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Hi. I’m Scott.

• 9 MSFT year veteran 
(1994-2003)

• IE 1.0 -> 5.0, Windows, 
MSN

• www.scottberkun.com
(uiweb.com)

• Consultant / Teacher / 
Writer

• The Book: “The art of 
project management”, 
O’Reilly 2005



Hypothesis: How to be on time

• Prioritize
• Understand 
• Plan 
• Defend 



Agenda

• Web / software / anything
• Why schedules are late: simple / complex
• Michelangelo, ego, and schedule psychology 
• Conservative vs. Aggressive
• Scheduling 101 / Scheduling 102
• Why it gets worse: a tragedy in 3 parts 
• Solutions: High and low
• Situations and responses



IT software project results

1.1%Over 400%

11%200-400%

31.5%100-200%

20%51-100%

18.3%21 – 50%

13.9%Under 20% 

% of Responses Time Overruns

http://www.standishgroup.com/sample_research/chaos_1994_2.php

31% of all project cancelled
52% will cost 189% of original estimate
16.2% finish on time, on budget



Why schedules are late: simple and 
complex answers 



1. Anything that goes wrong, makes you late.

2. Anytime you prioritize something above of the 
schedule, you will be late.

Why schedules are late: simple



Why schedules are late: complex

• Many interconnected factors:
– Requirements and schedule not sane
– Fuzzy vision, low quality specs
– Technical oversights / Weak estimations
– Poor communication
– Weak leadership
– Poor co-ordination 
– Changing requirements without changing schedule
– Generally stupid decisions (or people)



The creative ego

• “It was more work than I 
could finish in a lifetime. Yet 
I signed a contract: 5 years. 
My curse: to take on more 
than I can possibly do. 
Madness!”
Michelangelo 

• “ I double dog dare you”
- A Christmas story



The psychology of schedules



We are always late

• Things that start late:
– Meetings
– Parties
– Talks (hmmm)
– Dinner reservations, doctor’s office 
– Concerts and events

• We are conditioned to think of time as flexible

• “Meet me at 1pm at the coffee shop” = 
somewhere between 12:55 and 1:10pm. 



What does this really mean?

Spec complete 2/5/05
Code Complete 3/25/05
Test Complete 4/30/05
RC 1 5/01/05
RTM 5/15/05

Q: Why 3/25 and not 3/26? 
Q: What time on 3/25? 2pm?



Conservative and aggressive
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Picture from 
http://www.adaathletics.homestead.com/Fourth02.html
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Management discipline
(Scheduling 101)



Scope 

Time

Quality

Cost

Ship soon AND have every feature 
AND have high quality AND be cheap 
to build

The insane vision:



Scope 

Time

Quality

Cost



Upper management helps schedules when 

• UM sensitive to different costs of change
– Goal change, requirements change, feature change, 

detail change
– Scope / Time / Quality / Cost

• Team has weapons against management whim 
• Vision defines tradeoffs for schedule vs. other 

considerations 
• Reward system for being on time? Early?



Managing up: schedules 

• “But I’m not an upper manager, so what can I do if they 
don’t do these things?”

• Manage up
• Clarify what you need to ship on time. Ask for it.
• If they don’t give you the tools you need:

– Understand that they don’t want to ship on time.
– Or they may have problems with their own managers/peers.
– But it’s possible they’re just incompetent. 



Scheduling 102



Line level managers (this means you)

• Schedules 102
– Basic theory 

– Common factors
– Why things go wrong 

– Critical path / WBS (not covered)



The basic theory

• All schedules are predictions. 
• We suck at predictions.
• Good predictions:

– include more factors than bad predictions.
– Are pessimistic, not optimistic.
– Are based on data from the last set of predictions for 

a given project & team.

• Predictions get better the further along you are



Fundamental factors

• Has this team worked together before?
• Has this team done a project like this before?
• What happened? (regarding schedule accuracy)
• How high was spec quality last time?  How will we make 

it higher this time?
• How volatile are the technologies to be used?
• Were there clear goals that helped the team narrow 

scope and make good decisions?



Forgotten factors

• Holidays, vacation and sick days
• Thanksgiving -> New years, Summer
• Are there frequent points of public project level schedule 

evaluation?
• Was engineering trained to give good estimates?
• Morale? Organizational health?
• Budget for integration of work?
• Budget for UI iteration?



Stupid factors

• All negative effects compound
– 5 work items. Each has 80% chance of being 

on time. What is the probability they will all be 
on time?

• 80% x 80% x 80% x 80% x 80% = 32%

• Weak vision * weak specs * weak estimates = ?



Why it gets worse 
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Why it gets worse, part 2 
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Why it gets worse, part 3 



From Quality software management, Vol 1, Weinberg 
(Dorsett House, 1998)



The hypothesis

1. If the work gets harder
2. And effort is constant (e.g. maximum)
3. Progress will slow

Example: Jigsaw puzzle vs. packing for a trip
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High / Low solutions



High level solutions

• How important is the schedule? 
• What tools does the team have to defend the schedule?

• What can team say NO to, to protect the schedule?
• How is planning structured to protect the schedule?
• Short milestones resist volatility

– One month instead of three  (eXtreme Programming)
– Plan for strategy realignment between milestones

• Vision must clarify tradeoffs: not cheat the project.
– scope vs. quality vs. time (vs. cost)



Low level solutions

• Does the team care about schedule? (UM has to first)

• PERT weighted estimates
– Optimal + (4 * likely) + Pessimistic / 6
– Devs give 3 estimates. Throttle without dumb padding. 

• Quality specifications and planning. 
– Estimates are predictions. People with better 

information make better predictions.

• Do riskiest pri 1 work first. 
• Be skeptical in estimation and prediction.



Situations and responses



Situations and responses
• Management whim

– E.g. “My wife said everything should be pink. Make it pink. ”
– Argue. Return to goals. Demonstrate costs and sched. implications. 

• