CASE STUDY #7

DEPARTMENT OF SUBSTANCE CONTROL PROGRAMS

Project Close-out, Lessons Learned and On To the Next Project
CASE OVERVIEW   

In the previous cases, we have taken you on a journey from project conception through project implementation of the fictional Client Treatment Outcome Data System (CTODS) project.  Now that CTODS has finally gone “live,” and production data is flowing in from the counties, the project team needs to “operationalize” the project and close it out.  In this last case, we’ll take a look at these final but very essential project tasks.  

CASE DETAILS 
With the system in production and data coming in from the counties, Arthur and the project team savored the moment – but not for very long, knowing that there were still a number of project tasks remaining before the project could be considered completed, and not much time left in the project schedule.  The “laundry list” of remaining tasks included “operationalizing” the project, i.e., transitioning CTODS from project mode to maintenance and operations, closing out the consultant contracts, holding the “lessons learned” meetings and/or interview, releasing and/or reassigning the project team, ensuring that a change management process was in place, writing the project completion report, planning the post-implementation project review, and last but not least, holding the project completion celebration.

“Operationalizing” the Project
With only six weeks remaining in the project schedule, Arthur kept everyone on the project busy with their tasks so as to avoid any loss of momentum.  One of the busiest teams was that of Roger Washington, the manager of the Application Support Unit.  Roger would be responsible for maintenance and operations, and was responsible for the transition to operations plan.  The development team consultants, whose engagement on the project would soon be ending, needed to move into “knowledge transfer” mode to ensure that the permanent staff in Roger’s unit had the expertise needed to maintain the new system.  Roger and his staff, along with William Kurasa, the DBA, would also need to monitor CTODS on a regular basis to ensure that it was continuing to perform as designed and expected.

Another critical task was ensuring that the system and user documentation was completed prior to the end of the project.  This was assigned to Don Sellers, the manager of the Quality Assurance Unit, who had two of his best writers, Cary Cohen and MayJean McGregor, along with one of the consultants on the development team, prepare a comprehensive online documentation package.

Leonard Muller, the web administrator, was also working with a couple of the business analysts on the communications part of the implementation phase.  They were planning a series of web pages to be added to the department’s intranet, internet and extranet sites.  In addition, they were using their e-mail system’s list serve function to ensure that all internal and external customers, plus stakeholders, would be aware of the implementation of CTODS and the pending retirement of CTODS’ predecessor system.  

The Change Control Process
Arthur himself took on the task of ensuring that a change control process was firmly in place.  He had seen projects that were successfully implemented, only to bog down under the weight of the inevitable requests for system enhancements and changes that tend to be especially prevalent in the first year or so of operations for a new system.  In fact, Arthur thought, sometimes the more successful a system was, the more there were requests for enhancements  His experience had shown that a successful system tended to raise customer expectations and vision of what the system could do for them.  Once the customers actually started using the system, ideas would quickly being surfacing about how it could be improved.

To ensure the ongoing success and responsiveness of any new system such as CTODS to its customers and users,  it was imperative to implement a change control process prior to closing out the project, in order  have formal procedures in place for  handling  requests for enhancements and changes received from business customers and stakeholders. The process would include creating a standing change control board that included both IT and business managers.  They could evaluate the business need for each request and if approved, assign it a priority and schedule for inclusion.   

In addition, no matter how thorough the requirements analysis, system design and testing, once a system was actually moved into production, heretofore unknown and unsuspected issues and anomalies would pop up.  There was nothing like thousands of users keying in data and generating reports, Arthur knew, to really exercise the system and to find any flaws or weaknesses.  If the analysis and design was sound, and the testing thorough, most of these bugs should be relatively minor and straightforward to fix, but they would still need to fall under the change control umbrella in order to ensure they were resolved timely and appropriately.

The Project Close-out Report and “Lessons Learned”  

Mindy Fong and Ronald Levinson from the Project Management Office were also involved in preparing the project close-out report summarizing the CTODS project and whether it had met its objectives or not.  One of the critical sections that would be included in the project close-out was the “Lessons Learned” section, which describes both what went right in the project and what didn’t go so well. 

Arthur had participated in quite a few “lessons learned” exercises for various projects over the years.  Sometimes a “lessons learned” meeting was held with the entire project team, sometimes it was done through individual interviews,  and sometimes through a combination of both. In his experience, if the project was successful, the project team often tended not to really drill down on the things that didn’t go well, and if the project wasn’t successful, too often, a “lessons learned” meeting could quickly become a finger-pointing or “payback” session.  He had come to the conclusion that to really come up with candid feedback that was meaningful and helpful, it was imperative to have a disinterested and skilled interviewer conduct the  “lessons learned” sessions.  

With that in mind, Arthur asked Mindy Fong, the lead PMO analyst, to handle the “lessons learned.”  Arthur knew that Mindy was an experienced facilitator, skilled in asking tough, insightful questions and in  eliciting candid responses from initially reticent participants to these questions.  Over the next couple of weeks, Mindy met with each of the project team members and a number of stakeholders, sometimes individually and sometimes in groups.  

