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Introduction

All too often product development teams struggle with effective priority decision making within their projects. Usually things get more difficult as the project progresses and business pressures "build up" to release the product. I've developed a decision method or tool called a "Working View" that can help visualize key project drivers or priorities and balance them across one other. In doing so, teams gain insight into the truly important focus points across all of the product dimensions of - Scope, Time, Cost and Quality. How successfully you balance across these dimensions, leads to how successfully you complete and deploy a product.

Problem

The problem we're trying to solve is effective decision-making. This becomes particularly crucial in the triage or endgame processes. To often the following problems arise:

· General team decision making is difficult and usually ad-hoc in nature

· It can take too long

· May not include the right group or team in the decision

· Decisions can be too heavily influenced by the wrong factors - for example the strongest, loudest or most extreme personalities and voices

· Often decisions go undocumented and don’t stick for very long

· Usually biased towards one functional group, with very little balance or compromise at the individual decision level

All of this is exacerbated in the endgame because of the number of decisions that need to be made and the intense pressure on the project

Definitions

Essentially the "Working View" is intended to capture the priority essence of your project. It is part release criteria, part project vision and part key requirements. For general purposes, consider it a virtual replacement for release criteria. By defining it, clearly and deeply, you provide definitive direction to your team on what's truly important within their functional and individual efforts. Even more importantly it is dynamic, as your project dynamics change and discoveries are made, you continually adjust the view to capture new information.

At the highest level, it is composed of the following dimensions:

· Scope

· Cost

· Time - Schedule

· Quality

· Team

The first three are the "standard" project management triangle, with quality being related to all of the primary three dimensions. I've added the team dimension, because I believe it's an equally important aspect to consider.

It is quite useful to capture your "Working View" graphically as you "drill down" and define dimensional attributes. Kiviat, "spider" or radar charts are useful for this purpose. Use them with 10 degrees of ranking per axis and 4-6 axis per chart - preferably 6. 
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Figure 1 - Example Project Working View

You can clearly determine in the example that Time to Market and maintaining Costs are the driving forces for the effort and that Scope is determined to be the compromise point in order to achieve that goal.

Dimension Expansion

Scope

· Overall release contents

· Features, requirements and key constraints

· Performance characteristics

· Key team members or teams (Team)

· Required technologies, 3'rd party integration(s) (Cost)

Cost

· Human resources (Team)

· Tool resources

· 3'rd party resources (Team, Cost, Quality)

· Recruiting / Attrition costs (Team)

· TTM acceleration (Time)

Time/Schedule

· Potential lost opportunities, if…

· What do we do if we're slipping? Drop which core functions?

· What do we do if we're ahead? Add which core functions?

· Effects on testing? Increasing or reducing time? Changing release criteria?

· Does adding resources help? Where?

Quality

· Impact to customers (Cost, Team)

· Impact to company or product "image" (Cost)

· Cost of later re-work: technical support, repair and distribution (Cost)

· Tradeoffs associated with functionality, requirements traceability, performance and ad-hoc testing

· Impacts to morale of the team (Team)

Team

· Effects on overtime, vacations

· Awards, compensation and recognition (Cost)

· Handling possible attrition (Cost)

· Consulting & contracting assistance (Cost)

Fixed vs. Variable Dimensions

In each project case, there are variable and fixed dimensions - simply due to the constraints of the project. In my experience, Time and Cost are usually the most commonly fixed dimensions.  That leaves variable definition and operation on Scope, Quality and Team. When defining a "Working View", it's important to define the fixed dimensions and then drill down and add further detail to the variable dimensions. The idea is to map variable dimensions into concrete, detailed and meaningful attributes that can guide the teams’ priority decisions.

Steps to Establishing a "Working View"

Step 1 - Gather Your Project Stakeholders

The list should include all cross-functional project participants. It should also include key leaders from your "core" functions, for example software development, quality and marketing on a typical software centric project. Finally, include senior leadership and project sponsors as appropriate. They key is to get ALL of the pertinent stakeholders and decision-makers together to insure quick and collective agreement.

