CASE STUDY #4

DEPARTMENT OF SUBSTANCE ABUSE PROGRAMS

PROJECT INITIATION & PLANNING
CASE OVERVIEW   

In the preceding case, you saw some of the angst and “people drama” that more often than not is involved in getting a project from initial concept to initiation.    And while the first battle – getting the project proposal approved – was won,  it was not without conflict and some ominous indications that the project may have some rough road ahead.  

In our fictitious example, the project manager was selected before the project was approved. Depending upon the organization’s approach to project management, selection of the project may not happen until after project approval, as the project charter is being written.   And frequently, project management may be outsourced, particularly if in-house staff doesn’t have the expertise and/or experience for large enterprise projects.  But Amanda Macias, the CIO, knew the value of getting a project manager onboard as soon as possible, definitely before planning begins, and preferred a project manager who knew the department’s business processes rather than outsourcing it to someone who would have to spend time getting up to speed.

In this case, we will look at the process side as well as the “people” side of project management. We will focus on one specific task that is an essential part of the project initiation and planning process  – the project charter and scope definition (“what’s out, what’s in”) –  that must be completed before any actual development work begins (unless of course you want to set the project up for failure).   

CASE DETAILS 
The Project Charter    
Arthur was getting a little frustrated with Greg Dunbar, the assistant director of the Division of Treatment and Recovery Services.   Arthur needed to discuss the project charter with him since he was the project sponsor, and Greg – for the second time in a row – had canceled the meeting due to some other pressing issues.  Arthur knew that Greg was involved in a great many initiatives and extremely busy, but wondered if that was really the case, or if it was a convenient reason to give to mask what Arthur was coming to suspect was less than a strong commitment to the project.

As the project manager, Arthur knew the project charter is a key deliverable in the project initiation phase,  that it represents the first real milestone in the project, and that it is a foundational document which sets the boundaries and direction for the entire project, and upon which the entire project is built.  The charter provides a clear picture of the business drivers and objectives for the project, the project’s objective(s), key sponsors and stakeholders, and the project’s scope, i.e., “what’s out, what’s in.”

Arthur also knew from long experience that projects with a strong charter still may – and all too frequently do – run into trouble later on the project life cycle, but a project charter that is weak, incomplete and/or built on false premises is almost a sure-fire guarantee that the project will have major troubles.  Arthur was determined, with or without the project sponsor’s active engagement, to get a project charter that would serve as a viable road map throughout the project. And he would talk to Amanda about his concerns, and see if she could build a fire under Greg, and get him to actively engage in the project. 

Arthur had already gotten the project “registered” with the department’s Project Meeting Office.  The PMO analyst would help provide some of the administrative support, and would also monitor the project in an oversight capacity to make sure that the appropriate processes were being followed.  The analyst was already asking him about the status of the project charter, since it was important to get the scope of the project nailed down right away.  Sometimes this is easy, more often not.  

In the past, Arthur’s approach to defining the scope of a project was to be as inclusive as feasible in terms of involving staff.   Sometimes, it was a little ticklish to facilitate the meeting because of the size of the group and the need to manage their very different expectations. But Arthur  believed that the more representative and diverse the group, and the more they brainstormed as a group, the better and more cohesive the product – the scope definition – would be.  In addition, he had found that the more people were included and got to participate, even if their ideas weren’t always adopted, the more “buy-in” there would be for the project.  And the greater their buy-in, the greater the chances for a successful project – which, of course, was a prime objective for Arthur!

Arthur saw no reason to follow a different approach for this project, although due to the enterprise nature of the project, it meant inviting more than almost twenty managers and subject matter experts (SMEs) from the different business program and research units in the department that would be impacted by the new system, plus several representatives from the counties in order to include their perspective.

It was a little difficult to find a free spot at the same time on everyone’s calendar, and the first open date was not until a couple of weeks away.  To get people thinking ahead of the meeting, he sent them some background material, as well as a detailed agenda.  Arthur had seen too many meetings go off in tangents and not accomplish anything – or worse, cause staff to become disengaged – because there wasn’t a clear-cut agenda.  For this project, he wanted to focus the discussion on three areas of scope: data, business processes, and system interfaces. 

Arthur was also aware that defining the scope was one thing, getting agreement on the scope was another.  Some of the textbooks Arthur had read had said this part shouldn’t take more than two or three days in duration.  Maybe it was different in the public sector because of the many layers of management, but it usually seemed to take longer.  Planning in advance, Arthur scheduled three meetings over a two week period, with a fourth meeting held in reserve just in case they couldn’t reach closure.

