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Abstract

There’s no worse “super-urgent demand” than the looming end-date of a critical project that’s behind schedule(a schedule that was probably highly aggressive to start with.  Time-to-market demands can’t be ignored, so how do you course-correct, get back your momentum, and succeed in spite of the setbacks?

This paper, which I originally presented at the ProjectWorld conference, describes how to use the guidelines and techniques of Quality Rapid Product Development (QRPD() to pinpoint and fully understand the project’s past problems, revitalize your plan and your team, and get that product out the door.  Typical scenarios from actual projects are used to illustrate how these approaches come into play in the real world.  l also discuss how the same guidelines and techniques could have been used to avoid the problems in the first place.

Introduction

It’s no fun when a project falls behind schedule.   The demands on an already pressured team get worse, but the recovery plan may be unrealistic or non-existent.  The natural tendency toward denial kicks in: “We’ll catch up somehow” (method undefined).   Often the sheer magnitude of the actual slip is not realized until the situation is grave.

Once the project’s predicament is obvious, all too often the energy that’s needed for finding a solution goes instead to recriminations, “spin control”, and attempts to place blame elsewhere.   The fact is that time-to-market still matters, so the company and the project team must go beyond those natural reactions to constructive action: a real plan for getting the product out the door.  Unfortunately, since people may experience weighty feelings of failure and burn-out from efforts to-date,  the enthusiasm, energy, and momentum the team needs for a recovery can be extremely hard to come by.

So how do we get there from here?   By accomplishing the following steps:

· Step 1.  Assess  current status:  

Step 1a.  What were the project’s problems, at a nuts-and-bolts level?  What other problems might still be lurking?

Step 1b.  Based on those problems, where are we with respect to our technical design, our schedule, and the marketplace?

· Step 2.  Analyze alternatives:  What can we do now to best meet the company’s goals? 

· Step 3.  Decide new course:   Pick the best alternative and finalize the plan.

· Step 4.  Re-launch:  Get the team’s energy up, everyone recommitted to a realistic plan, and get going!

These activities sound standard, but the way in which they are carried out has significant impact on whether the project can be recovered.  The techniques of Quality Rapid Product Development (QRPD), a methodology I've used to manage projects for the last 10 years, can be put to good use in recovering the problem project.   QRPD [1] is a set of management principles and practices geared to fast-paced development by high-performance teams in chaotic market environments.  QRPD emphasizes the ultimate return on investment of the project, to put the “time-to-market” part of the equation in its proper perspective.   The importance of individual team member contributions and responsibility is paramount.   QRPD emphasizes honest, realistic, thorough assessment of a problem project: to have the best chance of revitalizing the plan and the team, you must look back at root causes of project problems, and look ahead for opportunities for synergy and ultimate overall success.   This practical, personal, honest, realistic focus helps diffuse the negativity of the “impossible” project situation and get the project on the road to recovery.

Step 1.  Assess the situation

The Importance of an Accurate Assessment

When a project is in trouble, the normal response is to simply start re-planning the rest of the project, possibly adding resources in an attempt to finish the same amount of work in less time.  That method deals only with the symptoms (the lateness) and not necessarily the root causes of the lateness, and therefore may not actually be able to improve the outcome significantly.   We must first accept the importance of understanding the real root causes of the project’s problems.    

Before deciding how to fix our project, we must also be honest about where we really are with respect to meeting the corporate goals of this project.   We can’t correctly decide our plan for recovering if we don’t know with accuracy where we are, with respect to the end-date we originally planned, and with respect to being successful at that end-date with the right product, system, or serivce.     The corporation’s definition of success is “return on investment” from a project.  For the dollars invested in product development (the development cost), what is the return in revenue?  The other factors that contribute to a return are its “performance” (its feature set and attributes: does it provide what the customers want? is it manufacturable and serviceable?), its time to market (did we get to market fast enough?), and its cost (are customers willing to pay for it?). To achieve maximum return on investment on any project, the development team must choose the right balance of these factors: performance (“P”), time-to-market (“T”), product/service cost (“C”), and development cost (“C”).     This balance is referred to in QRPD as the “PTCC” balance.  We likewise need to pay attention to the PTCC balance in our decisions of how to recover from a floundering project.

