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Project Manager as “Gap” Manager
Summarized from group discussions
June 2008f
Introduction
A Project Manager faces many challenges in all stages of the project, and often finds themselves managing “gaps.”  In our breakout groups, we discussed some of the gaps that PMs need to monitor and manage, and offered some ideas into methods of managing those gaps.
The goal of gap management, is to ensure “no surprises” for the project sponsor, the stakeholders, and the team.


Thanks to Terri Wingham and Anne Carabine for taking the notes which are summarized below.  
Expectation Gaps / Scope Gaps
Problem:  Expectation of high-level management of what is needed, or what is required to get what is needed done, and the reality (sometimes what is really needed in the “trenches” is different from what high level management thinks is needed).

Potential Solutions:

· Use early prototypes / mock ups to show what you think the scope is, and how it will be delivered, so that you can confirm this with management as well as those who need to use the solution;
· Learn to say “no” when appropriate, and learn how to determine priorities (this solution crosses many gaps, but came up in this section, I think);

Problem:  “Changing targets” – the client says “it should be implied that I wanted ___________, even though it isn’t clearly written down (or I didn’t tell you).”  This is akin to the old, “you should know what we want / need” saying we hear a lot of in IT.

Potential Solutions:

· Make sure requirements are well documented and signed off on.

· A caveat to that, though, is that you make sure that the requirements style (how the client wants to do requirements) matches the delivery style (how the delivering organization, whether that’s internal or a vendor, wants to deliver).  If the company’s requirements style is “fuzzy,” then you can’t use a formal delivery style (“sign here and that’s all we’ll build”).  Likewise, if the client’s requirements style is very formal (they want sign offs and written documents), then the delivery style should also be formal to match that.  One example was of a company that did not have a culture of “signing off” on documents, but they also didn’t mind adjusting scope and budget when they came up with new ideas.  You couldn’t just “deliver to original scope” because they wanted the fluidity.
Budget Gaps
Problem:  The budget required to make the project successful, is not what is provided; or, the budget provided was sufficient, but as the project progresses, is no longer sufficient.

Potential Solutions:

· It is not worth hiding;
· You may need to put the project on hold to wait for better resources;

· It may be worth moving to an agile approach.  With agile, you would find out up front, where the problems are (build the test infrastructure at the beginning; take an iterative approach to get the product in front of the client sooner; and then you know the budget gap a lot earlier, than with the waterfall approach);

· Have project managers engaged sooner in the estimating process instead d of relying on sales people to provide clients with estimates, which may be unrealistic.

Problem:  You may have had to go with more junior resources, which meant that your estimates were not accurate (either they didn’t provide accurate estimates, based on their inexperience, or the estimates you built the budget on were for more experienced resources and the assigned resources aren’t keeping up).

Potential Solutions:

· It may be worth bringing in an expert to go over realistic budget expectations.

Schedule Gaps

Problem:  Duration / Completion date expected cannot be met.  This might be due to misunderstood requirements / scope / complexity, or may occur when an imposed deadline is defined (maybe regulatory, or arbitrary).

Potential Solutions:
· Team may have to work overtime to get the project done.

· Still plan the project to determine what the defined end date is and use gap management to compare that to the desired end date, and determine how to communicate this to management (may need to reduce scope, increase resources, adjust quality, etc.).

Quality Gaps
Problem:  If a previous team was made up of ‘cowboys’ who were not following a quality process, the client may not be happy and you may be called on to turn it around.
Potential Solutions:

· Replace team members by moving out ineffective resources;

· Encourage “best practices”;

· Focus on analysis and design prior to development;

· Encourage more effective, and structured testing.

Problem:  (Pam’s Note:  this one crosses quality and team management, but since the solutions dealt with Quality, I’ve put it in this section.)  Team resources are supposed to be being mentored by senior resources, but those senior people are not staying involved.

Potential Solutions:

· Remember that the PM is not supposed to code reviews;

· Implement / enforce a QA gating process – structured methodology;

· Force mentor / senior developers to sit through walk through / code reviews (have regularly scheduled walk throughs that are not optional);

· Must have the standards written first, and they must be accessible for everyone (sometimes mentors don’t follow the methodology themselves and this makes it difficult for the person being mentored to understand the “real” process!).

Team Resource Gaps
Problem:  The number of resources, and / or the skills of the resources you have on the team, are not appropriate for the project.
Potential Solutions:

· One method to communicate this gap is to “draw it out” on paper so that you can get a better feeling yourself, and more easily communicate it to management.  I described a “chart” I’d seen presented at a conference, where you draw a circle, and label around the outside edge the 4 or 5 “key skills” your project needs.  On a scale of 1 – 5, from the inside of the circle to the edge, rate how important each skill is.  Then, plot on the same scale, what skill level each of your team members has in each of the skill areas.  You will quickly see any gaps that exist.  From there, you can consider:
· Mentoring;

· On-the-job training;

· Formal, external training;

· Staff replacement (if necessary).

