CASE STUDY #5

DEPARTMENT OF SUBSTANCE ABUSE PROGRAMS

The Requirements Analysis
CASE OVERVIEW   

In the last case, we took a look at some of the tasks in the project initiation and planning phases, specifically those tasks revolving around the project charter and scope definition.  For this case, we’ll move ahead to the requirements analysis phase.  In this case, we will focus in this case on how requirements are identified, validated and documented.  We’ll see this through the eyes of Donald Sellers, the manager of the Data Management and Quality Assurance Unit, who has been asked by Arthur Bandini, the project manager, to manage the requirements analysis phase.  

CASE DETAILS 
Planning the Requirements Analysis
Monday morning at 7:10 a.m. on the dot, Donald Sellers leaned back in his chair and began visualizing the week ahead. Once a week – and once a week only at 7:00 a.m. on Monday, for 10 minutes max – he indulged himself by thinking about retirement in a year or so.  Throughout his career, Don had thrown himself into everything he had done, going full speed ahead day after day.  Don took pride in being one of the first to arrive in the morning, one of the last to leave in the evening and seldom taking more than 30 minutes for lunch. When he did take vacation, Don had to fight the tendency to call in every day just “to see how things were going.”  And with the advent of e-mail, it became even worse; he had to make a conscious effort to not check his e-mail throughout the day.  Two years ago, Don and his wife went to Hawaii for the first time, and his spouse had to firmly lay down the law that he couldn’t bring his notebook computer with him.   Don had no sympathy for those who retired on the job; he was determined to not slow down one iota until the moment he retired.  

Don really enjoyed project work, particularly the requirements analysis phase.  He viewed identifying and defining the functional requirements as almost as much fun as testing the final product.  He also considered the requirements analysis phase as the most important part of the project.  Any one could have an idea, he felt, but taking that idea and translating it into functional requirements required real business expertise, critical thinking skills and a thorough attention to detail.   Don also had a vested interest in making sure the requirements were complete, correct and specific, since his unit was responsible for system and user acceptance testing.  As Don would tell his staff, “You need good requirements to test against.  You can still do a poor job of testing even if you have good requirements.  But if you don’t have good requirements, there is just no way to do a good job of testing.”

Don had worked on a good number of projects, but this one was larger in size and complexity than any of the others, and he felt somewhat challenged, even a little intimidated by what was expected of him.   But on the other hand, Don enjoyed a good challenge, and in a way, this project was sort of rejuvenating, taking on an assignment of this scale, something he had never done before.  To Don, this project would be a fitting way to cap his career.
The next step – requirements analysis – would really be an extension of the problem analysis his team had just completed. Don felt good about how the problem analysis had gone, and he felt his team had done a thorough job of analyzing the current business processes and developing system improvement objectives.  In particular, he was genuinely impressed by the skill and expertise of Rhonda Jones and David Patel, the two consultants that had just come onboard – he couldn’t quite believe how much business knowledge they had soaked up in just a couple of weeks.  He was looking forward to the contributions they would make, not only for the requirements analysis and design phases, but also once they began system testing.  

The team had developed a number of system improvement objectives that Don thought would add definite value during the actual requirements analysis.  Two of them Don felt would be immensely valuable from a data management standpoint.  The first was to eliminate any manual processing and to fully automate the tasks involved with receiving the data files from the counties, processing them, and updating the database. This would help free up several of his staff from the time-intensive manual processes required by the current system.  Likewise, the other objective would allow a comprehensive group of management information and control reports, with extensive filters to select from, to be generated on-demand; his staff would no longer have to write queries every time they wanted to extract data from the database.

One Month Ago        
Once the baseline scope was negotiated and the Project Charter signed off, Arthur hadn’t wasted any time in drawing up the Project Management Plan.  His first task was to develop the baseline project schedule and budget.  Arthur was getting a little frustrated.  He was trying to put the finishing touches on the initial plan.  He needed to include the resource assignments and the detailed tasks for the next phase of the project – the requirements analysis – but the software just wasn’t cooperating.  The division had recently moved to a collaborative project management software tool, and Arthur was still not comfortable with what the user interface, which he though was counterintuitive, and really wanted to go back to his tried and true single-version Microsoft Project.  But he didn’t want another lecture from the Project Management Office that senior project managers needed to set an example for others.

