RECAP on March 10, 2010 Combined Session
Common dumb mistakes in project management.

Ken Hanley, from KTH Program and Project Management Inc. spoke about how some common project management methods and tools can sometimes create problems rather than solve them.  Because of the proprietary nature of the information he provided, Ken was not able to provide a copy of his presentation to upload to our website.   Here are some items I gleaned from my notes:
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Know Your Ultimate Goal
Before starting your project, know the end goal – is the goal to make it easier to find records, is it to reduce the expense of retrieving a document?  State the end goal in clear language.

Know Your Stakeholders

Find out who they are and what they expect.  This may lead to:

· Acquiring agreement on a wider scope
· Managing the stakeholders’ expectations
· Acquiring a new understanding of the ultimate goal
Avoid Lingo

[image: image2.wmf]If you are the project manager, do not use project management lingo – use the same vocabulary your stakeholders use.  Similarly, if your project could affect multiple departments, make sure everyone agrees what important words mean.  For example, if your project is for a company making fishing supplies, the accountant has one meaning for the word “net” while the shipping department has a completely different one (as in, an actual fishing net).  

Give Your Project the Right Name 
Avoid acronyms.  Give your project a name that reflects the ultimate goal and remember to use the stakeholders’ language.

For instance, if your goal is to make it easier to find records for e-discovery, call your project “Improving E-Discovery Records Retrieval” instead of “ECM”.  
Do not worry about pretty acronyms, by having a long name that identifies your ultimate goal, you constantly remind all stakeholders of what you plan to deliver – a process/system/ application that makes it easier to find records relevant to an e-discovery.
Start Planning from the End
[image: image3.wmf]By knowing your ultimate goal, you can start working backwards.  For instance, your goal is to have your existing house with minimal usage of the gas/electricity/energy grid.  
From there, you:

· Determine your house’s current energy usage.  

· Look at what changes you can make to reduce that usage (better water heating system, low energy usage fridge and microwave, more efficient furnace etc.)  equipment/hardware component of your project

· Identify what habits your family needs to change to maximize the efficiency of your equipment (eg avoid using the time display on all your appliances, powering off the computers before going to bed etc.)

· Determine the costs of the various equipment/hardware changes

· Determine the new energy consumption if you purchase that new equipment and change your own processes
· Identify alternative energy sources you could use (wind, solar etc.) and how much energy you can capture from those sources in various seasons and weather conditions

After going through all those steps, you have a much clearer idea of:

· How long the project will take to implement
· How much it will cost.  

· How much time you need from various people (inside the company, consultants etc) to accomplish this
Remember the Triangle - $$$, Deadline, People
[image: image4.wmf]One of these three items has to be flex or the project will fail.  
If you have a strict budget and a set deadline, then you must have enough people to carry out the job.  
If you have a strict deadline with limited people, then you need the $$$ to bring in the right people to be successful.

Be brutally honest.  If someone gives you a strict $$$, with a set deadline and limits your people – be clear that the project will fail somewhere (over budget, over time, or useless).
Have a Clear Budget Signal
It does not make sense to budget first.  How can you budget properly if you do not know what the project entails?  Reality though often means coming up with a number without knowing how much you might need.  If you find yourself in that boat, consider including a clear indicator of the kind of budget numbers you provided:
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Class C (aka SWAG “Scientific Wild Ass Guess”):  This budget is a big guess, it could end up costing half what you thought (-50%) or double your initial estimate (+100%)

Class B:  You have some idea of the costs.  This translates to a 
-25% to +50% variation.
 Class A - You did a lot of groundwork to minimize the variance to as low as -10% to as high as +15%.
For instance, one company used $0.77 to indicate a C level budget, $0.88 for a B level and $0.99 for an A level budget.  
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   Low end -50%
  High end + 100%
$2,000,000.77
     $1,000,000
 
      $4,000,000

Estimated Budget
   Low end -25%
  High end +50%
$2,000,000.88
     $1,500,000
 
       $3,000,000

Estimated Budget
   Low end -10%
  High end + 15%
$2,000,000.99
     $1,800,000
        
       $2,300,000

If someone comes back demanding a maximum +/- 5% variance, then be brutally honest:  if your company has never tackled this work before, then you can guarantee them that no one can budget that tightly.  
Contingencies and Deadlines/Cost/People Resources
If you build always build in for contingencies (extra $, extra time etc), management will assume it exists.  
Point out that if you submitted a C level budget, then you will also have variations in the deadline or people resources (or both).  You do not add a “contingency” amount for those unknowns simply because you have no idea what might come.  That is the very nature of a C level budget.
Impact of Change
Do you adjust your costs, timeline or people resources when someone requests a change, or fails to provide you with what you need on a timely basis?

Every change has an effect, and the project plan must evolve to reflect its impact.  If someone:

· Fails to give you information when promised, advise them of the impact (costs up by 10% because of the delay, deadline pushed 1 week because it took them an extra week to get that to you etc.)

· Approves a change in the scope, make sure they know the impact (costs up by X%, deadline pushed X weeks further etc)
Dashboards, Green/Yellow/Red Lights, % Completed?
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Project managers use these tools to track progress.  These tools rely on key performance measures of one kind or another.  It is important to have those key performance measures but, before you use these tools, ask yourself: 

· Did you identify the right key performance measures?  

· [image: image8.wmf]Does everyone understand how to report those measures?  For example, when asked how the project was progressing, one person answered “greenish yellow”.

Many projects managers have noticed that project % completion sometimes progresses regularly (25% to 50% to 75%) but, as the end approaches, the incremental increase slows dramatically (90%, 95%, 98%, 98.5% …).  This may indicate that:

· People did not understand how to record “completion” 
· Te manager used the wrong key performance measures

Whatever measurements you use, be honest about progress.  Key measurements do not help if you cannot identify problems as soon as they appear.

What does this all mean?  
Rather than automatically reaching for the tools you used before, stop to think about each tool:  will that tool will help or hinder?  When using a tool, think of how to apply it effectively and modify it as needed.
Watch a master carpenter and compare that master’s table to the one created by an amateur.  The master finished more quickly and with less wastage while producing a top quality product.  That is what you need to do: be fast, efficient and effective.

Be the master; use your tools well.