Step 2 - Set The Stage

If this is you initial effort to define the "Working View", then the stage setting is establishing it. If you are in a redefinition phase, then the stage setting should highlight why and what things are changing. In both cases, this is the step where you set the "tone" for the effort. If the project is struggling getting started, then say that. If you are way off schedule, then say that. The more clarity the team has for the "stage" or "challenges" the better focused they will become when defining the "Working View".

Step 3 - Project Vision, Essence and Release Criteria

Establish the "primary reasons for being" for the project. These are the high level drivers that will dictate the priorities for your effort. Keep in mind that this isn't necessarily the point for priority negotiation, which is best left for later detailed analysis. Take more of a "capture and move on" strategy at this point. Things to discuss and consider should include:

1) Are there any critical historical and business agreements and commitments? (Insure you include "internal commitments here. For example - I worked on a project where QA was "promised" a clean-up effort on the next release IF they loosened the quality requirements on the current release.)

2) What is the "essence" or "nature" of the (a) Business, (b) Product and (c) Customer (These are areas where there can be no compromise, for example, ease of setup and installation or print quality in laser jet printers)

3) Identify release targets - schedule, Alpha & Beta commitments, customer expectations and TTM pressure: key market windows, tradeshows and annual events (The more concrete information you gather as to WHY the time is critical will help your team UNDERSTAND that's it's not arbitrary!)

4) What are the specific stakeholder drivers? (If there are any, insure they are very specific and accurately mapped to a specific dimension)
5) Are there other dimensional drivers: Cost, Quality, Scope, Team? (You should at least have some team drivers. For example, we will NOT resort to 80 hour work weeks for the next 6 months to meet our Scope requirements)

6) What are the key or "golden" or "brass ring" features of the product? What are the "Top 5-10" features that customer cannot do without? (Word processors have literally hundreds of features, however there are only a critical 10% that cannot be compromised. Insure your marketing group steps up with definition and clarity!)

Once you've identified this list, try and gather a sense of priority from the stakeholder team. Force them to think in terms of ranking and interrelationships. The quality of your issue segmentation, ranking and prioritization will directly relate to the quality of your "Working View".

Step 4 - Explore Product/Project Dimensions

This is basically a brainstorming or JAD-like session where the stakeholder team is assembled to identify the problem(s), map them to the affected dimensions and brainstorm appropriate attribute changes that will align the effort to feasibility. There are several heuristics that will help in the effort:

1) Using some sort of graphical representation for attribute comparison and ranking is extremely helpful. Kiviat or "Spider" chart are one mechanism that I find particularly useful. Use one spider chart per dimension and map it with 4-6 attributes. (I prefer 6) Use multiple charts for more attributes; just make sure you reconcile priority across the charts.

2) It is also helpful to create a "worded view" as documentation. It should fully support the graphical representation and accurately characterize the intended prioritization. My recommendation is to do both. 

3) If numerically ranking attributes, agree on simple scaling rules, for example - 

· Scale: 1-10, 10 most important or highest priority

· Strive for a single highest priority attribute per chart

· Strive for 2 degrees of separation between remaining selections per chart

4) Don't be afraid to "drill down" into the attributes. They need to contain enough detail to be useful in ranking, comparison, decision-making and guiding your team.

5) The exercise is very similar to requirements writing in that your attributes need to be Complete, Correct, Feasible, Necessary, Prioritized, Unambiguous, Verifiable. Karl Wieger's book on Software Requirements is an excellent place to explore effective techniques to insure correct attribute definition. 

6) Gaining agreement is sometimes difficult. However, it is the core of the process that the team needs to accomplish their goals. There are many "decision models" available for different teams, cultures and situations. I prefer a team consensus based approach with project management - benevolent dictator decision breaks. Whatever your environment, decide on an effective approach and stick with it.

