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Best Practice IT Project Management – A long adventurous journey

Ian Koenig PMP - Quality IS Projects, Inc.      

Released in 1968, Stanley Kubrick’s film, “2001: A Space Odyssey” has become more than a classic science fiction film, it has served as an illustration of human and technological development.  The film, based on a short story by Arthur C. Clarke, has many striking images.  This paper examines best practice information technology (IT) project management in terms of the five phases of the film.  More can be learnt about the film at http://www.filmsite.org/twot.html  

Earth, Moon and Sun in alignment (Thus Spake Zarathustra)

From a best practice viewpoint, IT project management has not yet achieved such a magical alignment.  It does follow the form of project management as defined in the PMBoK®Guide; but there are some additional “moons” to discover and a slightly different orientation that have prevented complete conjunction.  Where are we on this journey?  Not far based on our performance.  If scientific knowledge is doubling every twelve years and information technology is progressing at an even faster rate, will we ever discover the secrets to manage IT projects?  This paper attempts to show what we have in the way of best practices for IT project management, what lies ahead of us, and one possible approach.

The Dawn of Man

Our prehistoric past - at the watering hole 

Are we stumbling around like prehistoric apes? scared by most things in our environment, unable to establish any legitimacy?  If project performance is used as a measure, then we revert to this state quite frequently.  Reports originally published by the Standish Group in the last millennium quantified the lack of performance achieved on IT projects using traditional measures (on time, within budget, and conforming to requirements).  Although subsequent surveys have shown some improvements, bottom line, seven out of ten IT projects fail to meet the “triple constraint”.  

So performance is a problem but are we still successful on IT projects?  There has been much debate, especially in the International Journal of Project Management on the definition of project success, there is no clear answer, see summaries by Walid & Belassi and Wateridge.  Unfortunately, this does not provide a way out for IT project management because at a minimum, speed (on time or preferably early) and quality have become the critical success factors for IT projects.  One can narrow it down even further for large global IT projects and say that speed is the key.

Transition - an ape smashing a skeleton with a bone 

Although we occasionally revert to the earlier behavior, our transition to a higher order actually started 27 years ago with the publication of The Mythical Man-Month by Frederick P. Brooks, Jr.  We can build IT project management best practices on six points made in this breakthrough work:

· Brook’s Law – adding staff to a late software project makes it later.  Anyone associated with IT projects for any length of time will have witnessed this law in action, most likely during construction or testing.  It seems to be a natural human trait that effort is confused with progress.  To prevent its occurrence it is necessary to educate all project stakeholders and proactively manage resources.

· Conceptual Integrity – the need for an underlying architecture.  Like most European cathedrals, IT environments evolve over time and therefore have many different styles.  This lack of conceptual integrity in IT impacts new development as well as maintenance and support.  In some cases, it prevents organizations from adopting new technologies and work processes.  Brooks offers us a metaphor, Reims Cathedral, where eight generations of builders followed an overall design.  All IT projects demand technology architecture planning and now there are standards that can be followed, see IEEE.

· Product Specifications – Focus on the product both at the start of a project and throughout the lifecycle.  Rushing to identify the “how” before the “what” is especially dangerous on new technology projects. Again, we have a mechanism to support us; this approach has been fully developed in the PRINCE®2 methodology as product based planning.

· Plan to throw one away – plan for prototyping.  Brooks argues that you will throw one pilot system away, so you might as well plan for it.  Most proven development and deployment methodologies take account of this in either prototyping or iterative development cycles.  So a proven development and/or deployment methodology becomes a prerequisite for IT project management.    

· Team size – small teams face have fewer communication problems.  Brooks uses the formula n(n-1)/2 to quantify the number of communication interfaces, where n is the number of people on the team.  The increased number of interfaces increases the potential for miscommunication and all its attendant problems.  This insight has more recently been expressed in the concept of pair programming, a technique used in Extreme Programming.  

· Milestone Planning – making our plan measurable by picking concrete and specific events.  This limits the subjectivity of the plan, providing a better estimate of the work to be accomplished, simplifies the progress update process, and leads to a better forecast of the remaining project scope.  This combined with a focus on products clarifies the planning, execution, and control of IT projects.  It has the added benefit of providing a simple approach and tangible approach that can be understood by business partners.

The Mythical Man-Month provides several other powerful insights, see below for examples, but the above points allow us to avoid most of the pitfalls of IT project management.

