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Guideline- Collaborative Milestone-Driven Planning 
What:  An approach to practical collaborative planning that brings team members together around the  visible "business milestones" important to the success of each and every group that’s part of the team.  Useful for aligning any team’s members to the “big events” that constitute success on the project. But especially valuable when you have a team composed of various independent groups, possibly with different ideas of how a planning process should work, or disagreement around how much they should be required to show their work in the master plan!
Why:  This guideline was originally developed to aid the leaders of a large team of multiple organizations facing a long-term R&D effort involving joint roadmapping, planning, and ultimately execution.  These groups were charged with creating a multi-year coordinated R&D plan that would link the work across multiple independent entites and ensure the total plan would meet the objectives established by a corporate-level oversight committee.  The Planning & Management team faced a challenging deadline for having the initial plan developed, and interim milestones for getting staged approval from an oversight committee along the way

Why was this a “big deal?”  Because the different organizations involved in this effort had radically different planning and management cultures.   The leadership group itself had different opinions about  to what level  these different entities should be required to “tell us their plan details.”  The project managers in the mix were of course worried that without enough plan detail and plan integration across the groups, important work wouldn’t get done – or done in time to meet the milestones; and without adequate joint planning, the various groups wouldn’t even achieve sufficient mutual understanding of just what constituted succcessful completion of each milestone.    

This guideline documents this Planning and Management team’s ultimate expression of why and how they needed to go about joint planning.    It was developed to help them launch a planning process that the representatives of each organization could agree to - because it would so obviously support the success of the overall effort.  

The goal was stated as follows:  
The overall goal of our joint planning process is to  ensure that the major pieces of work for this initiative are fully identified and due dates are driven by the critical program milestones we all want to meet.    Furthermore, the process will give the leaders of these various groups the context they need to plan the details of and manage their own internal efforts to meet those milestones.

How:  
Use the guidelines on the following pages 
1) Critical Attributes of the Proposed Milestone-Driven Planning Process:   Read this to develop ideas for how you might incorporate elements into your own planning process, as well as communicate the value of the approach.
2) Key “Design Aspects” of the Resulting Work Breakdown Structure and Schedule:  Read this for ideas on how the WBS and schedule out of the planning process can support working well with multiple outside groups, as well as help you communicate effectively with stakeholders.
3) Conceptual Process for a Joint Planning Iteration:  Read this concise step-by-step for ideas on how to take a group from a “business milestone” through to planning all the work needed to achieve that milestone successfully.   
Guideline- Collaborative Milestone-Driven Planning Process

1)  Critical Attributes of the Proposed Planning Process:  This table simply lays out the critical “guiding priniciples” of the process the Planning & Management office wanted to establish.  It was used to communicate the goals and “whys” to key leaders in this group and get their agreement before the first joint planning was done.
	Attribute of our Planning Approach
	What this means and why it’s important to us

	Is driven by top-level  “business milestones”
 
	The Planning & Management Groups’s planning process for its own internal work, as well as all the work to be done by major groups on the team, works off the major critical goals we have committed to stakeholders. This ensure that all the work needed to achieve those milestones with high quality and the exact results we want is accounted for, including our oversight and coordination responsibilities. 

	Ensures all stated program goals are covered in the plan
	The planning process covers the gamut of what we’ve committed to for this program- deliverables, key stakeholder reviews, whatever external commitments this team has made.  
Therefore, we methodically examine what we’ve said we must do, and make sure the work required to achieve success on each goal/deliverble/etc. is in the plan.  
This includes work on both “tangible” deliverables and “intangible” goals we’ve agreed to such as gaining cross-organization alignment to the R&D roadmap.

	Includes pro-active detailed lookahead to the work required for later milestones
	Even though certain work feels “low priority” or “out in time” right now, once we define the work needed to reach those later business milestones with high quality, we may find some work has to start sooner than we thought.   Proactive look ahead ensures we don’t wait to start something until it’s too late.  

	Will be iterative in nature 
	The planning process first focuses on the work to get to near term business milestones.   This is practical; and it has side be benefit of keeping the planning process very “real” and practical and beneficial, rather than an exercise in creating detailed schedules for “one day out there in time”.

	Uses collaborative planning techniques

	The process involves the staff, various team members from other organizations, and stakeholders, especially for getting to a set of agreed-upon major milestones and an integrated high-level schedule.  
This involvement will ensure we have a complete “cross functional” schedule, and the process itself will lead to staff/team understanding of the goals and deadlines and buy-in as to why the time deadlines are important.



2) Key “design aspects” of the resulting Work Breakdown Structure and Schedule:
The philosophies on the previous page then led to some guidelines the Planning & Management group set for the WBS and schedule created out of the planning process:
	The top business-level milestones are visible at every level of the plan
	These milestones drive the timing of all projects and sub-projects being executed by various groups,
Having them show up in every group’s plans ensures we keep the visible external goals at the forefront, and driving the due-dates of work from eacha group.