Step 1a.  Assessing the Project

The most thorough and revealing way to assess a project is to look for violations of the 10 QRPD management “commandments”.   QRPD recommends numerous day-to-day techniques for carrying out each of the commandments; project problems can often be traced to violations of those techniques.   If we methodically examine our execution against the recommendations of QRPD, we can get a realistic assessment of what has gone wrong, the magnitude of our underlying problems and 

their potential impact to the project, and opportunities for getting back on track.

The following sections provides questions for recognizing the cause of your project’s problems based on the QRPD commandments, and the recommended actions for correcting those problems to help recover the project.  QRPD provides numerous detailed techniques for carrying out the 10 commandments; this section highlights one or more typical technique violations for each commandment.
1.  Focus on a clear and limited vision.  

The number one reason for not getting done on time is that we tend to take on too much, of too risky a nature, at once, and lose sight of the most important set of limited objectives.  To hold our time-to-market we have to carefully choose the features most important for maximizing return on investment, and maintain our focus on those goals.    Which of these characterized your project?

“The requirements are still changing, changing...” “So what is this thing we’re developing?”  “Here’s the feature list of the week.”   These all mean that the definition of the product is not stable and changes are not controlled.

If your requirements are unstable, it is imperative that you stop and create a Project Vision.     The Project Vision is a short, high-level document, created by the team, that captures non-negotiable project  requirements.  It focuses on the benefits provided to the customer and an understanding of what the customer will use to judge quality, key technologies and mandatory features, crucial product factors, and financial goals and constraints.  No matter where you are in the project schedule, you may not have the right definition, and changes may still happen to lengthen your schedule further.   The fastest and most profitable way to finish the project may be to redefine the product!  The Vision will bring team understanding and agreement upon what the project must create to meet the company’s goals. 
 “This product isn’t what we want.”  This suggests that the vision was incorrect, because customers weren’t adequately involved in defining the product.  Or the vision may have been defined correctly, but the team strayed from the vision during development.  When you defined this project, did you talk to customers?  Did you ensure that everyone on the team participated early in defining the vision?  Did you control changes to the Vision and other product specifications?

In writing the Project Vision, make sure you have real data from the market or your internal customers.  If that hasn’t happened to-date on your project, do it now.  Interview both leading edge and target customers.  Leading edge customers will help you understand where visionary users think the market is going.  Target customers will give you the perspective of how to make your product or service succeed for the masses, for a sustained period of time.  If the market soul-searching and high level of cross-functional inputs necessary to write this document has not been performed, you may have missed a critical aspect of the definition, and it is still worth doing, no matter how far along you are in the project.   Then the team MUST keep the Vision accessible and review it periodically.   

“This is a complex do-it-all product; we can’t predict when we’ll be done”.    This is symptomatic of a team that didn’t pick its battles or identify which features and technologies were absolutely necessary in the light of balancing PTCC.
Were you trying to do too much technologically in one project?    Analyze the technological risks.  Have you undertaken more than three innovations - technological or other fundamental aspects which no one currently in-house has ever tried to implement?   A QRPD rule of thumb is to limit these “major” innovations to 3.   Because of the unknowns involved, the probability of disruptions to the schedule is high.   

After the full assessment, this understanding of technical risks will be used to help decide whether the first release should contain everything you are attempting, to get the project done with the best balance of PTCC. 

2.  Assemble the right team and leader

The first QRPD commandment dealt with the appropriateness of the project definition and the team’s focus on it; the second commandment deals with the appropriateness of the team itself.    Look for the following problems:

Is the leader viewed as powerless or not worthy of respect? The team leader is of paramount importance in rapid product development.  This factor is often underestimated, especially by companies new to the discipline of project management.    Project management for intense development efforts is far more than developing and tracking a schedule.   The leader also has responsibility for ensuring the PTCC balance is defined during project planning; maintaining a thriving team in the face of all obstacles; and constantly judging real results and working actively to keep the project homed in on its PTCC goals.  

QRPD describes the right leader as “an obsessed leader who is confident, honest, technical, a model worker, a people person, and has high standards and management ability.”

It is important to note that often a “wrong” leader is not replaced because of the negative “demotion” connotations.  Overcome that barrier!  In tough situations, the individuals usually realize they’re wrong for the job and welcome a graceful reassignment; and your project will not be able to recover without a strong, obsessed project leader.