While he was struggling with the software, Arthur realized he still wasn’t getting a good feeling about the project schedule itself.  The more that Arthur looked at the overall project schedule, the more nervous he became.   His gut feeling told him the project schedule was overly optimized and too aggressively scheduled.  Arthur took great pride in completing projects on time, and was not happy with the situation. He had already received a firm response from executive management that the timeframe for completing the project was not negotiable.  The scope of the project – given the project’s business objectives – was relatively modest, and Arthur couldn’t see it being narrowed further.  

The one thing that Arthur had plenty of was available funding for the project.  He liked to run his projects lean and mean in terms of resources; based on his experience, if there were too many people on a project, it ran the risk of slowing things down rather than speeding them up.  But, with a mental sigh, Arthur thought, this was one of the situations where he needed to make an exception.  If the project was “front-loaded” from the beginning with a copious number of carefully chosen and highly skilled contractors to supplement in-house staff,  Arthur thought he might just be able to meet the deadline.  It would be expensive, but in this project, time rather than money was the fixed immovable constraint.  It didn’t really matter if there was a good reason or not for the deadline  – and there really wasn’t, Arthur thought –  he would manage the project accordingly – no matter his personal feelings and how much it grated.  But heaven help the employee or contractor who fell behind without good reason!  And Arthur would make sure that his concerns regarding the allotted timeframe for the project were duly noted in the risk management plan.

Arthur also pondered over his selection of the core members for the project team.  Don Sellers, the quality assurance manager, would handle the requirements analysis and testing phases.  Arthur thought very highly of Don, and knew those parts of the project would be in good hands.  Roger Washington, the manager of the Application Support Unit, would oversee the contractors working on coding and building the actual system.  Roger was competent, Arthur knew, he just needed to be kept on a fairly tight leash.  William Kurasa, the DBA, was a little too informal in his approach to projects for Arthur’s liking, but he was the DBA and Arthur had no choice but to include him.  He would try to make sure there were enough checks and balances so that nothing fell between the cracks.

On the business side of the Information Technology Services Division, Mindy Fong, the lead analyst for the Project Management Office, could and would help keep everything and everybody on task, plus take a great deal of the project administrative work off his shoulders – but like many PMO analysts, Arthur felt that Mindy was hard coded to focus on process only and sometimes overlooked the people part of projects.   The Information Security Officer, Sonja Kreutz, would be a good addition to the team – she knew her field, and she knew her role on the project, plus her sense of humor could help defuse meetings down the road when time was tight, team members were tired and tempers began to fray.  And Arthur knew there would be more than a few of those types of meetings.

Team members from outside the division included Allen Snyder and Bonnie Krause from the Office of Research.  Allen was fairly new to the department but superb in his data analysis abilities.  Bonnie was another old-timer in the department, who didn’t have quite the analysis background of Allen, but who compensated for it by her in-depth knowledge of the department and how the different data pieces all fit together.  Arthur had negotiated long and hard with the head of the Office of Research to get these two staff members allocated as project resources.  

The only team member that Arthur had real worries about was Sally Glover, one of the middle managers from the Division of Prevention and Treatment Services.  On the plus side, she knew the business program-side of the department inside and out, and she also had a good working relationship with many of the county administrators.  This was critical for understanding the county perspective on the requirements and design for the system, as well as ensuring effective communication of the project plan to the field.   

On the other hand, Sally came across at times as having her own agenda, and she could be very difficult to work with.  The only other choice offered to him by Greg Dunbar, the assistant director for the Division of Prevention and Treatment Services, was Bruce Johnston, a relatively new business program manager who had recently come from a different state agency.   He seemed to be very easy to get along with and picked things up quickly, but was still in learning mode regarding the department’s business programs.  

Since time was such a critical factor on this project, Arthur felt he had no realistic choice but to select Sally.  She would be assisted by Paula Marston, a business analyst who had a strong reputation for tenacity and thoroughness, although Arthur thought Paula could be a little dogmatic and stubborn at times.  But Arthur knew Paula to be a straight shooter, and he hoped that would counter-balance his concerns about Sally.  Arthur had had to make less than ideal team member choices before, and sooner or later, he would find out if he had made the right one in this case.

The Requirements Analysis    
Don was not a big fan of using interviews as the primary tool for determining requirements.  In his experience, he felt that they required too much time and effort for too little return.  Don preferred group work sessions and believed that with a good facilitator, the group dynamics could result in producing a superior set of requirements where the total was greater than the sum of the parts. 

