Project Chartering – Example Scenarios


A Few Charter Development Scenarios

Since the chartering process can seem too onerous and time consuming to be of use in most pragmatic, “real world” projects, I thought it might be useful to present a few project scenarios and the chartering response to them. Mostly to illustrate that chartering can and should be tailored to the specific project at-hand and can be a fast and effective planning exercise depending on the project details.

What I think many miss is that chartering is a “pay me now” vs. “pay me later” effort. You’ll eventually have to explore all of the nuances of chartering. However, if you do it later, you do it in a fragmented fashion, which is inefficient and usually misses the interrelationships among important project aspects. That’s why I recommend it as a mandatory starting place project planning.

I typically use a chartering planning tool (Figure 9.1) before ever starting the process. In it, I’ll list all of the core chartering steps and make notes as to what parts are needed for this particular charter. If an aspect is needed, identifying whether only a short version or a full exploration is required by the project context. 

This helps me to target the chartering effort towards just the relevant areas for the project. Once I’ve established the check-list, I’ll begin the chartering activity using the checklist to drive the meetings and actions.

	Charter Planning Area
	Needed?

No, Full, Short
	Planning Notes

	Purpose
	N
	Not needed for this context, usually means it’s preexisting

	Goals
	S
	Short, focused exploration—performed quickly

	Scope
	F
	Full, detailed exploration—if speed is required, can be iterative 

	Organization
	
	

	Resources
	
	

	Approaches
	
	

	Priorities
	
	

	Assumptions & Constraints
	
	

	Risks
	
	

	Sign-off
	
	


Figure 9.1, Sample Charter Planning Worksheet
Scenario 1 – Maintenance Release for Enterprise Level News and Information Portal

A major release has just occurred for our Enterprise level news application which leverages (Java, EJB, and Websphere) technologies. It was quite successful, but because of schedule pressure, a few features were held in reserve for a later maintenance release that now needs to be completed. There are also a set of cosmetic “branding” changes that need to be made along with a significant number of bug fixes. 

Of course, the business expectation of this release is to complete it in 3 weeks and to not have it interfere with preparation for the next major release. There is a single product development team, so multitasking will be occurring between the maintenance and next major release resources.

Charter Planning

	Charter Planning Area
	Needed?

No, Full, Short
	Planning Notes

	Purpose
	N
	Self evident.

	Goals
	S
	Fast maintenance release, self evident goals, date target is Production release date + 3 weeks!

	Scope
	F
	Use cases for the 5 missed features, prioritized known defect list (capped at 30 medium complexity defects), UI re-branding work.

	Organization
	N
	Using existing organization, self evident.

	Resources
	S
	Who is required (development, testing & deployment)?

	Approaches
	S
	Standard development approaches. To maximize development time and since the release is “minor”, we’ll shave time by reducing testing to only a prioritized regression—focused towards changes. 

	Priorities
	S
	High priority for this release to follow-up major release as important features & content were dropped. Will sacrifice future release preparation / work for this release.

	Assumptions & Constraints
	F
	1. Will not entertain non-critical new defects from deployed application in the maintenance release – and still hold the schedule.

2. Work trade-offs, see priorities.

	Risks
	F
	1. Previous release was a major release with an entirely new content vehicle. There could be newly found, critical issue(s) that need to be included in the maintenance release.

2. Team is exhausted from previous release, may introduce more re-work errors than is typical.

	Sign-off
	S
	Product management sign-off for maintenance release content. Required field / customer notification.


Figure 9.2, Scenario 1 – Charter Worksheet
Charter Development Focus

Chartering for this scenario is quite targeted as the Figure 9.1 charter planning worksheet indicates. We simply want to use it to shake out feasibility of delivery and quantify the requisite changes for the release. All told, the chartering exercise itself should be a short series of meetings with the team formulating scope, brief planning and locking down the commitment to stakeholders. Part of the deliverables within the charter will be a succinct and constrained feature / defect list and a commitment from the team that they can deliver the goods in the timeframe or, if that’s not possible, when they can realistically deliver.

