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Guideline:  Project Selection and Controlling Project Starts

What:  A guideline for an ordered process for proposal, reviewing, selecting, and launching new project ideas that support business objectives.
Why:  Getting and maintaining a handle on the projects an organization has underway is very important to running a successful development organization and a successful company.   Explicit project selection and “starts control” is the best way to prevent staff overload and project overrun.     The time of selection and launch is a high leverage opportunity for executive management to match resources to commitments for projects to establish that the project’s objectives will be consistent with the corporate strategic objectives and match return and risk/reward guidelines.  Selecting appropriate projects and approving project starts is probably one of the most highly leveraged executive actions, so it should have high priority. 

How:  Use this document to guide a process by which all new project ideas are officially proposed, reviewed by management, investigated, and ultimately and explicitly approved for further work, put on hold, or wiped from the project list altogether.   
Related templates:

See also our related templates on creating a Ranked Project List .  This template in Excel allows you to score potential projects according to their contribution to various business goals, and rank projects according to how well they support the overall set of business objectives.  The list can be used in periodic “portfolio status meetings” where the approved project list is reviewed and adjusted if necessary for priority changes and new projects.

*** Guideline text starts on next page ***

Guideline for Project Selection and Controlling Project Starts
Do all of the projects in your organization fit with your strategic plan? Will your project portfolio enable you to meet your strategic goals? Is there a structured process for selecting which projects will be pursued? Are you sure the benefits of each project outweigh the true costs (including effort hours)? Does the senior management team, as a group, decide which projects will be initiated? If your answer to these questions is “yes”, then you’re in the distinct minority and you may stop reading now. If the answer to any of these questions is “no”, then you’re reading the right guideline.

What is project selection and who does it?  The questions just posed relate to project selection, the first phase of the project or portfolio steering process (PSP). A project steering process needs to be in place in order to manage the portfolio of projects that when added together will achieve the strategic goals of the organization. The portfolio is managed by the Project Steering Council which is a cross-functional team of senior managers whose job it is to steer the portfolio of projects from inception to completion. (A project or program office can be helpful in providing the data and reports needed by the management team to make sound portfolio decisions, but the accountability for steering the portfolio lies with management.) 



The PSP starts with project selection, the purpose of which is to decide which project ideas meet the first hurdle for inclusion in the portfolio. 
During the selection phase you weed out project ideas that: 
a) don’t fit with strategic goals, 
b) are not doable, 
c) the costs outweigh the benefits, and/or 
d) are not going to meet an important customer need. 

Project selection is about taking the first pass at rejecting those project ideas that just don’t make good business sense and then selecting those projects that are worth studying further. 
Continued next page

Guideline for Project Selection and Controlling Project Starts (continued)
Project selection should address four basic questions. 
1. What are the overall benefits of the project and how important are those to the business? 
2. Is the project feasible? 
3. What are the major risks involved?
4. What are the gross costs of the project? 
****  This is not the time to look at specifics. You’re merely trying to get a handle on the overview of the project – the big picture. *****

Step 1 - Project Request or Proposal:    The selection phase starts with a request by the project initiator. The initiator should spell out how the proposed project fits with the strategic plan and what the expected benefits, risks and costs will be (in broad terms).  See our related templates in the Concept phase for creating a New Project/Product Proposal.
Step 2 - Further benefits investigation:   If the project concept is a good idea and fills a need in the project portfolio, then the Project Steering Council (PSC) can commission one or more additional studies to explore the benefits side of the equation. Examples of studies include:

· Business analysis – What is the business case XE "Business case"  for this project? What are the business requirements?

· Market analysis – What is the market for the product XE "Product" /service?

· Problem analysis – What are the root causes of the problem being experienced and what is the best possible solution?

· Feasibility – Is this technically feasible? Economically feasible?

· Concept analysis – Is this a viable concept?

· Product XE "Product" /service definition – What does the end-user need/want from a new or improved product/service?

· Process problem definition  – What is the process problem being experienced?

Step 3:  Create next level of project plan detail:  Once the benefits are clearly defined, the PSC might then commission the development of a more detailed project plan (created by the project team) in order to get detailed costs and risks. In both cases, while studying benefits or defining costs, funds must be allocated by the PSC to perform the work. (User requirements would be gathered at this stage in the process.)

Step 4:   Bring project idea back to the PSC for funding:  Once the detailed benefits and costs of the project are known based on both the benefits investigation and the initial project planning, the project is resubmitted to the PSC for full funding consideration.  The PSC decides how to prioritize the project, and whether to fund it immediately or not, depending on the resources available. It is at this point that the project is allowed to “officially start” as a funded project. 
In some organizations the Selection and Funding phases are combined – the team goes straight to detailed investigation and planning on each project idea. The problem with this approach is that the studies and planning required to generate the detailed data that are needed to make a funding decision must be completed before the project concept is ever evaluated by the PSC.  That means the organization must invest resources in every project idea, even those that the PSC might have no interest in. In addition, if you require detailed information at the front-end, teams will have to bootleg the resources needed to gather the required information. This is not only unfair to the team, but it undermines the resource allocation process. It’s better to evaluate the concept first and then decide if it warrants investing resources to study it further and develop a detailed project plan. 

A sound project selection process is the first step to developing a portfolio of projects that will enable you to meet your strategic goals. If you’re not convinced that project selection is important, ask yourself this question, “Why expend a lot of resources working on a portfolio of junk?”

*************************************
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The Project Selection steps that take a new project


from initial idea to an officially approved and started project:


Step 1:  Project Request or Proposal to Portfolio Steering Committee


Step 2:  Initial investigation of project benefits


Step 3:  Early planning to identify project resource and other costs


Step 4:  Review of cost-benefit by PSC, approval to officially proceed or “start”





Project Steering Process (PSP) – Oversight of Project Selection, Project “Starts”, 


and Ongoing Portfolio Status and Prioritization