If he had the time, Don’s approach of choice would have been to use Business Process Reengineering (BPR).  Oh, he knew that many analysts and managers considered BPR a fad of the 1990s, but Don saw it as a good tool for really drilling down.  It was a particularly good tool to use when a new system was going to bring a significant change to the business units, and the strategic business processes were fuzzy and undefined, as was the case with this project.  The problem with BPR, though, was that it tended to be a fairly long process, with a considerable amount of reiteration, and there simply wasn’t the time available.

Don’s fallback tool was Joint Requirements Planning (JRP), a tightly organized and structured methodology for conducting group work sessions.  JRP employed techniques that when used correctly, could dramatically reduce the time needed to identify and define requirements, and to achieve consensus on them.  JRP required considerable expertise for planning and leading the work sessions; fortunately, the two consultants he had recently hired, Rhonda Jones and David Patel, had substantial experience in conducting JRP work sessions.  They would make excellent planners and facilitators, Don knew, for the JRP sessions.

Several days after giving them the assignment, Rhonda came to Don for help.  She was trying to get Greg Dunbar to commit to a specific date for the JRP work session, but was not getting any traction.  Don, like Arthur, knew that Greg’s commitment to this project appeared lukewarm at best. But Don knew that it was vital that the project sponsor’s attendance, particularly at  the initial work session, was vital in order to set the tone and to encourage business users and managers to give the work sessions their full participation.  Even better, if Greg was at the meetings, Sally, as his subordinate, might be more inclined to take a positive role.  

Don sighed, he was afraid this might happen.  He could follow channels and talk to Arthur.  Arthur as the project director would probably then go to see Amanda, the CIO, since she was Greg’s peer.  Amanda would then go talk to Greg and try to get him more involved.  And if that didn’t work, Amanda would probably have to get the Deputy Director involved.  Don preferred to save going this route as a last resort.  

Instead, Don went to see Greg’s administrative assistant, Chris Lambert.  Chris and Don had worked together many years ago, and they could share war stories in total confidence with each other.  Don told Chris the problem, Chris said he’d take care of it with Greg and make sure he scheduled it for a time when Greg had nothing else going on to keep him from attending, and that was that – one problem solved.  Chris also told Don to go ahead and schedule the business staff and managers who needed to attend – Chris would take care of that with Greg also.

Once this issue was resolved, Rhonda and David were able to move ahead with finalizing the plans for the JRP sessions.  Rhonda estimated that, given the scope of the project,  it would take a series of six meetings with each one lasting about four hours. To avoid burn-out and to minimize the impact upon the participants, they would schedule the meetings twice per week over a three week period. As a safety measure, they also tacked on a fourth week and two additional meetings just in case.  

Rhonda also recommended against holding the meetings in one of the department’s conference rooms and suggested they hold the meeting off-site instead.  In her experience, she told Don, too many participants tended to get interrupted or to wander off “just to check up on things” when the meeting was held on-site.  Don couldn’t disagree with her, since he was guilty of doing just that himself.  Rhonda’s company actually had a conference room set up specifically for this purpose, with computer equipment, 
projection devices, electronic whiteboards and breakout rooms.  They would also provide a scribe for the meeting.  David would also draft an agenda in advance for each session, setting out the ground rules and listing the objectives for that meeting.  And they would also include some details for each topic in order to, as David put it, “start the wheels turning ahead of the meeting.”

In addition to the project team, Don selected participants who represented a cross-section of the department, and who were knowledgeable in their respective areas, and who were a mix of system users as well as managers.  Also invited were a number of county and treatment provider administrators.  Don’s practice was to be as inclusive as possible, to ensure they didn’t miss gathering vital requirements because there was inadequate representation of stakeholders.

The JRP meetings went off well, due in no small part to the amount of preparation and to the expertise of the facilitators.  Greg Dunbar came to the opening meeting and gave a good keynote address on the importance of the project, and his expectations of the participants.  Rhonda and David were superb at getting people to participate, as well as tactfully ensuring that some people didn’t “over-participate” and dominate or hijack the meeting.  Even Sally, who indicated that she had been upset that responsibility for the new system had been transferred to her division, participated in a positive manner and contributed, as Don knew she could, many perceptive observations that they might have otherwise missed.  And while Rhonda and David allowed some deviation from the agenda, they made sure the core topics were fully covered and not shortchanged.