In the chartering sessions, we’ll focus on the following assessment & planning steps –

1. Establish the specific scope of the effort (small feature list, verify feature understanding, bug list, clarity around re-branding effort)

2. Quickly develop a plan to either support or deny the scope vs. project schedule target. 

3. Identify and manage the few relevant risks for this focused effort

4. Review the results with key management and stakeholders. Note: if we can’t support the timing expectations, we should probably bring 2 views to the table – what percent can we deliver within the timeframe and how long to deliver 100% of the feature and defect set

Scenario 2 – Major Release for Enterprise Level News and Information Portal

Fast forward from the above scenario to the major release alluded to therein. The team has just executed the maintenance release successfully and is relatively exhausted from 6 months of tireless efforts. A portion of the team has been working to define the requirements and architecture for the next major release – that now needs to establish a charter. 

In this release, we’re adding a major new corporate information services component for financial services and investment clients. It aggregates corporate financials with real-time news and stock information across a wide variety of sources & providers. In this case, the providers are known and the high level view to changes in the existing interface (extensions, modifications, major & minor architectural impacts, etc.) have been analyzed and are relatively well understood. Little else is. The business has already drawn a line in the sand stating that the delivery timeframe must be within 4 months.

Charter Planning

	Charter Planning Area
	Needed?

No, Full, Short
	Planning Notes

	Purpose
	F
	Major release of an entirely new product component. Need to acquire business context drivers for this. What is the point? What will we gain?

Action:  Business stakeholder

	Goals
	F
	One at the moment, deliver in 4 months. Need goals linked to scope and feasibility!

	Scope
	F
	Beyond the existing application impact assessment, little else is defined. Need to quickly develop requirement clarity.

Action: schedule HL story planning session for requisite features, then prioritize. SCRUM product backlog will be the wrapper for this effort.

	Organization
	N
	Using existing organization, self evident

	Resources
	S
	Who is required (development, testing & deployment). Are there enough to meet the timeframes? We usually short shrift testing, in time and with resources, will this be a problem here? 

	Approaches
	S
	Standard development approaches. 

	Priorities
	S
	High priority for this major release, effectively the only game in town.

	Assumptions & Constraints
	F
	Too early, need to develop charter to uncover them.

	Risks
	F
	1. Sufficient resources?

2. Sufficient requirement clarity to begin?

3. Will 4 month construction time allow for sufficient testing?

4. Critical defects / support interruptions from Production release?

5. Attrition?

	Sign-off
	F
	1. Product management sign-off for maintenance release content. Required field / customer notification.

2. Need feature acceptance tests defined in conjunction w/requirements


Figure 9.3, Scenario 2 – Charter Worksheet
Charter Development Focus

As you can see from the Figure 9.2 charter planning worksheet, chartering for this scenario will initially focus towards establishing a sufficient view to engage the team in the initial iteration, while we explore the remaining features in more detail. In this case we need a few artifacts before we enter chartering, including –

· A business purpose, core business goals defined, clarity around key features and the WHY behind the date target

· A quick view to the feature set – there can be ambiguities and unknowns at this stage, but we need a high level, 75% view to the feature set

So these become critical, gating deliverables for the business folks. In the chartering sessions, we’ll focus on the following assessment & planning steps –

1. Gather the business & customer facing team to ensure the feature list is adequately defined. Organize the stories by priority from a pure business point of view.

2. Including the entire team, map the feature set to an approximate and iterative schedule. We’ll use story cards fed into a prioritized backlog list to start the process. We’ll want to plan the first 2 iterations (2 months / 60 days) in the initial planning session (or roughly half the feature set). 

3. Again with the entire team, map resources to the stories, readying customer acceptance tests for the features and planning for other forms of overall testing. 

4. Finally, with the development manager discuss one interim risk action—to assign an engineer as a buffer for current product support issues and possible repairs. This will serve to mitigate production defect risks until we get a bit further along and truly understand the project dynamics.

Further risks, resource issues, planning the latter half of the feature set, and the overall commitment to management of feasibility will be deferred to a later chartering session. The target for this is within the next 2 weeks. Here we’re simply focusing on getting started.

Scenario 3 – Major Release for Enterprise Level News and Information Portal, Problems!