· Determine whether you need to Direct or Support each resource, based on their level of skill (this was taken from a presentation given at Project World).  The type of supervision you provides depends on the experience and skill level of the team member.

Problem:  Locking down availability of resources to the project team is problematic (they get pulled off, or substituted).

Potential Solutions:

· Break the project down into smaller chunks and ensure that tasks are of a reasonable size (400 day tasks are not appropriate!).  This may help get resources to commit for the entire duration of their assignment, and may also help manage other risks, such as changes in technology, etc. (see also Risk Gaps).

· Offer “incentives” for people to be on the team.  This might include donuts and “treats” at meetings; team dinners; and even draws for prizes for people who show up to meetings on time.

· Manage meetings effectively by publishing an agenda in advance, so people who are invited can determine if they need to be there; and publish minutes after, so people can follow up on action items and know what is expected of them.  This can help people manage their time so they don’t feel so “pulled” across multiple tasks and then they are more able to dedicate their time and commit to the work they have to do.

Communication Gaps
Problem:  What you are wanting people to know about the project, isn’t the message that is getting heard, and / or repeated.

Potential Solutions:

· Manage with the notion that there is no such thing as over-communication (Ok, we all agreed there could be, but in general, we feel that those who need the information will grasp it and use it, and those who don’t, will be able to filter and / or skim it to see what part they need and what they don’t).

· “Test” your communication to see if the correct message is getting through (ask people, do the “water cooler” thing to hear what people are really saying / feeling).

Problem:  Difficulty getting in touch with senior management / stakeholders in between formal meetings (this may be for approvals, or input, or feedback).

Potential Solutions:

· Use Blackberry devices to send short and succinct emails with the message of what you need them to decide / respond to, and when.

Risk Gaps

Problem:  A gap between the “actual” risk and the risks the client is acknowledging (“Oh, that won’t happen here, so we don’t have to plan for that.”).

Potential Solutions:

· It is challenging to get people to take ownership of the risk, and the risk approach, but that is needed to help manage the risk gap.

· The client needs to understand the consequences of the risk.

Problem:  Technology / interface requirements change over the life of the project.

Potential Solutions:

· Break the project into smaller chunks – deliver on a phased approach.  This will limit the number and scope of changes that occur during the life of the project.

Procurement Gaps
Problem:  Vendor does not deliver as promised (could be scope, schedule, cost-wise).

Potential Solutions:

· Ooops, we didn’t come up with a solution to this one, but I would suggest that you need to carefully monitor vendor deliverables and progress and act quickly when you see deviations (don’t wait until the end of the project to “deal” with their late delivery / budget problems).

Problem:  Package solution does not deliver “as promised” (either functions are missing, or don’t work “as expected”).

Potential Solutions:

· During the evaluation process, focus not only on “what” the package does, but “how” it does it;

· Revisit what your true “needs” and “wants” are and see if some of the “needs” are really just “wants” and can be dropped, or adjusted.

· Change your business to the package, instead of trying to change the package to fit your business.

Problem:  You are dealing with an offshore vendor who consistently provides inaccurate (low) estimates.  (Pam’s note:  an offshore vendor was mentioned, but this applies to any vendor, really.)
Potential Solutions:

· Double or otherwise increase their estimates and send the message to management, with the appropriate adjustment in schedule time to match the budget adjustment.  With clear visibility into the issue, management may take action to reduce the scope / impact that this may have on the project.
Summary

OK, I know I manipulated these a bit because of my bias towards the PMBOK® Guide, but I found it neat that we actually discussed things in most of the Knowledge Areas of the PMBOK® Guide!

There are many gaps a project manager has to monitor and manage.  Identify the gap, determining the nature and magnitude of the gap, and then developing, implementing, and monitoring a management plan to deal with the gaps is essential to project (and project manager) success!
At the meeting, I also mentioned a book by Tom DeMarco.  It is actually called The Deadline:  A Novel About Project Management.

Sponsorship Recognition

Thanks to our sponsors of the local ISSIG meetings:  Software Productivity Centre and Teksystems, our founding sponsors; as well as Eagle Professional Resources,  BC Hydro, PCGI Consulting, and Rebound Consulting.  The generous support of our sponsors allows us to pay for the meeting room, and to provide the coffee, juice and donuts for our meetings.  

Next Meeting

Our next meeting will be Tuesday, July 8, 2008 at the YWCA Vancouver (Hornby and Dunsmuir).  We meet in the 4th floor meeting room, from 7:30 am – 8:30 am.
Contact Info:  For more info on the ISSIG or any of the topics in this summary, please contact Pamela Hollington, at (604) 988-4102 or by email at pamela@reboundltd.com.
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