Are people moving on and off the team?   Since urgency tends to permeate everything we undertake, we often unrealistically expect our team members to “do it all”, not just on one project but on several.  However, if time to market is really important, we MUST stabilize our project team.  It only looks like it costs less to have people split among projects.  In reality, the project end-dates will suffer and the company will lose revenue because the projects will not ship on time.  In QRPD we calculate a “late cost per week” based on this lost revenue, to clarify the dollars associated with time and ensure proper resource decisions.  The proper PTCC balance may involve more development cost to achieve shorter development times.

Have there been major technical snafus?  Determine whether experts have been used to lower the risk of your technological innovations.  To finish your project, find the right experts, even if they’re out of house, and make sure the path is clear for the rest of project. Combat any “not invented here” syndrome that may exist.  Everyone’s lives will be easier.


3.  Initiate early cross-functional cooperation

Common causes of project delays: usability, testability, manufacturability, and maintainability issues that are not discovered until late in the project and are serious enough to necessitate re-design.  Did cross-functional groups either not participate in earlier definition and design reviews, or did they participate but not understand what they were supposed to contribute?   Signs:  

You’re supposed to be shipping in volume and the technicians can’t test the boards.  

It’s almost time for release and the beta customers are complaining about the user interface.  

No one thought to plan for deployment so you have to stop at the end and write a database conversion tool.  

The only remedy for people not being involved is to get them involved.  No matter how far down the road you are in the project,   STOP and get every functional group involved.   Review the designs or prototypes in their current state. Have your cross-functional team members look for areas where they will have to spend “extra” money if they don’t get what they want.  Have them think about past problems they’ve encountered once products or services have been released.   DON’T assume that you’re close to the end of your project and the product is good enough as is.  Although it might not seem like the fastest way to finish a super-urgent project, a redesign now may be quicker than trying to limp through volume manufacture, and will definitely be less expensive than rejection of your product by the customer.

4. Create a synergistic, mission-oriented environment

It isn’t enough to have a good team in place; the team has to operate within an environment that promotes their sense of mission, supports that mission, and allows them to achieve phenomenal results.    Assess the following: 
Is there a lack of urgency on your super-urgent project?  It will carry over to the super-urgent completion schedule!.  Are individual team members in the dark about the overall goals of the project?  Involve them in creating a Project Vision - even if you're "late" in the project!   Do they understand and buy into the PTCC balance?  Do they know the cost of delay?  Calculate the late cost per week number and make sure everyone understands it.  

Is the team mired in unproductive work, slowing them down and probably affecting morale as well?  Endless management meetings (especially prevalent for “problem” projects); excessive status reporting; lack of proper communication tools?  Have the team members analyze individually where their time is going and rate the usefulness of that time to the project’s goals. Then make sure the project leader follows through and removes the obstacles to productivity.

5.  Reward participants commensurably

The lack of proper rewards is usually not directly related to huge schedule hit until things get so bad that members of the team leave(and then it’s too late to correct the reward issues!.  Lack of rewards can also have insidious effects on the team’s productivity.     Assess the following:  

Are some people not dedicated?  Not paying attention to milestones? Are their bad attitudes rubbing off on the team?   Look for large and small ways to appreciate people.    Include milestone celebrations, “going the extra mile” awards, plans for a big party at the end, both team and individual recognition, financial rewards commensurate with the culture of your company, industry, and geographical area.

NOTE:  Attention to rewards can be very important to getting your team’s momentum back.  When you are late and must depend on your team to work hard to recover, an out-of-whack reward system will keep people from buying in and fully supporting the recovery effort

6.  Use innovative parallel design strategies

Here the emphasis is on what the team can do technically to ensure success.  System design problems unfortunately usually show up late in the project.  By the time you figure out that integration is a nightmare because the code is “spaghetti”, or not modularly designed, the code is already a mess.   Unfortunately, the concept of “system engineering” is often relegated to the aerospace or defense industry; fast-paced commercial projects may throw that thoughtful high-return time out the window.  Commandment 6 is meant to get those ideas firmly rooted (and scheduled) in our project strategies.  Look for these problems:

Did a number of beautifully-optimized subsystems or modules come together to produce a system with sub-par performance?  Was integration testing a nightmare?   Did the correction of every problem discovered in system test yield bugs somewhere else?  Were several modules highly risky in technology or design, such that contingency planning for all the risks was prohibitive or not done?  Did the first 100 units out of manufacturing work, but the next lot fail due to poor design margins and varying parts tolerances? All of these problems point to poor systems analysis, design partitioning, and margin definitions.  

