seen it happen.

They were absent for the decisions. What survives
handover badly is not what the system does — that is
readable — but why it does it that way, and which
alternatives were rejected. A team that sees only the
outcome will re-litigate every settled question the first
time something breaks.

It is testing at the end. Every other quality property
is built in continuously and verified throughout.
Handover gets treated as a phase, which is why it is
the one that fails.

Handover is a property of the system, not a stage of the
project.

How to actually do it

Their engineer deploys on day one. Not at the end.
The first release to any environment should be
performed by someone from the client's team, with us
watching. Everything that makes that impossible is a
problem to fix now rather than later.

Documentation is validated by use, not by writing.
A runbook is correct when somebody who has not
seen it follows it successfully. Have them do exactly
that, and fix what they trip on.

Give them an incident, deliberately. Mid-
engagement, when something breaks, the client's
engineer leads the response and we sit behind them.
The single most informative test available — and far
better run while we are still there.

Write down the decisions, not just the code. A
short record of each significant choice — what we
picked, what we rejected, and why — is the part that
does not survive otherwise, and it is cheap to produce
at the time.

Prefer their stack over the optimal one. A slightly
worse technology their team already operates beats a
better one they have never seen. Usually the largest
single architectural consequence of designing for
handover, and almost always the right trade.

Apply the two-week test. If our whole team
disappeared for a fortnight, does the system keep
running, and can a change still ship? Ask it monthly.
The answer is the true measure of progress.

What it costs us

Honesty requires stating the commercial side. It is slower
at the start — writing decisions down, automating the
deploy before it is strictly needed, pairing rather than
just doing it, all cost time in the early weeks.

It also forgoes lock-in. A client who can run the system
without us can also choose not to call us. That is the
point, and it does reduce a certain kind of recurring
revenue.

What it produces instead is better work. Clients who can
run what they own come back for the next problem
rather than for maintenance of the last one — and the
next problem is more interesting and more valuable than

Riverton & Associates, Inc. · Handing it over on purpose



the maintenance. It also removes an objection at the
point of sale: a buyer who fears dependency buys less,
buys later, and buys with a smaller scope.

We would rather be invited back than needed.

The architecture it produces

The systems that come out of this discipline share
recognisable traits:

Boring technology, chosen deliberately.
Conventional tools, in conventional arrangements, for
the specific reason that other people already know
them.

A smaller surface area. Every moving part is
something a person must learn, which is a real cost,
which makes you delete things.

Explicit over implicit. Convention is only free when it
is the receiving team's convention. Otherwise it is a
secret.

Observable by design. Because someone unfamiliar
has to diagnose it, not because a monitoring policy
required it.

Tests as specification. The receiving team's licence to
change things. Without them, handover produces a
system nobody dares touch — which is not
ownership, it is custody.

Recorded decisions. So that inherited constraints can
be distinguished from arbitrary ones.

What "done" means

Not it works in production.

Done is: their team shipped a change to it,
without us, and we watched.

That is the acceptance criterion, and it is worth writing
into the engagement. Anything short of it means the
system is still on loan, regardless of what the status
report says.

Conclusion

Designing an engagement for handover is not
generosity, and framing it that way undersells it. It is the
most reliable way we know to find out whether what we
built is actually any good.

A system that cannot be handed over is one that has not
finished being understood — its complexity is still being
absorbed by the people who wrote it rather than
resolved in the design. Making someone else run it is
how you find that out, and doing so at the end is how
you find it out too late.

Build it so they can run it without you. The architecture
improves because of the constraint, not despite it.

Riverton & Associates researches, designs, develops and implements production software and AI systems — and designs the
engagement so your team can run them.
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