7) Document your "Working View", the words and charts and then socialize it with your cross-functional team. I always prefer posting the current project "Working View" materials in the project "war room". Not only does this identify it as an important project artifact, but it also helps to socialize changes within the team.

8) Finally, insure that action assignment and tracking is being performed. Then link it to your change management and change control mechanisms.

Examples of "Working View" Application Scenarios

Example project background

· European based company provides network analysis and test equipment

· Takes pride in the best of class engineering of their products and their customers view them as "Mercedes" class products

· A set of component products have been out in the field for 3-5 years

· They’ve each evolved separately – having received between 2-4 major and many minor releases

· The market is moving to more “suite” based products and they haven’t made a major release to any of the components in over a year

· Initiative to create a network analysis suite – tremendous time pressure to get it to customers

The following 2 examples illustrate one way of structuring your "Working View" analysis and decision capture activity. 

Project application example #1:

Problem

The problem analysis point is during initial product release - end game testing. Testing was uncovering many “interoperability” issues that were not covered in the requirements, while significant ad-hoc testing was exacerbating this trend. 
The test teams were pushing for “close to zero” defects at release, which was partly due to the culture and partly due to previous commitments to the testing team for product quality. 
Marketing and executive leadership were creating tremendous release pressure. Finally, we had significant limitations in experienced development resource. Triage / change control meetings were becoming very contentious – we couldn't fix everything, couldn't seem to make balanced decisions and were spinning out of control.

As it turned out, our executive leadership was out of “synch” on priority. Our Marketing and Engineering VP’s were pushing for release while the Quality VP was emphasizing zero defects to his team. The project team was caught in the middle.

Solution

Need better clarity on balance across time and quality project dimensions – rank order the key drivers!

Participants

Product Manager, Project Manager, VP of Engineering, Marketing and Testing/QA

Dimensions of the problem

· We are not able to acquire additional experienced resources
· TTM is our ultimate priority – our customers and the business need the release

· We must work some overtime – give extra effort

· We can’t regress deployed functionality – even in the interoperable cases – and we must include all field based severity 1-2 repairs

Ranking

TTM = 10, Cost is a 10 – both fixed, scope = 7, quality = 7, team = 5
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Figure 2 - High level Project Working View
Worded - "Working View"

We must deliver this release on (insert date here) with our existing resources. Overtime may become a necessity to meet this release. We must deliver key or “essence” content and can’t regress in functionality. However, when pushed, we will compromise quality first (testing time and focus) - then features. 

Agreement(s)

We agreed that this was our high-level priority compass for the remainder of the effort. We can easily generate release criteria from this "Working View":

· Release on April 1, 2002

· No deployed functionality regression

· 40 field reported severity 1 & 2 defect need to be repaired

· Also helps to focus triage prioritization!

Project application example #2

Problem

While the above exercise was helpful in achieving consensus on priority drivers within our leadership structure, we still had some work to do within the team. We need to socialize the above "Working View" into our testing team – also sorting our test focus for the remainder of the end game. How do we support this statement – “we can’t regress deployed functionality – even in the interoperable cases – and we must include all field based priority 1 – 2 repairs”?

Solution

We need to drill down into the key quality dimensions for the project and rank-order them.

Participants

Product Manager, Project Manager, Team leads from development and testing functions

Dimensions of the problem

· Insure we have full regression tests for deployed functionality - continue to run tests & report results

· Extend existing regression tests to insure interoperability is covered

· New additions to regression suite

· Repair verifications may lag behind

· We can't perform any ad-hoc testing

Ranking

Previous version regression = 10, interoperable regression = 10, 1 & 2 repair verification = 8, general verifications = 6 and ad-hoc testing = 2
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Figure 3 - Quality Dimension, Explored

Worded - "Working View"

Our highest priority in test is to insure that we do not regress already deployed functionality and deliver (working) repairs for severity 1 & 2 reported field defects. We must also extend regression testing to account for interoperability among the point products. We may lose sight of some low priority / low risk verifications – trying to catch them in regression. We will have no time for ad-hoc testing.