Fast forward again from the above scenario... The team has already completed the chartering efforts for the entire project. We all felt that there was too much content, so we committed to completing 80% of the features and still holding to the 4 month, 4 iteration schedule. Our business stakeholders felt that this level of delivery would be sufficient to attack the market opportunity and that a follow-up release could complete the effort.

We’re now just approaching the end of the second iteration. 

But problems are cropping in. The first iteration acceptance tests were only 50% completed. Root cause here was primarily business resource conflict, but there were insufficient testing resources applied to the tasks as well. At the end of the second iteration, it appears that there is no preparation or resource availability for newly introduced feature testing.

In addition, preliminary backend architectural development work has uncovered some performance problems when interfacing to the database. It’s unclear where these problems specifically lie, but overall system performance is only a fraction of where it needs to be for the new content.

Charter Planning

	Charter Planning Area
	Needed?

No, Full, Short
	Planning Notes

	Purpose
	N
	Already completed.

	Goals
	N
	Primary goal – sort through the issues, re-plan the effort and realign with management stakeholders. Since release target might be in jeopardy, no easy task!

	Scope
	F
	Overall scope is well known. Delivery scope, fitting it into possibly different timeframes, is not.

	Organization
	N
	Using existing organization, self evident

	Resources
	F
	1. Drill into QA resources to understand dynamics, limitation and requisite changes needed! 

2. We also need to examine the database performance problems and determine root cause & next steps!

	Approaches
	N
	Self evident. 

	Priorities
	N
	Already established.

	Assumptions & Constraints
	N
	Self evident.

	Risks
	S
	There is a single risk at the moment – the release. Let’s see where things go…

	Sign-off
	S
	Once we re-plan the effort, we’ll need approval for the new plan and possible reschedule. 


Figure 9.4, Scenario 3 – Charter Worksheet
Charter Development Focus

Chartering for this scenario is targeted toward two urgent issues facing the project. First, testing is not going as planned. In fact, it appears to be one iteration “behind” our initial plan. Second, the performance problems reflect a lack of understanding of the architectural modifications required to support the new feature set. Both of these issues will impact the existing plans and related commitments. 

However, we can’t simply tell the business stakeholders we have problems. We need to develop a specific assessment of where things stand, a coherent plan on what can and needs to be done and a gap analysis for the business stakeholders to grasp our position and manage ongoing expectations.

In this particular case, chartering will be used in a project recovery mode – to sort through problems and issues and chart a new course. It’s not the classic use for the technique, but it is a useful way to approach the problem.

In the chartering sessions, we’ll focus on the following assessment & planning steps –

1. Including key architects, senior developers and backend database experts in a problem analysis and resolution planning session. We need to sort out root cause of the problem and its relationship to architectural evolution / effort.

2. Contact the business team to understand the impediments to creating solid feature acceptance tests – on time. This needs to be improved and fed into the testing team for execution. This is a critical, progress blocking issue.

3. Contact the QA manager to understand resource constraints and other factors to their being behind schedule. Get to root causes, future risks and mitigation possibilities. Take this into the re-planning part of the chartering.

4. Including the entire team, re-plan the final 2 iterations. Since scope is well understood, a good position indeed, we only need to re-map work across the available time, including test time reassessments.

5. Review the re-plan results with key management and stakeholders. Note: we should probably bring 3 views to the table (delivering 100% of the features, delivering the previously negotiated 80%, and what percentage can be delivered in the final 2 iterations supporting the original 4 month target)

Chartering Scenario Wrap-up

All three of the above scenario points made use of aspects of chartering to ascertain a projects position, develop a working plan of attack, engage the team and effectively manage the expectations across stakeholders. There were essentially three distinct chartering points in this projects’ timeline –

· Chartering an interim maintenance release (small scope, short duration)

· Chartering a major release (larger scope, long duration, iterative)

· Chartering as a project recovery tool

In all three cases, we planned and targeted the chartering activity to the project state and current set of challenges. This pre-planning analysis step should occur for every application of chartering, leveraging the flexibility of the process to sort through the project dynamics and to chart a course forward.
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