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Project Risks – September, 2007

Summarized by Richard Nielson

Overview

These notes are based on roundtable discussions with three groups:

1. Common project risks (brainstorm on what risks they encounter over and over again, or even those that are unusual “gotchas”). 

2. Risk tracking – how do you incorporate risk tracking into your project team meetings, status reports, etc., so that you can really feel like you’re on top of things. 

3. Project Sponsor’s role in risk management – how (and when) do you communicate risks to the sponsor, what do you expect of them, etc

Each group discussed one of the topic areas, and then shared their findings with the rest of the participants.

Common Project Risks

1) Definition of Risk versus an Issue:  Risk is outside of your control and may or may not happen but may be mitigated to varying degrees to reduce your exposure. An issue affects the project immediately and must be dealt with otherwise the project could be delayed or compromised.

2) Common project risks depend upon type of project.  For example, on a Technical Project: risk that the system does not work as described.

3) Types of risk:

a) Right or proper requirements

· Risk of missing or not well thought through, or incorrect requirements.

b) Risk of improper or little analysis or thought put into risk plan.

c) Risk of not doing a risk plan.

d) Scope creep

· Start off with a high level scope but need to refine as the details evolve

e) Project resources

· Losing resources to other projects

· New resources
(1) Bringing up to speed
(2) Level of knowledge

· Competing for resources

f) People Risks

· These may be the highest risks because they are difficult to deal with.

g) Delivery risks (not getting work completed or not getting it completed on time).
· Resolution 1:  Input clauses into contracts, Statement of Work, or procurement documents on how delivery risks will be resolved.

i) Resolution 2:  All parties must know up front the consequences of the different types of delivery risk.  For example, send product back to vendor at their expense.

h) Unusual examples of risk

1. Pregnancy: not a common project risk but may happen.  For example, a key resource keeps pregnancy a secret and will leave project when their services are most needed.

· Resolution 1:  Project must prepare for such risks.
· Resolution 2:  Do cross training to mitigate risk.
· Resolution 3:  Adjust task schedule, if possible, for key resource to perform their tasks before leaving.
2. Airport fogged in and key documents or hardware must be expedited to another location

· Resolution:  Have backup transportation plans

Risk Tracking

1) Methods

a) Status reports

i) List top 5 risks in each status report

ii) Risks and Issues listed separately in status reports

b) Dashboard: 

i) Green/Yellow/Red lights for the severity of the risk to quickly catch the attention of the reader.

c) Spreadsheets

i) General consensus is most of the project managers track risk items using a spreadsheet template.

d) Risk management plan

i) Depends upon the size or complexity of a project

ii) Some project managers use a top 10 risk list that evolves and changes as the project goes along.

2) Reporting risk

a) Management or steering committees must be kept up-to-date on all the risks and their possible consequences.

b) Always revisit risk plan throughout project—not just a one time exercise.

c) Never complete a risk plan and then put document away never to be reviewed again.

d) Discuss risk items with project team, working group, and sponsor on an ongoing basis, for example, status meetings, informal chats, emails etc.

3) Track risk by ratings

a) Probability and impact matrix.  Consensus of group is they quantify risk on a basic level only

i) Probability (high, medium, low) and impact (high, medium, low) or rate each risk one to five.

ii) Group does not go into detail analysis such as providing percent probability and dollar impact of each risk.

b) Use historical data

· Risk: garbage in, garbage out.

4) Risk tracking and reporting depends upon scale and complexity of project and maturity level of project team.

Project Sponsor’s Role in Risk Management

1) Sponsors generally do not pay attention to or worry about risk until something goes wrong.

2) Ways to advise and work with sponsors:

a) Send emails advising of risks which sponsors can read on their Blackberry between meetings.

· Some group members felt this provided quicker feedback for the project manager while others,

· Felt email may be misunderstood (both sender and receiver emails) or not as much thought put into replies (Blackberry emails tend to be short and could lack detail)

b) Use illustrations or examples to describe risk and

· Impacts or strategies

· Put risk into language Sponsors understand

(1) For example: time and money.

c) List risks by scale or impact

· Prioritize or rate risks

d) Need to describe what triggers each risk item to sponsor.

e) At beginning of project outline your communication plan or protocols on how team and Sponsor will deal with risk items.  For example:

i) When, how, what to do, who will do it etc.

ii) Risk mitigation needs to be part of your communication plan.

f) Email Sponsor outlining risk and possible mitigation strategies, and then meet with sponsor to discuss to minimize risk of misunderstanding and to receive face to face feedback.

g) Communicate bad news

· Early and often

· Sponsors may not be happy to hear bad news but will eventually except it.

3) What if Sponsor chooses to ignore risks or your concerns about risks?

a) Document problem or risk and your solutions in an email to sponsor and/or keep a project journal as a backup.

b) Go above or around sponsor to resolve risk item(s) or

c) Look for another job.

4) Always document risk and decisions made by sponsor, team, steering committee etc. in risk plan or project journal.

5) Broadcast decisions to everyone (this includes sponsor)

Thanks and Sponsorship Recognition

Thanks to the Richard for agreeing to coordinate and host this event for us and for coordinating the notes.  Also thanks to Bo, for the donut delivery.

We also want to thank our sponsors for their ongoing support.  They make it possible for us to rent the room, and to provide refreshments at the meetings.

Software Productivity Centre (SPC) and Teksystems are our founding sponsors.  PCGI Consulting, BC Hydro and Eagle Professional resources are also sponsors for the Vancouver ISSIG meetings.

Next Meeting

Our next meeting will be Tuesday, October 9, 2007 (right after the Thanksgiving holiday weekend).

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.