Agreement(s)

· We agreed that this was our high level priority "Working View" for the remainder of the effort

· Additional actions:

1. Need component interoperability requirements defined - Marketing

2. Need to understand the current level of coverage for regression testing – Test & Development

Another Approach

Another technique in effectively documenting a working view dimension is to list critical high priority and low priority focus points. The idea is to produce enough contrast for the team to understand where their priorities and focus should lie. Again, there needs to be enough detail established to create clarity in decision making. 

Project application example #3

Using the example “Working View” from the introductory example, Network analysis product define the following attributes for the Quality dimension –
	High Priority Attributes
	Low Priority Attributes



	· Existing functionality can not be affected by new changes - (functional regression testing)
· Existing performance may not be degraded by new changes - (performance regression testing, we also lacked a performance benchmark)
· New functionality must work 
· Component interoperability w/o performance regression
· Installation framework must create correct initial environment 


	· Interfaces beyond 10/100/1000 Ethernet and ATM are lower priority
· Existing performance may not be degraded by new changes - even when running multiple components, don’t get hung up on improvement
· New functionality must work, except new reports that do not map to older reports
· Component interoperability across all permutations, we can identify (n) key configurations for initial release
· Installation framework needn’t accommodate all previous installation environments
· Ad-hoc testing, early - better, later - not at all


Resetting your "Working View"

You should understand that setting your "Working View" is not a static exercise for defining project release criteria. It will probably change frequently throughout the project, particularly in the endgame. To give you a flavor for reset events, here are a few sample drivers for a “Working View” reset –
· Departure of team resources (attrition, vacations, illness)
· Schedule slips due to internal dynamics (underestimation) or external dynamics (management driven schedules)
· Feasibility discoveries as part of prototyping (architecture, design and performance)
· Defect find/fix ratios as part of end game testing
· Regression testing progress
· Additional features added to the product, with or without any schedule “relief”
· Choosing to reduce functionality in order to meet time requirements
You initiate the same process to reset the “Working View”, simply highlighting differences or changes that have occurred, then coming to a new agreement. As a general rule, you should not “add” or “extend” without “deleting” or “contracting” attributes within your "Working View". 
It's also a good idea to map all changes to the root cause or problem, just so that it’s clear what drove you to the reset and why. Finally, you should “calculate” the impact the change makes to insure you’re getting desired results, for example, does the reduction in quality or scope targets actually meet the required release timeframe. 
It's important to note that whenever a reset occurs, there should be a mechanism to notify the team of the “event” by –
· Informal socialization

· Team e-mail

· Team meeting
· Posting the New View in your project meeting or war room

Conclusions

This approach and model can help in other areas as well – leading the team, providing project mission and vision and generally documenting the important bits that should be driving your efforts.

The approach can also be adapted to support other activities in the project lifecycle such as – 
· System Architecture – dimensions become architecture attributes, “ilities”

· Contrasting different design approaches

· Deciding what level of inspections need to occur – where, when and to what degree

· Forming early testing strategies – where to focus, risk areas

· Risk analysis

· Almost anything that requires clarity of detailed requirements in order to make an informed, collaborative dicision.
It is extremely important to socialize the "Working View with your teams. They really become graphical rallying points to insure that the team maintains focus. It also emphasizes the point that you've taken a step beyond simply stating requirements and demands, but to truly considering cross dimension implications and balancing your priorities accordingly and effectively.

Key points:

· Have a more formal way of capturing problems dimensions and balancing priority

· Define decision criteria (attributes, dimensions) as a team then rank them

· Make the decisions “visual”

· Document the decisions and have a change process
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