Through her probing questions, a fairly consistent picture gradually emerged:  The CTODS project had met overall customer and stakeholder expectations.  In particular, the data that was coming in was far more accurate and more comprehensive than the data delivered by the previous system.  Additionally, business users, both within the department and at the county level, were now able to choose from and generate a wide variety of statistical reports, something they had never been able to do before.  Project team members felt that the major factors in the project meeting expectations was the structured project management process, the responsiveness of the project manager and team leaders, and the inclusion of business program staff during the requirements analysis and design phases.

On the downside, many of the project team members, particularly those on the business program side, felt that the lack of a fully committed project sponsor who was there throughout the entire project had made their work on the project more difficult than it needed to be.  Some of the business program staff worried that without a project sponsor, the organizational culture changes that come with the implementation of a new system could face more resistance from some of the business units.  Another common theme was the project timeframe, which most project team participants felt had been needlessly compressed.  As a result, a number of shortcuts had to be taken during the project, particularly during the requirements analysis.  One concern that was expressed by a number of team members that this compressed time frame meant not enough time had been spent on the output side, i.e., how the data would actually be used by the business program units.  This could mean less than optimal usage of the data that was being generated and/or more requests for report enhancements than normal.

By the time the “Lessons Learned” sessions were finished and documented, the rest of the project close-out report was finished.  The rest of the remaining tasks went quickly:  releasing and/or reassigning the project team members, closing out the consultant contract, planning and scheduling the Project Post-Implementation Review.

Project Close-Out   
The presentation of the final project report to the Executive Governance Board was pretty perfunctory and pro forma.  The EGB congratulated Arthur and the project team on a job well done, accepted the report and passed it around for signature. As the last member of the EGB signed off on the report,  Arthur looked at the calendar and realized the project had finished one day ahead of schedule.  Not bad, he thought.  He thanked the board for their support, and then gave the report to Mindy Fong, to be stored in the official PMO archives.

Immediately after the presentation, the project team held its own celebration in one of the department’s conference rooms.  It was a great way to decompress and to say goodbye to the consultants, with whom many of the project team had become very close.

On to the Next Project
After the celebration, Amanda called Arthur into her office.  She gave him another one of her looks, and said “Nice job on the CTODS project, Arthur.  It wasn’t easy, I know, keeping things on track, but that’s why I chose you.  And by the way, remember the talk a while back about consolidating our department with the other health program departments.  It was announced at our executive directors meeting this morning that the Governor’s Office has decided to go ahead with the consolidation.  In fact, they are planning to consolidate the state data centers and a number of other departments.  The State CIO wants a Wi-Fi network through the city for all state offices as a cornerstone of this consolidation.  And there’s some interesting stuff happening regarding clinical IT in the substance abuse field our director also wants us to do a pilot project on.  So, Arthur,  what have you done for me lately?  When you pick yourself up from the floor, its time to get busy.”

And with that, Arthur got went back to work to start planning his next projects.

CASE SUMMARY
The project that was mostly successful, despite its share of significant challenges.  Mostly successful in the sense in that the project delivered a product that met customer expectations and was on time, although over-budget. 

In other words, the CTODS project wasn’t too different from many other projects in the public and private sectors.  Success is generally qualified, and there is always room for improvement in the project management process.  

CASE 7 QUESTIONS
1. Project close-out activities customarily include holding a “Lessons Learned” meeting or series of interviews.  Explain the objective(s) of the “Lessons Learned” activity, as well as why it is considered to be an extremely an extremely important part of the project close-out phase. 

2. For the “Lessons Learned” activity to be truly successful, it must elicit thoughtful and candid responses from project participants.  If you were assigned responsibility for leading the “Lessons Learned” activity for the CTODS project, what strategies and/or tactics might you employ to find out what project participants really felt? 

3.  Prepare a list of questions that you would ask participants regarding their perception of the activities that took place for each project face.  What advantages might an individual interview have over a group meeting, and vice-versa?

4. In preparing the “Lessons Learned” report, should it reflect a consensus viewpoint, or should the report reflect the different individual viewpoints?  Who should have final editing authority over the report?

5. During the design phase of the CTOD project, it was decided that all user documentation would be stored and available electronically only, i.e., there would be no hardcopy manuals.  Do you think that was an appropriate decision, given the varying levels of sophistication of CTODS users?  

6. Perhaps the most critical task of the project close-out process is an assessment of the project’s success.  Three dimension, factors, or criteria are commonly used in project management methodologies to define project success and to determine to what degree a project succeeded – or whether the project succeeded at all.  What are they?

7. In addition to assessing whether the project was successful, it is equally critical to analyze why it was or was not fully successful.  Why?

8. Although it may sound frivolous, the project completion celebration serves a serious purpose.  Among other things, it brings closure to the project and provides an opportunity to recognize project teams and individuals who contributed to the project’s success.  If you were the project sponsor, how would you determine which project team(s) and/or individuals deserve recognition?  