If you’re late in the project, it might seem that this commandment can’t help you.  There’s no time to redesign.  Or maybe there is.   When system failures are caused by system design problems, the tendency is to try to patch the problem.  But poorly designed systems do not usually lend themselves to predictable correction.  The resulting frustrating, potentially non-converging test and debug cycle may end up taking longer than doing some re-design.  For behind-the-eight-ball projects, the best lesson is to look for the underlying system design causes of your problems, and identify where the investment of real correction time will pay off in the long run.

7. Invest money to buy tools and time, and to minimize risk

This commandment focuses on understanding the true cost of being late and the benefits of spending money to buy time.   Considering our PTCC balance, have we done all we could to use development cost to achieve time to market?

Has time been wasted doing things in an inefficient manner because “we can’t afford the tools”?  Such assumptions must be reexamined in the light of “late cost per week”.  How much revenue are you losing because doing things inefficiently will delay your completion date?   If a $10,000 tool could save 3 weeks of time on a project with a $50,000 late cost per week, the tool is well worth the investment.

Have you used outside services for fast turnaround, then had your time-savings disappear because of mistakes or delays at the outside group?   A common mistake is to treat outside services as a risk-free panacea to internal resource shortages.  The project leader MUST manage outside resources closely to be sure to achieve the desired time benefits.  

Now that the project is late and recovery is super-urgent, what options for such time/money trade-offs still exist?  Identify options and compare them to late cost per week.   Then build the appropriate investments into your plan for the rest of the project.  

8.  Prototype, and test key design concepts early 

We don’t really know how well we’ve done until we start testing our product or service.  The later the testing starts, the less time we have to recover if something is wrong.  Assess your project for the following:  

Did an area of the design “blow up” and cause the team to go back to the drawing board?   Did the new process design sound good, until we had a target user try it out?  “Chicken testing” is the technique of testing your major innovations at the earliest opportunity, as airline manufacturers do to test new engine designs(by shooting chickens into engine prototypes to ensure that they will not stall in midair.   It is crucial to not wait for a full working prototype, because of the length of schedule time it may take to get to that first prototype.  Instead, define the pieces of the design that are risky, and identify and perform small tests within the first 25% of your schedule if possible and no later than the first half of the schedule.   Then there will still be time to work out the problems with the first design, or go to a backup plan.  If your project is well down the road, you should still stop and identify your major innovations, determine if any are still unproven then design and perform chicken tests on them immediately.

If you haven’t had a blow-up yet, ask the following: Have you explicitly identified remaining technical or process risks, as well as a means of testing them and a schedule for testing them?  If you haven’t done this, the amount of technical or process risk on your project is unknown, and yet again, you could end up being later than you think.     Do the risk analysis and chicken testing.

9.  Follow a “flow” process to meet milestones

This commandment focuses on the need to follow a defined product development process geared to helping the team plan and achieve a series of periodic milestones that will smoothly pace the project to the end.  QRPD calls for a general four-phase concurrent-engineering type process that can be tailored to different environments and development models.  The first phase, Kickoff, focuses on defining the PTCC balance for the project by means of team negotiations for the product features and product cost versus delivery date and development cost, and making an accurate schedule (with milestones) based on the product definition and preliminary design work.  All four phases, Kickoff; Design/Implementation/Test; Approval; and Production/Deployment emphasize review points to ensure that progress is measured and the product is on target as it moves through development.  Assess your project’s performance:  

Did this project use any development model at all?  Did you break down your project into identifiable groups of activities, with “gates” (review points) that help pace you through the complex interrelated tasks that make up the project and ensure that proper reviews are done?  Can you identify what development model you are using, such as evolutionary prototyping?  (Certain models are best suited to particular types of products or those with technology or market risks.  [2]).

If the project is not proceeding according to some sort of pacing, gated development model, you have lost a major advantage in assuring early attention to risky areas.  You may have missed the chance for early cross-functional contributions to product cost issues.  Incorrect definition or design decisions may have been made, and major risk could still be lurking.   Define where you are in the general QRPD model, determine what technical review points have not been carried out, and do them.

