Is“Process’ getting in the way of process?
Part 2 of 2-- Survey Results
How does your organization handle process?

By Harry Kitchen, CSQE
hki tchen@ol unbus. rr.com

At the April 9, 2002 neeting of ASQ Section 801, the author gave a
presentation on the effect of conprom se in retarding continuous
process i nprovenent for software devel opnent and busi ness in general

The tal k was based on one of the sane title given at the M chigan
Quality 2001 Conference, to an audi ence of software quality
professionals. The April 9 audience was from a broader quality
background, conprising both quality professionals and users of quality.
The presentation was tailored to renove nost of the materia
specifically related to software devel oprment.

While the presentation was in progress, a survey was given to the
attendees, and the results are tabul ated here. The response was heavy.
O 47 in attendance, 31 conpleted responses were returned, or 66%
Responses by category

Respondents were asked to check whether their organization net each of
eighteen criteria in five categories:

1. Phant om process i nprovenent, whereby an organi zation just
pretends to follow a standard

2. Stall ed process inprovenent, in which a process exists, but is
retarded by conprom se

3. I mpairnment in the availability of requirements, where the project
goal s are descri bed i nadequately, vaguely, or tardily

4, Proj ect planning and scheduling issues, characterized by inform
or obsol et e et hodol ogi es

5. Process and product review defects that obstruct the benefit of

obj ective review

Normalized response by category
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O the five categories presented, the chart shows the relative
responses per category. They have been normalized to show the
percentage of total possible responses for the category.

Category 3, Availability of requirenents, is clearly in the |ead at

50.5% and is worthy of focus. It is no coincidence that in SElI's
Capability Maturity Model [1], the first Key Process Area is
Requi renents Managenent. |f an organization can get its act together

in docunenting and reviewing its requirenents, it has taken a mgjor
step in |learning how to becone nore nmature and process-aware in all the
ot her areas.

Responses by question

The nunber of responses per question ranged from 10%to 77% The Pareto
chart on the next page shows the percentage of responses, and the table
at the end of this article lists the text of the questions.

Here are the top six responses of the eighteen questions:

Schedul es are based on need nore than the reality of devel opnent cycles
(Category 4). Mre than three-quarters (77% of respondents checked
this issue. This neans that the ideal of a two-way dial og between
custoners and devel opers has yet to be achieved in nbst organizations.
We need to train our internal and external custoners to disclose the
cost of slippage, so we can nake reasonabl e trades and adjust the
resources applied to a particular project. One of the best sem nars |
ever attended was “How to Devel op Products in Half the Time” by Don

Rei nertsen [2]. He chall enges devel opers and their custoners to start
a quantifiable dialog about the cost-vs.-revenue basis for scheduling.

Process docunents do not reflect changing priorities or practices
(Category 1). Nearly two-thirds (65% checked this one. This is

often a consequence of creating a process standard “for show’, then
putting it away until the auditor arrives. A sinple fix is as

foll ows: the next tine someone asks you, in conversation, to change the

way sonething is done, nmeke it clear that you will be happy to rewite
a paragraph of the process manual to reflect the change. That will not
only inprove the documentation, but force reflection on the
consequences of a particular change. |[|f your organization resists,

there is a wonderful book by Price Waterhouse [3] on organizationa
change.

Specifications are vague and indefinite (Category 3). This was checked
by 58% of respondents. W have all been in a situation where the

devel opnental goals are not clear at the outset, and the chickens don’'t
come hone to roost until someone needs to be blamed for project

slippage. When faced with such ill-defined requirements, wite
questions, circulate themto your custonmers (internal or external), and
don’t be afraid to challenge the vagueness. It is in the custoner’s

best interest to have the devel oper know his or her expectations before
committing to a devel opnent schedule. M own practice is to keep a
metric of unresolved requirenments (say TBDs per thousand words), and
sonmeday | hope to prove that it correlates with late delivery.
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Percent of Responses by Question
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Requi renents or specifications arrive over a long period of tinme (Also
Category 3). This was checked by 55% Closely related to the one
above, this one is nore difficult to overconme at first. |If we all knew
t he exact outconme of every devel opment project, there would be no need
for devel opnent projects. W (as quality professionals or users of
quality) and our custonmers need to be honest with ourselves — the

pur pose of a devel opnent project is to answer the question “How can
such- and-such be done?” An iterative developnent plan is one solution
because it honestly admits that at each iteration, nore will be known
about the outcome. These valuable results can benefit both the
custoner and the devel oper as they becone avail able, but both need to
decry ommi science at the outset for an iterative plan to be accepted.
Change is inevitable — recognizing that fact is a sign of

organi zati onal maturity.

