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How to Reduce Slips in
Development Schedules

Several factors contribute to schedule problems, not the least
of which is how development teams or individuals can get
wrapped into an issue that begins to drive the entire project

into a spiral. Recognizing when it happens, and acting to
minimize the effect are explored in this article.

Are Product Development Delays Plaguing your Company?

Does it seem to be taking longer to get products to market? Are schedule slips
becoming the norm? Does your development team seem to regularly get caught in a
vortex that delays product launches?

These and many other questions are commonplace with management. Especially at
crucial times, when the product development team seems mired in endless excuses
or exhaustive explanations of why they need more time in the schedule.

There are many reasons for projects to stall including dependencies on external
suppliers, funding, etc but the focus here is to examine the internal forces that can
cause a development program to get hung up in the engineering group.

What are the Causes for Development Delays?

First we’ll consider what is happening at the moment, and then use the “wayback
machine” to see what things could be done earlier in the project to mitigate the
issue.  The context for this description are product development teams, although
there are similar applications for marketing projects, financial analyses, or other
endeavors that involve specialists tinkering with the details and higher levels of
oversight or management – that have strategic interest in the work product
generated.

Typical causes for a project paralysis (not mutually exclusive):

• Critical components or technologies not performing as expected:
Developers find out that what they thought would work isn’t going to work
the way they expected and revisions or retrenchments of technical approach
are needed.

• Critical product specifications are not being achieved.
Some key specification(s) of the product cannot be achieved to the target
level even though several others are suitable – leading to a single-minded
pursuit of meeting that spec.
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• New ideas on how to improve the product (better performance, lower cost, more
reliable, etc) abound.
Engineers or teams become obsessed with new solutions because, as
engineers are wont to do, the new solution is more elegant and closer to the
ideal than the previous.

In each of these cases, there are critical decisions that either need to be made by the
project and/or engineering management personnel, or the lack of specific decision
making in effect becomes a decision in itself..

Death by a Thousand Decisions

To think of this in different terms, consider that the process of design, be it software,
mechanical, electronic, etc is simply a sequence of thousands of decisions.

The bulk of these decisions are subtle or minor technical issues that skilled
engineers make quite quickly.  They are generally value decisions based on the
accrued experience of the individual.  During the course of the project, some
decisions are beyond the individuals experience and require more scrutiny, and so
are brought to the colleague level for group review.  These decisions are either
confirmed or revised based on the collective wisdom of the peers involved.

The next higher level of decision is of greater significance with more extensive impact
on the program, often relating to demands on development resources or the program
schedule.  These are issues that a project manager should deal with directly in trying
to maintain the balance of achieving the product goals as well as the corporate goals.
Occasionally, these need to be brought to the attention of higher management in
order to get a clarification or redirection on priorities and resources.

The highest level of decision making falls to the management team (whether a
group or an individual) when technical or program issues requiring a decision have
profound impacts on corporate strategic issues beyond the technical team and the
program manager cannot resolve the issue independently.

Making Decisions at the Most Appropriate Level

In his critical book “On a Clear Day You Can See General Motors”, John Z.
Delorean remarked that in GM fundamental decisions that should have been made
at the peer or group level were being ‘kicked upstairs’ to a strategic planning group
because the lower levels did not want to assume the responsibility (liability) for
making a poor choice. The risk of doing so could derail a career with the company.
Hence, the lowest risk option was to kick the issue upstairs.  This is an example of
paralysis since the entire system lost its focus on authority paths and ended up
diverting the strategic planning resources to become tactical decision makers.
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Another condition that occurs all too frequently is where upper level managers take
a hand in every detail decision made – regardless of whether they are qualified
(they often think they are) or they feel it’s necessary to have an intimate
understanding of what is going on in their organization at all levels.  This is
commonly referred to as micro-management and can devastate the effectiveness of
a development team.

Regardless of the managers’ intent, the net effect is to strip authority of the
intermediate managers/supervisors as well as those working on the project, and
create a sense of caution, fear, dread, and self-doubt among the skilled people who
can make sound decisions – given adequate information on the strategic goals
provided to them.  Pity the poor program manager who is constantly circumvented
by higher levels directing the development team. In this case, the program manager
is always one step behind the latest program decisions – hopefully that doesn’t
sound familiar to the reader.

How to un-paralyze Your Team

This is a crucial concept – to reign in rampant schedule delays: Decision-making at
the appropriate level is required. Stripping authority from people who are “given
adequate information on the strategic goals provided to them” is the core of nearly
every case of paralysis within a development program. Conversely, enabling those
empowered to deliver quality products in a fixed time-frame will help speed time-
to-market.

Several years ago a local company instituted a policy regarding meetings and
decisions that illustrates the subtle importance of decision authority.  Before a
meeting could be scheduled there were two mandatory criteria: 1) Purpose – the
meeting had to be about an issue that needed resolving (no ‘status’ meetings); 2)
Authority – the one person responsible for resolving or making the decision on the
issue MUST be present at the meeting.  If you think about it, without BOTH of those
criteria included, there really isn’t much point in having the meeting.