Is the project late because resource assessments were drastically inaccurate? Look for the absence of these good scheduling practices:  Were schedule tasks all shorter than 4 weeks in duration (for a 12-month project)?  Or shorter than 2 weeks for a 6-to-9 month project?   Did individuals create their own schedules?  Did the project manager sanity-check these schedules?  Did the team sanity check dependencies?  If these aren’t true, you may be even later than you think, because the whole schedule could be a dream.  Did schedules have all resources identified and take into account all the real hits on people’s time?  Time must be incorporated for design reviews (including involvement of peers in each other’s reviews), vacations, maintenance work, conferences, interviewing, etc. This sounds obvious, but even teams conscious of these other time-sinks tend to underestimate their magnitude and leave insufficient schedule time for their main project tasks.   

This step is crucial for being honest about the true remaining schedule time for your project.  Re-do your estimates from the bottom up, keeping in mind all the real demands on team members’ time and the other guidelines above for accurate schedules.

Did the project slip because one or more people “suddenly” discovered that they were 4 weeks late?  Milestones should occur at least every several weeks, and their completion criteria must be clear.  It’s typical to “fudge” milestone completion: “Oh, let’s call that one done....we’ve met the spirit...there isn’t much left to do; it pretty much works....” As Frederick Brooks said in The Mythical Man Month [3], “Sharp milestones are in fact a service to the team...the fuzzy milestone is the harder burden to live with.  It is in fact a millstone that grinds down morale, for it deceives one about lost time until is irremediable.  And chronic schedule slippage is a morale-killer.”   To have any chance of getting your project back on track and staying there, the project leader must help the team members define solid, frequent milestones.  The project leader must keep them visible, keep the team serious about them, actively track the team’s true progress, be up front about recognizing and admitting slips, and attack slips vigorously.

10.  Get early feedback and nail defects quickly

Beyond the testing by development, what testing can prevent problems such as off-target or hard-to-use features?  The best approach is to get feedback from customers as early as possible.   (Sounds like a no-brainer, but read on: the reality of execution often doesn’t live up to the intent.)  Sometimes projects don’t become seriously late until the product goes into beta testing and horrible disconnects with customer desires are uncovered. In the worst case, real feedback is not gotten until the product goes to market, and then it might as well have been late, because customers don’t want it or can’t use it.  Check your project:  

Have you identified ways you could test the product in-house with “customer-equivalent” employees or informally at a “friendly” customer?  Or did you wait until late in the project for an outside beta?  The earlier you find a way to test the product or service with real customers, the more time you have to address the issues raised.  Stop and define how you can test the product as early as possible in the remaining schedule.  
Did you, or will you, do a beta test?  Everyone who puts Beta testing in their schedules of course signs up to the concept that early feedback is good.  However, the execution determines whether the spirit of this commandment is truly met.     Did you, or how will you, make sure you get real results?  Many beta tests are poorly planned and managed: the customer didn’t use the product because they got unexpectedly busy; or the right customer mix, lead and target, wasn’t chosen to ensure broad feedback.  Or the beta delivery turned into a means of satisfying a waiting customer, rather than providing the testing you really needed.   Did the, or will the, beta results get acted on?   Did you or will you get to improve the product based on the feedback?  Have you left time to act on them and do you have a plan for quickly deciding what to act on and how to get to the end?
Step 1b.  Assess Current Status 

The assessment against the 10 commandments gives us data about where we really are with respect to our technical state, the market we’re trying to satisfy, and the schedule on which we can really get there.  To help decide what the ‘recovery plan’ should be, use your knowledge from the assessment to answer the following questions.

· Regarding your technical or process challenges:   Based on identification of technical and process design problems and an honest assessment of their level of risk and state of resolution, is this project still viable?   Are there contingency plans for your remaining innovations or will the project be really dead in the water if they don’t work?  How predictable can your remaining schedule be considering those risks?

· Regarding that schedule:  After understanding where you are with regard to your technical or process design, where are you relative to the original schedule? Have you missed one or more major milestones?  What tasks do you need to add?  What remaining tasks need to be re-estimated?  When could you realistically deliver the product or service as currently defined?

· Regarding your market:   Based on any new understanding about customers, what features are still on track?  Is the market window still the same?  Does your business case hold?  What options might you have for feature reductions, or defining steps of incremental innovation, by delaying certain things until the next release?