At the initial meeting, Arthur set the ground rules and made sure everyone knew everyone else.   He mentioned that he would be acting as the facilitator throughout, and that after these scope meetings were completed, many of them would be involved in various phases of the project as subject matter experts and business program managers. 

The meeting started predictably.  There were several no-shows, including the project sponsor, Greg Dunbar.  There were a couple of people who didn’t wait for the meeting to start before voicing their opinion that a treatment outcome project wasn’t needed.  After Arthur reminded them that whether or not they felt the project was needed wasn’t an issue on the table – that had already been decided.  The only issue on the table was what the scope of the project should be the “what’s out, what’s in”.  

After that, the meeting went pretty much on track.  And a bit to Arthur’s surprise, he didn’t have to do very much to draw people out.  The business managers and SMEs were fully engaged in the conversation, although not necessarily seeing eye to eye.  Perhaps it wasn’t so much his inspired facilitation as the gourmet cookies he brought

There was general agreement that  in order to measure treatment outcomes, the scope of the project should include adding a third data collection point, in addition to the current admission and discharge data collection points, after the client was discharged from a treatment program.  How long afterwards was a matter of debate; rather than letting the meeting bog down on an irrelevant detail at that point, Arthur tabled discussion on that issue until the requirements analysis phase.  Most of the group also agree that the scope should include the federal government’s National Outcome Measures (NOMs),  even though they were still a proposal and not a requirement at this point.  And the problems with data quality of the present system being well known, all agree that the system should provide an extensive and thorough set of field and relational edits, to ensure that only “good” data could be passed through to the database.

Where the participants didn’t agree was whether to include the Addiction Severity Index (ASI) in the new system.  The ASI is a tool used by many clinicians to measure the type and severity of a client’s substance abuse patterns.   The staff from the Research Office and some of the business program SMEs wanted to see the ASI, which includes between 150 and 300 questions  depending  upon whether an abbreviated or full version is used, included in the new system.  The old CTDS didn’t include the ASI and only collected about 36 data elements.  

The ASI had been included in an earlier pilot project, argued Charles Tucker, one of the research analysts and a strong proponent for including the ASI.  According to Tucker, it had been well received by the treatment providers who had volunteered for the pilot.  Further,  many treatment providers and counties were already using the Addiction Severity Index ASI to screen and assess clients during the intake process.  

“Yes”, replied Donald Sellers, the manager of the Data Management and Quality Assurance Unit, “that may be the case, but it is entirely another matter to build a system for processing, storing and reporting that data, not to even mention the data entry workload imposed upon the treatment provider staff.”   Sonja Kreutz, the Information Security Officer, shook her head, and wondered just what steps would need to be taken to ensure the privacy and confidentiality of that level of data. One of the other analysts made a comment that including the ASI was just a back-door method of requiring counties to use the ASI for client intake.

At this point in the meeting, they had been discussing scope for over two hours, and Arthur knew the meeting had reached the point of diminishing returns, and that he was already losing the active engagement of the participants in the discussion.  So rather than to try to force a conclusion on whether to include the ASI, Arthur called it a day, and said that they would regroup on the ASI issue at the next meeting.

Several days later, at the beginning of the second meeting, Arthur recapped the previous meeting, and the group started anew on the question of whether to include the ASI.  It was apparent from the ensuing discussion that the participants were polarized and tended to feel strongly one way or another, depending upon their perspective on the value of the ASI versus the workload that would be imposed.  

Just as the conversation started becoming heated and emotional, one of the business program SMEs, who previously had been quiet, spoke up and said “The ASI is a recognized tool used nationally for conducting client assessments, but does anyone know if it can actually be used to measure treatment outcomes and to determine the performance of different types of treatment?” At that point everyone just sort of stopped and looked at each other.

The group then decided to get some outside assistance and placed a teleconference call to a national expert on the ASI.  The expert recommended against using it as a treatment outcome measurement tool, because it had never been validated for that purpose, but thought it could be of value if the state imposed a standard assessment tool on all counties and treatment providers in the state.

Since the group still could not reach consensus, this was one issue that Arthur took back to the Executive Governance Board for a final decision.  The board agreed with his recommendation that because the ASI fell outside the scope of data elements that could be used to measure outcomes, it should not be included in the project scope.  

As a compromise, the EGB agreed to consider a separate project – once the CTODS project was completed – to develop an automated ASI that could be offered to the counties and treatment providers for use as a standardized IT clinical tool.   Further, that CTODS should be designed to readily allow integration with an automated ASI.  

By the third meeting, most of the scope issues had been settled.  Cynically, Arthur wondered if it was because the participants were beginning to share a common vision, or it was just because the point of exhaustion had set in.  Probably, a little bit of both, he thought.

