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Sizing Up Your Promises and Expectations

by Michael Mah

In previous issues of ITMS, I tackled the subject of managing Internet-
speed deadlines (see ITMS, May and June 2000). Specifically, what do
you do when IT projects are given a deadline first, before you know the
full scope of the requirements? Also, how do IT applications development
and maintenance projects fundamentally behave — what are the “laws of
nature?” How can that knowledge help us estimate projects better?

Well, since then, I have continued to take audience surveys about current
practices. I have conducted these similar queries at several recent speak-
ing engagements.

I ask, “How many of you are given the deadline first? How many of you
have at least one-half, one-third, or one-quarter of the requirements well
established when you’re tasked with starting the build phase of your proj-
ect?” In nearly all the cases, the answers are frighteningly the same: a
fixed deadline, for what seems like an impossibly short schedule, and
undefined scope.

The Problem with Overpromises

The problem with this scenario is that project teams invariably slide into
a dynamic where the deadline is firmly solidified, but the promised
scope becomes wildly excessive, resulting in disaster. Without reliable

Continued on page 2.

Practical Software Measures Offer
a0lutions to Process Ghallenges

by Arlene Minkiewicz

A good measurement program is one of the corner-
stones of any successful process-improvement pro-
gram. In fact, measurement is essential if you want to
be able to quantitatively identify improvements. But knowing this
doesn’t help when you find yourself responsible for the implementa-
tion of a measurement program in your organization. There are just a
few questions you want answered. Where do you start? What are the
right things to measure? Why me?

Successful measurement programs generally don’t try to accomplish
too much at one time. It is important to understand the problems you
are trying to solve with your measurement program and select the
measures that best meet your goals. It is best not to try to solve all of

Continued on page 9.

This issue continues to offer practical advice on
how to use metrics to make better decisions.

First, | continue to bang away at the topic of man-
aging risk in my article “Sizing Up Your Promises
and Expectations.” When we examine IT project
overrun statistics, we see that the small percentage
of projects that manage to make both cost and
schedule do so by the only method known to
mankind when the deadline looms like a freight train
— they cut function to the core. |take a look at
how people get into that sordid mess in the first
place. It begins with the initial overpromise, either
through tacit allowance of scope growth or by blind
over commitment on what the team takes on at the
onset. In this space, we have to talk about the
issue of “sizing” software IT projects.

Next, I'm pleased to introduce a new author to
ITMS: Arlene Minkiewicz, chief scientist at Price
Systems LLC. Her article, “Practical Software
Measures Offer Solutions to Process Challenges,”
talks about the priorities of successful measurement
programs. She articulates how important it is to
understand the problems that you're trying to solve
and to let that guide you in deciding what to do first.
This is about aligning your measurement program
to get the most out of your efforts.

Then, Stan Rifkin of Master Systems gives great
advice in “How to Select Software Project Macro-
Estimation Tools.” He offers his personal checklist
that can help you get to the heart of the matter
when looking for automated models to help with
that all-important “scenario analysis” when it
comes to decision time on critical IT projects.

All'in all, this trio of topics is designed to help you
get down to measuring what matters most and to
use metrics in a meaningful way.

Michael C. Mah, Editor
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software-estimation capabilities, organiza-
tions badly overpromise. It seems to be in
our very nature. This seems to happen in
both inhouse development and in many situ-
ations where IT is outsourced.

Even if the initial promise is realistic, there’s
another problem — scope growth, or require-
ments creep. Along these lines, another
question in my audience survey is, “How
many of you know when to say ‘no’ as the
requirements and scope grow on your
projects? For example, when do you know
that the number of work requests has crossed
the line into an ‘impossible zone’ for a proj-
ect with a fixed deadline?” Very few hands

go up.

I contend that as long as people struggle with
these issues, we will see an elongation of
project schedules. To staff up on a project
with a given deadline, overpromise on what
will be done, suffer the inevitable slips, panic
about the end date, and then pull functional-
ity out at the last minute (to the “core”) to
make the schedule, destroys process produc-
tivity. That path costs more, takes longer,
and produces more defects. In some cases,
it’s not uncommon for a 10-month schedule
to become 15 months, and for the effort and
costs to double as staff is ramped up during
the chaos of the final months.

Our Competitiveness in the Marketplace
Demands a New Core Competency

What is an I'T manager to do? The walls
of IT applications backlogs combined with
the need to accelerate schedules creates a
doubly painful situation where the reflexive
response is to overpromise.

For many organizations, this dynamic is so
pervasive that it is by far the number one
killer of process productivity, resulting in
projects being late and over budget, with
poor quality. There comes a point for some

where the effects are so extreme that to focus
attention on other issues affecting I'T produc-
tivity is to pursue an abstraction. Other
issues affecting productivity become almost
irrelevant!

In fact, I can recall one project that my team
benchmarked several years ago. The project
size was more than 4 million lines of code.
Productivity was phenomenal and reflective
of the technology that was employed by the
team. Ironically, this actually contributed to
the problem of scope growth and churn.
Why? Because management felt that it had a
free ticket to do so because of how effi-
ciently the code was able to be produced.

In the end, the project failed because the
requirements grew wildly out of control.
Consortium members fought over scope and
lost sight of common interests, pulling the
project in five different directions. The
project crashed and burned, and more than
US $100 million was written off in losses.
Management never deployed the system.

The size of the project was grossly underesti-
mated at first and then ballooned into a mon-
ster. Ed Yourdon summed it up well: “If you
underestimate the size of your project, com-
mon sense says that it doesn’t matter which
methodology you use, what tools you buy,

or even what programmers you assign to

the job.”

That demands a new core competency for
many IT organizations: managing scope;
managing your promises; your commitments;
the growth of the promise; the churn; the size
of the amount of software that you commit to
deliver. The rapid change in the marketplace
demands that you handle these dynamics
well. If you don’t, you can be assured of bad
outcomes. If you become great at handling
this, you’ll have a critical edge, and your
productivity and creativity will show.
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