Step 2.  Analyze Alternatives

The assessment helps us know accurately what it will take to finish.  This includes what we’ll have to fix in our execution to get there, how serious an impact each problem is to the project, and how serious a task fixing each underlying problem might be.  Then we weigh the PTCC elements based on that accurate data from the assessment about our product and our ability to perform the rest of the project.   We must consciously make a new, revised PTCC trade-off analysis to ensure that a “return on investment” understanding will lead to the best decision for how to carry out the rest of the project.   

The team should participate in these trade-off discussions and decisions.  Note that a major benefit here is that we will help the team go beyond “re-planning” to “re-vitalizing the plan.”   The team’s ability to go forward with high energy and positive attitude is crucial.  This is possible when management pays attention to the underlying problems rather than just patching the surface, emphasizes the full PTCC negotiation rather than blindly sticking to an end-date or a feature set, and involves team members in the decision process.

The following options should be considered: 
1. Should the Project Vision be changed, to omit or scale back certain features, to finish as soon as possible with a minimum acceptable feature set?

2. Should we keep the Vision the same and delay the schedule to finish?  Sometimes this is not even considered as an option, but it might be the right thing to do for the market!   It’s important to push away political pressures for holding an original end-date if that date is outside the realm of possibility.

3. Should we add resources to still try to finish on time, or as close as possible?  Use the late cost per week metric, and consider various kinds of technical resources and management help, from both inside and outside the company.

4. Do we simply need better or tighter or more experienced management for the rest of the project?   Do we have the right leader to go forward?  

5. Based on our situation, what other options might there be?

Step 3.  Decide New Course

The above exercise leads to a decision on PTCC balance and an accompanying new set of product and schedule goals developed by the team.  The detailed assessment and PTCC analysis process, and a management commitment to setting only attainable goals, are the best insurance the project can have against further trouble.  There is nothing more powerful and more revitalizing in tense schedule situations than a plan the team believes in, with  PTCC-based goals they can understand. 


Step 4.  Re-launch:  Go for it!

Then all that’s left is to go for it, and do so quickly and decisively.  Management, and the team, can’t afford to waffle or linger in failure mode.  A clear-cut “re-launch” sends a powerful message, puts the old trouble behind, and sets the team’s eyes ahead to remaining challenges.  The launch should communicate the plan openly and honestly to everyone, and gain a fresh new commitment.   

Examples from Actual Projects

These vignettes from actual projects illustrate how the types of everyday QRPD “violations” above lead to schedule slips, and how the techniques can be applied to recover projects in trouble.  

Case 1:  The under-specified, over-promised project:  A database development project was outsourced by an inexperienced, first-time, project leader to a small company.  The schedule was based on the outside company’s fixed-price bid on an incomplete product specification.  The resulting schedule was totally unrealistic.  The product requirements changed almost daily(everyone had a vehement opinion about the user interface.  The main project wake-up call was the non-existence of an operational prototype 3 weeks before the supposed alpha release date, and 6 weeks before the supposed project completion date.

A consultant was brought in to perform an assessment.  As a result, the following major actions were taken: 

· A new experienced project leader took charge (commandment #2).   

· The product feature requirements were reviewed and prioritized and certain ones eliminated  (commandment #1). The project leader defended against feature creep and user interface polishing for the rest of the project.  

· The schedule was re-planned; calling for short development cycles of specifying, developing and testing features one group at a time, based on feature priorities and the need for early deliveries to trade shows and particular evaluation customers (commandment #9).  

· Technical risks were analyzed and testing of these areas planned, to be carried out by the sponsoring company since the outsource group was not strong at software quality assurance (commandment #8).   

The PTCC bottom line:  From the day of the first assessment, it was clear that the original schedule could not be held.  But the resulting longer schedule, with interim deliveries to key “leading edge” customers, was sufficient to meet market requirements.  The additional development cost was deemed worth it to develop the features that the leading edge customers with deep pockets would require.

Case 2:  Loss of vision... “It’s not what we wanted!”