Revi ew standards and policy are largely undocunented or are applied on
an ad hoc basis (Category 5). Mre than half (52% checked this. It
may show a |ack of training in the conduct of reviews, or it nay show
ordi nary fear anmong staff. The solution to insufficient training is
nore training at all levels. The solution to fear is full acceptance
of genui ne process inprovenent anong top managenent. You have j ust
given me the topic for next year’s presentation: “How to train your
boss.” Thank you.
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Process i nprovenent activities are regarded as too costly in dollars or
effort and It is too easy to exclude projects from process inprovenent
(Both Category 2). These were fromthe sanme category, and tied at 45%
of respondents. In this author’s opinion, hunble or otherw se, both of
these are a mani festation of the belief that process inprovenent is a
pure-cost item nmde to satisfy auditors and no one el se, and should be
kept at bay. The truth is sinply that quality pays. W can neasure
the benefit of any inprovement program and if it is not making a
profit, it needs to be rewitten or practiced better. Qur goal is to
make the devel opers run to us for advice, rather than run and hi de when
we approach them for an audit.

Correl ati ons

Note that the top six responses cane fromall five categories. |In al
respects, the responses were remarkably independent in a statistica
sense.

The strongest correlation (56% was between Schedul es are based on need
nore than the reality of devel opnent cycles and Revi ew standards and
policy are largely undocunented or are applied on an ad hoc basis. In
the grand schene of things, 56%is not a very strong correlation
although it is reasonable to expect that an ad hoc organization wll
use obsol ete scheduling criteria. See coments acconpanying both
responses in the previous section.

There were no significant inverse correlations, the greatest being only
31%

Concl usi on

The original prem se was that conprom se can interfere with a process

i mprovenent effort to the extent that it nmkes inprovenent appear nore
costly and |l ess beneficial than it is capable of being. The survey has
borne this out, and has given us a set of priorities for our own

efforts at process inprovenent. |f in our own organizations we apply
resources in approximte proportion to the above responses, our lives
will be better and soneone ni ght even thank us.

Met hods

The survey was intended to find a hierarchy of needs anobng those
interested in process inprovenent. Percentage responses should not be
construed as representing the general population. Potential source of
bias for the survey include:

The attendees were not drawn from a random popul ation, but one in
which the topic was pronoted, and no controls were applied

The presentation was highlighting the very questions that were on
the survey, with the author’s own slant on them

Al'l questions were phrased to illustrate an unfavorabl e outcone
No attenpt was nade to random ze the order of questions.
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Appendi x — Survey questions and responses

Pct . No. Question

77 4a Schedul es are based on need nore than the reality of
devel opnent cycl es

65 la Process docunents do not reflect changing priorities or
practices

58 3b Specifications are vague and indefinite

55 3a Requi rements or specifications arrive over a |long period of
tinme

52 5a Revi ew standards and policy are |l argely undocunented or are
applied on an ad hoc basis

45 2a Process inprovenent activities are regarded as too costly
in dollars or effort

45 2d It is too easy to exclude projects from process i nprovenent

39 3c Specifications contain many “TBDs” (“to be determ ned”)

39 4b Esti mat es of devel opnent effort are nmade with unknown
nmet hods

39 5d The opinions expressed in reviews are inhibited or affected
by fear

35 2b Process i nprovenent decisions are made with little or no
nmeasurement of cost or effort

32 4d There is inadequate nid-project review or revision of
proj ect plans

26 1b Process docunments have little to do with the process

23 2c Process inprovenent is overruled by “the conpany way”

19 5b Revi ew teans or process groups are dom nated by nmanagers

16 1c Process documents di scourage process inprovenent

10 4c (Sof tware devel opnent) Effort estinates are not based on
product size

10 5c Revi ew team nenbers are selected to affect the outcone
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