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Plan Development:  Optimizing Project Plan Tradeoffs




What:  This is the sixth of a series of six templates on plan development.  This template gives a list of activities that help optimize a Project Plan after the first pass Base Schedule has been developed. It can help resolve the conflicting objectives in Scope, Schedule, and Resources that were initially established in defining the Project Objective Statement (POS). 

Why:  The first pass of scheduling a project rarely leads to an acceptable balance between the business and project objectives, the scope of work necessary to achieve those objectives, the time available, and the resources available.  A series of tradeoffs must be made in one or more of these areas in order to align the schedule the project’s objectives.

How:  Once scheduling activities have been applied to a task list to create a base schedule, apply the optimization activities listed in this template to align the schedule with the overall project goals.

· Revisit the project’s overall objectives 

· Revisit the Flexibility Matrix for this project

· Apply as many of the optimization activities as necessary to align the schedule with objectives

· If project objectives are changed, reaffirm the new objectives with all stakeholders.

Note that the optimization process is iterative with respect to other planning processes; it is likely to cause task definitions, ownership, and dependencies to be redefined.  However, be careful about redefining task durations in tasks that have not been otherwise changed.  Don’t change durations unilaterally in order to “fit” the schedule.  Be sure that you reaffirm commitments by the task owners when any duration estimates are changed.

The Project Objective Statement, or Project Vision: 

The Project Objective Statement states:

What you are going to do  (Scope),

By when (Schedule),  and 

With how many (Resources)

(Optionally some PM’s include Cost of Manufacture where critical)




Flexibility Matrix

Revisit the Flexibility Matrix that was made during the early planning process of this project.  The matrix will help guide tradeoff decisions during the optimization process.  Make any adjustments necessary if tradeoff factors have changed.  If you did not create a Flexibility Matrix, refer to our template Project Tradeoffs and Priorities - Flexibility Matrix and create one now.

	Tradeoff Factors
	Inflexible – 
Most Critical
	Adaptable – Negotiable
	Accepting – 
Will Concede

	Scope
	
	
	

	Resources
	
	
	

	Schedule
	
	
	


Benefits:

· Decision making

· Establishes agreement on priorities

· Guides tradeoff discussions throughout the project

Optimizing the Project Plan

Key Questions

Need to ask of all team members prior to optimizing

‑
What is your confidence in the accuracy of the information in your project plan (scale of 0‑100%)?

‑
What is your confidence that you can achieve the project’s objectives (scale of 0‑100%)?

Overall Process

•  Review the POS to determine if the current plan meets the objectives

•  If the objectives are met, optimize to apply common sense to the plan

•  If the objectives are not met, optimize to attempt to meet established objectives

•  Use the flexibility matrix as the basis for decision making

Agree on Completion Criteria

•  Agreement on which project parameters, if any, should be optimized

•  Agreement of the team that the flexibility matrix is still valid

Schedule issues

•  Reconcile your schedule with any high level deliverable dates

•  Re‑evaluate logical dependencies and, as appropriate:

‑
Break dependencies

‑
Change dependencies from finish‑to‑start to start‑to-start with a lag where practical

‑
Warning: Running tasks in parallel may increase project risk!

•  Break tasks into sub‑tasks which can be done in parallel

•  Re‑negotiate task start dates

•  Re‑evaluate estimates (but be careful here; don’t change duration estimates just to fit a schedule)

•  Look at time and technology issues

‑
Re‑evaluate the use of new technologies (consider risk)

‑
Expect the use of new technology to cause a loss in productivity at the beginning

•  Reorder tasks (reassess dependencies)

•  Reassign people from non‑critical tasks to critical tasks to decrease the duration of the critical tasks

•  Re‑negotiate deadline dates

•  Change non‑workdays to workdays

Resource Issues

•  Reconcile your resource requirements with availability

•  Identify areas of opportunity (resource underutilization)

•  Level resources by temporarily postponing non‑critical work

‑
Minimizes (or eliminates) over‑commitments during critical timeframes

‑
Provides a more even distribution of work for team

•  Obtain other resources to relieve temporary peaks


‑ People from other groups


‑ Temps


‑ Contractors


‑ Field organizations

•  Consider technology being used

‑
State‑of‑the‑art technologies may increase resource efficiency, but may also require additional training

· Traditional technologies may provide a better balance for short term, small budget projects

•  Decrease the rate per day of the resource

‑
Increases the task duration

‑
Decreases peak demand

•  Increase skills efficiency by ensuring that team members are adequately trained

•  Improve productivity by maximizing the amount of time people work on continuous tasks

Scope Issues

•  Based on schedule and resource needs, reconcile your project scope with customer requirements

•  Negotiate a shift in features to a later release

•  Negotiate scope of roll‑out, such as number of beta test sites

•  Analyze the business risk of scope-related issues

•  Analyze the process & try to reduce complexity

•  Make/Buy/Leverage components

•  In general, reduce scope rather than quality where appropriate

‑ Get management agreement

‑ Get customer agreement

Optimization Completion Criteria

A project schedule, resource profile and deliverables revised to meet all goals

Modifying the Project Objectives Statement (or Vision): 

You must get approval by all affected project stakeholders for any changes to the Project Objectives Statement or Project Vision proposed during the optimization process. There should be continuous involvement of senior management during optimization.

Process

•  If the optimized plan meets the POS

· Document your decisions and get agreement 

· Ensure that all groups agree to changes 

· Include all changes in the project file 

· Distribute the new POS to all parties

•  If the optimized plan exceeds the POS, 

· Prepare a fact‑based presentation for management

· Include cost/benefit and risk for each alternative 

· Include the recommendation of the team

· Negotiate Scope, Schedule, and Resources and re-plan until plan and POS are aligned.

Completion Criteria

The optimization process is completed when the optimized project plan is agreed to by all stakeholders and team members (including management and the customer) and distributed with all changes documented.
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