A multimedia company undertook development of a new PC-based software game.  Periodic  milestones had been defined to pace the project;  early milestones had been passed.  The project wake-up call came when the delivery of a video of early artwork along with a game description document was considered grossly incomplete by Marketing, and totally at odds with their understanding of what the product needed to look like for the envisioned customer base.  The situation was assessed and the following actions  taken:  

A vision statement was written, including a one-line memorable, quotable summary, and a one-page bullet list defining customers and key non-negotiable guidelines and requirements.   Marketing did some more homework to get much more specific about the main customers and less important customers (commandment #1).   

· A game design consultant was hired to help guide the team in defining the details of a game to satisfy the vision (commandment #2).   

· Marketing and Engineering defined checkpoints for trading more “visibles” to ensure frequent feedback on the artwork and music’s alignment with the vision  (commandment #8, #9).  

· The project milestones were re-cast to be honest about the effect of the vision-related schedule slips (commandment #9).  

· A new project leader was appointed who was more savvy about the game market,  more able to take initiative to combat feature creep,  and able to provide more people-oriented leadership for the somewhat chaotic creative environment of game development (commandment #2, #4).   

· A closer interaction with Marketing was cultivated, and the leader took special pains to periodically communicate the vision and mission to the team and step them through the entire game design as it was refined (commandment #1, #4).

The PTCC bottom line: The impact from the vision problem was determined to be 3 months of lost development work.  To recover,   Marketing defined their drop-dead time for hitting the market as 5 months later than the original due date; engineering defined a game that could be developed in that timeframe with the staff that the company budget deemed was acceptable for this project, and a game that would meet in complexity, content and look the requirements of the intended audience.  The team has had to be careful to keep the vision in view at all times; there have been a few instances of straying from the vision, and of Marketing changing its mind about elements of the vision, and some resulting throw-away work; but the project completed within 2 weeks of the worst-case schedule that was set last November.

Case 3.  The case of the disappearing resources 

The main problem of a major network management software development project was constant resource poaching: key engineers were pulled off for weeks at a time to fire-fight problems in the field.   This project was already abiding by many elements of QRPD; the project leader kept his critical resource issues visible to management, but the company had across-the-board staffing shortages that were difficult to resolve.  The financial reward systems were not necessarily competitive in the area, for the people they were trying to attract.  To make matters worse, several key resources left the company for those reasons (commandment #5).  

The PTCC bottom line: The company used the “late cost per week” metric to help decide to staff up with consultants to help hold the schedule as close as possible  (commandment #2).   However, the project leader also realized that in cases of severe resource shortages, sometimes more drastic action could be required.  Rather than hoping for the best and letting the project slip out further until more resources are found, the project leader projected worst case schedules and impact to the company’s financial return and communicated those to management. This information was used at several points in the project to make decisions to “do less sooner” and divert resources from other efforts to hold this software project’s schedule.

Avoiding Problems

Projects have a much better chance of never earning the “problem project” label if they adhere to QRPD principles from the beginning.   All of the 10 commandments apply.  To reiterate several key points: 

· Pay attention to balancing PTCC, assessing technical risks, and attempting only incremental innovation wherever possible to help keep the team from taking on the impossible project.  The Project Vision will help make sure requirements are developed with customer input, are understood by the team, and are kept visible during the project, and are not allowed to change capriciously.

· Make a conscious selection of the right leader and team, with full-time members, the necessary number of members, and proper expert participation.   Understand the cost of delay to make appropriate trade-off decisions.   Get cross-functional members involved from the beginning and make sure their participation is meaningful and their inputs are used.  Reward the members for their contributions and the team for their accomplishments.

· Use a defined development process to pace the team through an aggressive schedule. The concurrent development phase gate approach, with liberal design reviews, and early and continuous testing, will ensure that you don’t get too far down the road without uncovering problems. Detailed scheduling in phase 1, based on solid preliminary design work and good scheduling practices, will ensure that the plan is based in reality.  Tracking by frequent milestones will ensure progress is accurately measured.

Conclusion

It’s a fact of life that if problems are discovered too late in a project, it may be hard to hold an original schedule.  In even that worst case, however, the end of the world is not necessarily at hand.  The project can still be successful.  The proper work must be put into an honest assessment of the past problems and an analysis of the best way to proceed, keeping the company’s financial goals in mind.  The project must be re-launched with precise and on-target action plans and a revitalized, committed team.  

The commandments and techniques of QRPD provide practical tools for that successful recovery effort, and the framework for planning future projects such that the dreaded super-urgent recovery effort will never be required.
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