They should be kept visible as explicit dependencies that will be monitored by the Planning & Management Group.


	Views of the schedule should support communication to stakeholder groups
	We want to be able to use the schedule to communicate clearly that we are planning to the goals the stakeholders recognize and making progress against them.  


	The work breakdown should decompose into pieces that map to the major groups involved in the project – the external groups the Planning & Management leaders have to work with

	Chunks of the WBS will map to activities the Planning & Management office must work on with each group  - This will help communicate to each group with each group on their work and responsibilities and make it easier to work with each one. 

	The full schedule depicts the true scope of the Planning & Management group’s work and how it is integral to achieving the program goals

	…So that the importance of the Planning & Management function and its  role is communicated and reinforced,  to aid the ongoing communication of its value proposition. (Note- this was deemed an important by-product of the planning deliverables, because in the culture of this program, the acceptance of  coordinating body, this Planning & Management group, was not a given.  Ongoing communication of how it contributed to the planning and execution of the program was deemed very important.


3) Conceptual Process for a Joint Planning Iteration   

This simply illustrates the approach the Planning & Management group then took to collaboratively, proactively, methodically, and thoroughly go from a top-level deliverable/milestone requirement down to all the work needed to ensure that milestone would be achieved successfullly.

Key notes:

The process below is quite concrete and bull-doggish about defining success critieria for a milestone, and thinking of risks to achieving the milestones fully, then identifying work to achieve success criteria and to mitigate the risks.

This approach is especially critical to ensuring successful milestone achievement.  For instance, when a business milestone involves getting buy-in and agreement out of certain stakeholder meetings,  communication, pre-reviews, relationship-building may be required to get the final approval you want to occur at the meeting.    This  methodical approach tends to bring other requirements out of the woodwork and generate more tasks  -  AND since that new work is in context of agreed-upon business milestones, resistance to planning and managing this new work explicitly is usually much reduced.  

This approach is also extremely useful for clarifying roles and resposibilities of various team members.  Those can be derived from what each person ultimately needs to do to help ensure success of those milestones.  

This mindset can be very useful for keeping sub-teams on track. By relating everyone’s work up to important business/stakeholder milestones, and communicating the success criteria for those milestones – they will understand the importance of their work, and perhaps “get” additional things they should do to support those success criteria.

Steps: 
1. Get together leaders from the Planning & Management group for the program, and cross-functional members from the various organizations participating in the team.  

(Since this group was very large, the Planning & Management team started the exercise by creating a “strawman” definition of the items below, to then take and work further with subsets of the rest of the program team.)
2. Identify top-level “business milestones”  The key visible commitments made to external stakeholders, along with key interim dates we know to be critical to achieving our goals

3. Then, for each milestone, identify completion and success criteria, and risks to completion and success.
For instance, one milestone for the group was a key meeting with the sponsors of the program – high level executives from each participating organization.  In this case the success criteria included getting an explicit budget approval to proceed on initial high priority R&D efforts.     A risk identified was a particular stakeholder who would be particularly difficult to convince of the need for extra staffing.
Other milestones might involve deliverables to external customers.  What will their acceptance criteria be? Will their definition of “done” be the same as ours? 

(continued next page)

4. Then, to achieve those success criteria, what is required, and what groups need to be involved?   I.e., what supporting materials are necessary, what new deliverables, what “pre-selling” or other work must be done, to achieve the success criteria?  To get other specific decisions out of a milestone meeting, what info is needed, what detail, what form – e.g. tradeoff analysis, impact analysis etc. ?   In the example of a customer deliverable-  what extra testing or review might be necessary to give this deliverable to customers with the good result?

In the above example, to get explicit budget approval to proceed with initial R&D, the team realized it had to take planning for those efforts farther, faster than they had been thinking, to have enough info for this sponsor group to give approval at the meeting.   To mitigate the risk of not getting approval from the resistant stakeholder, they decided to create a cost-benefit justification and meet with that person individually to explain their rationale and answer questions.  
And what extra unforseen coordination and management work might this cause for the Planning & Management group as well.
The result:    

In the end an iteration like this gets the team to the explicit definition of tasks and deliverables needed to support the success of the milestone. Some of them will be obvious, perhaps already in the plan. Others are often unexpected, unidentified work that emerge only from this kind of step by step thought process.

This approach can be done in  sessions of an hour or so.  Follow the steps above for one particular milestone, and at the end of step 4, assign actions to take those results forward.  Planning & Management may have actions to go add sections to the master WBS. Particular functional groups may leave with actions to add items to their own schedules.  

In the end, the Planning & Management office can be happy knowing that each group has the info they need to link their work to the master plan.  The other groups are happy not having to change their internal detailed scheduling processes, or report more detail to the P&M group than is practical or necessary. 

Overall, the team ends up with a set of well-thought-out plans aligned to the overall business milestones of the program.
