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Guidelines on Using "Completion Criteria"

What this term refers to:  This term is used to refer to setting explicit goals that must be attained to call an element of a project "complete."   

Why it's important:    Completion criteria are really a communication tool and an important aspect of "quality management" on your project.  The team needs to agree on when a particular activity or phase is "done". For instance:  

· is "detailed design" of a subsystem or software module "done" when drawings or design documents exist and the engineer says it's "ready to be prototyped" or "ready to be coded"?    

Or is it complete when 

· a document has been written….. it has been reviewed…..  the doc has been updated… it is officially under change control.. and it has been published to everyone who needs it?  

Obviously the latter is a very different definition of "complete" than the former.  This is a qualitative form of "completion criteria."  The ramification of using the former definition is that the design may not be of high quality- e.g. have mistakes in it.  The former definition of "done" leaves lots to chance.   The longer list of completion criteria are meant to ensure that all the right review steps get taken, problems are identified and fixed,  the right people are involved in the review, etc.

The term Completion Criteria is often meant to convey quantitative criteria as well.  For instance:

A very typical "completion criteria" for a testing activity will specify:

· No category 1 bugs (usually things that make the system crash)

· No category 2 bugs (often "must-have" customer requirements) unless explicitly signed off by Manager X, Executive Y, etc.

· Less than X category 3 bugs (usually non-critical feature aspects)

· Less than Y category 4 bugs (minor user interface/ cosmetics issues etc)

The purpose of these criteria is to set very objective measures to ensure the system is not allowed out of test prematurely.   If the testing in question is integration testing, which must be complete before we let the QA group have it for independent testing, then we want to make sure we don't hand them such a buggy system that they spend all their time having test cases fail and handing the system back to the software group to be fixed!   

Or say we're doing the QA testing and the next step is to take the system/software to a beta customer (internally for IT or externally for a product).  Typically beta at a customer implies they're using it in their normal production environment or close to it - which means we had better be sure we ship them something that works well enough for their use.  The list above are very typical for "QA is done/ OK to ship to beta" completion criteria.   Note in this case, the completion criteria might also include "Customer service has reviewed and approved the draft user manual we have to send to the beta customer."

How this term is used:   Completion criteria are employed at different levels within a project:

Completion of a project task:  In the above detailed design example, a team might have Completion Criteria for when the design review itself is done.  They might include:

· all issues raised in the review have been addressed and the resolution documented and all drawings/docs updated.

· The customer service rep on the team has signed off that he believes the design is installable and supportable.

· The cost of the hardware design has been verified by the purchasing department and within the range the project has said product cost must hold to.

In this example, the completion criteria might be documented in a design review checklist that the team uses.

Completion of a project major activity or phase:    The detailed design and testing examples above are in this category: the completion criteria relate to finishing a significant piece of project work.

See this url for a simple example of completion criteria done by a group developing some computer standards: http://standards.computer.org/sesc/sesc_procs/proc-02.htm   See also a few links at the end of this document.

Completion of customer acceptance of the product/service/system being created: This usage is similar to the testing example above in that it will generally involve criteria that prove the system works well enough to give to a customer.  Specifically, customer acceptance criteria will focus heavily on proving that the system performs the functions required by a particular customer.  And customers typically run themselves or witness this testing.    The acceptance criteria may thus contain a list of "use cases" that will be run.  The criteria will also call out any elements that the customer must sign off on before accepting the system, such as readiness of user manuals.

Completion of an entire project:    This one gets interesting, and is usually broader. Criteria for "project complete" will include meeting the release criteria for the  product/service/system being produced, but would go further to define when is the entire project really "done"?

· When new electronics systems ship, the project would include a "first customer ship" milestone with its own release criteria, similar to the "customer acceptance test" completion criteria.  Very often there will be another later milestone called "general availability".  The product is not released to this level - available to all customers - until some kind of criteria have been met:  e.g. "our first 5 limited-release customers have used this system for 3 months and we have fixed all issues they've discovered.   No category 1, 2, or 3 bugs remain."

· For a product that must be manufactured in volume,  including electronics and semiconductors, the project might run until a certain manufacturing volume with a specified yield has been achieved.  Completion criteria would include "we can manufacture 50,000 units per month with a 90% yield and a 40% gross margin."

· It's very typical for project completion to include items related to documentation.  "All manufacturing drawings must be under rev A control".    "All software design documentation must be under change control and reviewed with those who will be maintaining the system."

· Some companies include customer-focused criteria in their "project complete" criteria. For instance, their process will call for formal customer feedback to be collected for some period of time, the data analyzed, major issues corrected, and all other feedback compiled to feed to the marketing/product management/analyst staff for future releases.

· Some companies include "knowledge management or quality-focused" criteria in their "project complete" criteria. For example, their process will call for a formal "lessons learned" meeting to held by the team, with results documented and presented to other project managers.

Completion criteria should be drafted, reviewed, and agreed upon by the team or appropriate subset of team members, and kept visible.  They are really communication tools that ensure everyone agrees upon the meaning of DONE and plans and works accordingly.   

When are Completion criteria created?  They are usually set as part of planning activities:

· Completion criteria for the project and for each major phase of the project are generally set during the planning phase, to ensure that all work needed to be able to meet the completion criteria is factored into the schedule and budget.  

· Completion criteria for particular project tasks are set when that task is planned. For instance, completion criteria for customer acceptance testing are set when the plan for that testing is documented.   

· In all cases the criteria may get updated as additional things are learned during the project.

Related links:

This Acceptance Criteria document from a project covers acceptance criteria at the various levels discussed above:  http://irmc.state.nc.us/documents/approvals/reporting/ACCCRITERIA.doc
This template on the site gives a format for a Software Release Criteria document. http://www.projectconnections.com/knowhow/template_list/phases/approval.html#00001081
In our templates list at http://www.projectconnections.com/knowhow/template_list/index.html  , you'll see end-of-phase checklists in each phase, which list some typical phase completion criteria.