Don felt good about the quality and completeness of the functional requirements that came out of the JRP sessions – they were better than expected and pretty much met his own exacting standards.  He was particularly pleased to see, as the JRP meetings progressed, the business users and managers beginning to take ownership of the new system; that was a definite plus which would increase the chances for project success, as well as making his job easier.  And he had held up his end of things, by completing this part of the project on schedule.

But somewhat to Don’s surprise, it became apparent during the JRP sessions that while the business program managers knew what data they wanted to collect, they hadn’t really thought about or created a strategy for how  they would use the data in their business processes once the project was completed.  It seemed to Don that things were a bit backwards, that the strategy should have come first.  While the JRP sessions helped to mitigate this problem a bit, what really was needed was some catch-up work by the business programs.

A week later, while briefing the Executive Governance Board on the JRP sessions and how successful they were, Don also mentioned his concerns. At one time, Don would have been careful to express criticism in a manner that didn’t sound like criticism and that minimized the risk any of the directors might take offense.  But the closer Don got to retirement, the less reticent he became, and the more willing he was to be completely candid.  So Don told the board that while the requirements analysis process itself had 
gone quite well, there was no way to guarantee that they had completely hit the target because the target wasn’t really defined yet, i.e., the business program side of the department had not yet done what they were supposed to, i.e., to develop a business strategy for how the data would be used.  Don grinned to himself as he watched Arthur, who was far more politic than Dan, wince when he said that.  

Greg Dunbar, the  Division of Prevention and Treatment Services assistant director, was nonplussed at Don’s comment.  He responded that they would develop their business strategy as the system was being built, and if they found something had been left out, they would just go back and request that it be added.  At that point, Amanda Macias, the CIO, advised Greg in her tactful but direct manner that while they could do that, it would add significant risk to the project and would almost definitely result in added work and costs after the project was completed.

Don left the briefing feeling pretty good about the state of the project.  The risk hadn’t been resolved, but it had at least been identified at the right level, and that was the first step towards resolution.  Time was short, and Don didn’t dwell on his concerns, but moved ahead to begin drafting the Requirements Analysis document, the deliverable from this phase of the project.

CASE SUMMARY
In this case, we again looked at the mix of process and people in getting through an essential phase of the project.  We described some of the thoughts that typically go through the head of a project manager in selecting the project team.  And we described one methodology that can be used to gather functional requirements completely and quickly (although it won’t be cheap) when time is in short supply. 

One essential factor to always keep in mind when you are working on a project:  in requirements analysis, to do your job, you must get into the heart of how people do their jobs.  Many, if not most, employees will feel some sense of threat or uncertainty to their “comfort zones.”  Expect pushback, expect it to be manifested in many different ways, and have a strategy for dealing with resistance  in a positive manner when occurs, which it inevitably will.

CASE 5 QUESTIONS
1. In this case, Arthur Bandini, the project manager, felt the project schedule was overly optimistic and too aggressive.  Since he could not negotiate a longer schedule with executive management and since funding for the project was flexible, Arthur decided to “front-load” the project with more resources in order to reduce the risk of project schedule slippage. In The Mythical Man Month, a well-known and classical study, the author, Frederick P. Brooks, Jr.,  argues that adding resources to a project after it is behind schedule generally creates more problems rather than improving things.  Do you think that “front-loading” additional resources at the beginning of a project before there is any slippage, helps reduce the risk that a project will not finish on time? Explain and support your answer.

2. Arthur chose Sally Glover over Bruce Johnson because of her subject-matter expertise, although she had a reputation for being hard to work with.  Do you think that Arthur made the right choice?  Why or why note?  What do you think might have been the results if Arthur had chosen Bruce instead?

3. Why did Don choose to do Joint Requirements Planning (JRP)?

4. Why did Don dislike using interviews as the primary tool for determining

 requirements?  

5. At the conclusion of the requirements analysis, Don advised the department’s directors that the business program side of the department had identified the data that needed to be collected, but had not yet set a business strategy for how the data would be used.  Do you think Donald was right or wrong in his viewpoint?  Is it always necessary to know how the data will be used before determining what data to collect?  Explain your answer.

6. Some studies have indicated that only seven percent of communication is verbal and that the vast majority of communication is actually through tone of voice and body language.  How might you use tone of voice and body language to help identify and validate requirements?   Or, is it inappropriate to do this?  Explain your answer.