One last major scope issue remained to be settled.  The scope included developing a more sophisticated version of the interface between the state and the counties.  Counties were responsible for developing and maintaining their own systems for data collection and submission.  At the end of the month, the counties would extract the admission and discharge records for that month, then transmit them via e-mail as a batch file attachment  to the department.  Agreement had already been reached to replace the e-mail batch transmission method with a web-based portal for enhanced security and reliability.  

However, there was a spirited discussion – from departmental staff, as well as the county representatives – that the very small counties could not afford to develop a new system on their own.  The group felt strongly that a “no frills” web-based data entry system should be included in the scope, as a tool for those counties unable to develop their own systems.  This was a hard sell to the Executive Governance Board, but in the end, they agreed to it as being mutually beneficial to both the state and to those counties needing assistance.

Having concluded the scope definition, Arthur was feeling a little uneasy about the 24-month ceiling for the project.  Given the number of items included in the scope, such as the web-based data entry system, Arthur saw this as a project that would require a minimum of 24 months, and which could easily take six months longer.  He e-mailed his concerns to Greg, (since Greg wasn’t available for a face-to-face discussion).  Greg’s response was that the department had already committed to the 24 month ceiling for the project, and this timeframe was not negotiable, so Arthur needed to do whatever was necessary to meet this deadline. 

Arthur shared his concerns with Amanda, who gave him one of her looks that Arthur had come to interpret as meaning “give me a straight answer and don’t worry about being diplomatic” and asked him, “Arthur, do you think that it can be done within 24 months, and if so, what is it going to take?”  Arthur gave Amanda his “laundry list,” of what would be required – the department would need to outsource the development effort rather than depending solely on in-house IT staff, the business program managers needed to increase the availability of their staff  throughout the requirements analysis and design phases,  there needed to quicker turnaround from the board on policy issues impacting the project, and the project sponsor needed to be actively involved.  Amanda replied that she could work with Greg to ensure that Arthur had the additional funding he needed for outsourcing, that she would make sure the business program managers made their staff 
available, and that she would try to take a lead role in getting the board to respond faster.  But she offered little hope regarding getting Greg to more actively participate, saying that was his typical style, and for Arthur to work with Greg as best he could.

Arthur knew that Amanda’s assistance helped offset Greg’s lack of involvement.  But Arthur couldn’t help but get a bad feeling when he took the project charter to Greg for his review, and Greg signed it with only a cursory scan, saying “Arthur, you know what needs to be in here, I’m sure you did a good job, I’ll sign it, and if there need to be any changes, we’ll do them later.

Despite his ominous feeling, Arthur felt vastly relieved to have the project charter finally signed and approved.  Arthur then turned his attention to completing the other remaining tasks in the Project Planning Phase. 

CASE SUMMARY
This case focused on one small, but very critical task in the CTODS project – developing the project charter and in somewhat excruciating detail, defining the scope of the project (again, “what’s out, what’s in”).  The conversations and discussions described in this case, while entirely fictional, parallel those that you might expect to find in a real life project of this nature.

We also saw several warning signs – the lack of active involvement by the project sponsor.  If the project sponsor is conspicuously absent this early in the project, what does that portend for the rest of the project?  

We also saw a very aggressive project timeframe being set because a commitment had been made before the scope had been determined.  

One last thing: projects and project decisions are not always dispassionate and logical.  Emotions, be they frustration or satisfaction, anxiety or relief, are a very real part of project management.  Knowing how to recognize and deal with the emotions of project team members and stakeholders can make the difference between a project that succeeds and one that fails.

CASE 4 QUESTIONS
1. In this case, a point was made about selecting a manager before planning begins.  Why is this important?  Also, Amanda wanted a project manager who knew the department.  Are there some potential problems with this approach? 

2. There are four basic dimensions to project scope – deliverables, quality, time, and cost.  Were all these dimensions addressed adequately during the project charter and scope discussions?  

3. Do you think that Arthur was correct in proceeding with only cursory involvement by Greg, the project sponsor?  Why or why not?  What other actions could he have taken?

4. This case described the work that went into defining the project scope (what’s out, what’s in), and how it took longer than anticipated.  Scope creep is a real problem in many projects, and can easily cause projects to ultimately fail.  Why?

5. What if the discussions with stakeholders representing different viewpoints and interests concerning project scope had not taken place?  What if they had been decided solely by the Executive Governance Board?  Do you think it would have taken less time? Do you think the results would have been the same?  Explain your answers.

6. At this point, if a company offered you a job (after you graduated, of course) that would train you to become a project manager, and all the other factors looked good (salary, location, office environment, etc.), would you be interested?  Why or why not?