· 10:1 ratio in productivity between the best and worst performers on a project team can be expected

· Estimates are influenced by the unvoiced assumption that all will go well

So, is this our tool that allows us to progress to a different level?  It certainly provides the necessary insights to plan, monitor and control IT projects and may explain why this work remains in print after so many years and is referred to by so many IT project managers and team members.  There have been many efforts that have built on this foundation especially in:

· Estimating – algorithms, automated tools

· Development Methodologies – proven “how to” approaches to analysis, development, testing, and deployment

IT project management has also, more than any other specific area, leveraged the development of general project management tools and techniques.  The only real limitation is our continuous and consistent use of these approaches and herein maybe the problem.  We continue to search for better approaches while ignoring some fundamental rules of IT project management.  

We now move on several periods in time and thought, but has there really been a change?

The Lunar Journey in the Year 2000

Space station circling the Earth 

What has changed?  After a quarter of a century, we develop elaborate schedules, use many automated tools, and we can quantify our “mistakes”.  But our journey may not have covered as great a distance as it looks on the surface.  Have we fundamentally changed?  Like the space station, we have tangible proof that we have completed “stuff” and that may be misguiding our search for best practices.  No one is sending out signals, allowing us to just follow a path.   

And astronauts viewing the tablet

In the film, this significant discovery carries the threat of “cultural shock and social disorientation”.  We know most of the guidelines we need to follow:

· Proven methodologies

· Skill based resource assignment

· Small teams

· Architecture planning

· Fully test and freeze

· Business led projects

· Speed is the key

· Single point accountability

But we are not yet in alignment.  More broadly, the same is true for project management in general, e.g., we have still not come to a common understanding of project success.  One of the additional moons is strategic planning which includes critical tools for IT projects:

· Force field analysis – to examine and assess the relative strength of a project’s enabling forces and constraining forces

· Stakeholder analysis – to examine and assess the relative strength of stakeholders attitudes and level of influence

· AID (Attractiveness/Implementation Difficulty) grid – for comparing a portfolio of IT projects.  Similar 2 by 2 tables can compare the likelihood of realizing benefits against the size of business benefit

Project management assumes this process has been completed.  Tozer and Johnson & Scholes have addressed these needs, IT project management needs to embrace them.  

Have we found the second tablet and are we ready for that next journey?  This is possibly where we are in our odyssey.  The film as an analogy for IT project management best practices has coincidentally got the timing right.  We are still in the process of discovering our planet and its moon.  

 In the film a spaceship is sent to Jupiter to find the source of the tablet.

Jupiter Mission – the journey

Astronaut and HAL 9000 computer – “The 9000 is the most reliable computer ever made.  No 9000 has ever made a mistake or distorted information”

Nothing is foolproof and we may be heading in the wrong direction.  Brooks warns us not to look for “the silver bullet” that will give us an order of magnitude improvement, yet we continue to seek out new best practices in the hope that one will be the panacea for all our problems.  We continue to encounter resistance from project stakeholders when we apply individual best practices and this could push us in the direction of seeking an overall model.  This holistic approach could include both IT project management best practices and everyday management practices.  The HAL 9000 in this case serves as a warning against pursuing the perfect system of project management that addresses all needs, operating faultlessly in a changing environment.  

In data management there are three equations that may provide clarity on which direction to take:

data + context = information

information + experience = knowledge

knowledge + customer focus = solutions

Brooks and others have taken data and applied context and experience and provided us with knowledge on this topic.  We have to concentrate on finding ways to apply that knowledge within organizations and that requires customer focus.  Our journey is not to go further afield but to find effective ways of using what we know.  In the past there may have been a lack of, or insufficient, customer focus.  The same way HAL was more trusted than the human crew of the spaceship, we may be guilty of excluding the customer and therefore not arriving at a solution.  

Jupiter and beyond the infinite

Orbiting Star Child

Like the film, there is a lot of data out there and we need to decide whether it serves our best interest to focus on gathering more data. We could also expend a lot of energy putting this data in context and applying experience in order to gain additional knowledge.  Our greatest need may not be more individual best practices but to consistently and continuously apply the fundamental ones that have already been proven to be effective.  We do not need to go to Jupiter and beyond.  Let us start or continue by applying the six points highlighted by Brooks in the last millennium - Brook’s Law, Conceptual Integrity, Product Specification, Plan to throw one away, Small Teams, and Milestone Planning; and using the associated tools that support these insights.  To ensure their effectiveness we need to add customer focus.
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