Ensure your Project Manager is Empowered to Lead

Project mangers are at the heart of developing products and should be tasked with
making decisions that fit the overall strategic goals of the organization.  Project
managers are typically the interpreter and communicator in both directions of
technical progress and corporate strategy.  It is incumbent on project managers to
help the skilled technical personnel assess their decisions wisely just as it is
necessary for project managers to inform upper level management of progress or
stumbling blocks encountered by the development staff in achieving those goals.
This is so suitable adjustments can be made at all levels to move the
project/product forward.
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Create an Environment for Your Project Managers to be Successful

What started out as a description of paralysis by analysis actually reveals the
greatest issue holding up project progress is often simply making timely and well
balanced decisions (tradeoffs), which can only happen when both the tactical and
the strategic elements of the organization can communicate effectively. Evaluate
your project managers’ level of autonomy, your communication processes and
ensure your organization isn’t in its own way.

© 2011 Michael D. Miles, PE  All rights reserved.
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ME-Tech, LLC

The focus of the ME-Tech, LLC consulting practice is to serve industry with
Mechanical Engineering expertise in all areas of product design including system
architecture, prototype and production planning, detailed part design, system and
device thermal management and analysis, EMI issues, design for manufacture and
assembly (DFM/A), and tooling approval. Additional concerns of the consulting
practice are air/fluid flow simulation, part stress analysis, coordination of ID
resources, and mechanism development.

The integration of electronics with the appearance and structural integrity of the
product is the domain of the Mechanical and Electro-Mechanical Engineer.
Conception, design, and selection of appropriate materials, fabrication technology,
and tooling strategies of the physical parts is the primary responsibility but it also
extends into design for cost effective assembly, service, and care to meet the rugged
requirements of the environment the product will be used in. Testing and
verification of the components and the overall design prove the durability of the
product. In a broader view, the Mechanical and Electro-Mechanical Engineer must
cooperate and work synergistically with other disciplines in electronics,
manufacturing, testing, marketing, and Industrial Design for the client to achieve a
product that is appropriate, sustainable, and successful in the marketplace.

ME-Tech, LLC provides over 30 years direct experience in defining and executing
mechanical and electro-mechanical product and systems architecture, product
design, detailed component design, thermal analysis, and simulation.

ME-Tech, LLC Areas of Expertise

•Mechanical Product Design • Strategic Planning • Project Planning
•Startup Experience • Various Fabrication Technologies • Postal Equipment
•Hybrid Powertrain Design • Material Handling • Thermal Management
.
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Additional insights and value from leading authorities
in their areas. Articles in the January, 2011 publication:

How to Attract Significantly More Customers Mark Paul
Do you have all the customers you need? Are you open to new ideas and ways of looking at customers-
attraction? If so, you will want to read this article.

Don’t Be Blindsided By Financial Risks Patrick Wheeler
What keeps you up at night? Have you been surprised by financial hiccups? This article shares six steps and a
case study to help you mitigate financial risks - to help you grow your business.

Create High-Performance Teams Tom Cox
Some CEOs don't need coaching because they are perfect. For the rest, this article discusses reasons why to
embrace coaching, how you've already done it, and how to do it even better.

How to measure the business value of technology - Scorecarding Manoj Garg
Do you know if you are truly getting value from your IT investments? Is it difficult to articulate IT's value in
your organization? Learn how you can use the IT Value Calculator to figure out how well IT is performing.

How to give a Really Bad Speech Dave Yewman
If your speech doesn't have an unmistakable point; If you never practice out loud; If you never tell stories; you're
boring your audiences to death. If you recognize you &/or your team in this article it's time to take action.

Sales Strategy-the Most Critical Element of Corporate Strategic Planning Bill Etheredge
Are revenues tracking to your annual plan? Are you constantly looking for that elusive “world class” sales
executive? This article shares how you can boost sales by integrating sales with your strategic planning.

The Urgent Role of HR in M&As Iris Sasaki
Fully 70% of M&As fail to create shareholder value. It is crucial to look at all the possibilities that lead to
success.

Paralysis by Analysis: How Development Schedules Slip Mike Miles
Several factors contribute to schedule problems. Recognizing when it’s happening, and acting to minimize
the effect are explored in this article.

Finding the Street Value of a Privately Held Company Brent Freeman
Maximizing your company’s value requires knowing how the market values closely held companies.  This article
deals with a straightforward method that CEOs and owners can use to find the “Street Value” of their company.

Balancing process against Creative Freedom Gary Chin
This article discusses one of the biggest challenges companies have in developing new products and/or
running projects in a matrixed environment.

If you are interested in these articles, subscribe to the Build Your Business CEO eNewsletter today:
Go to www.synergy-usa.com/eNews.html to sign up.


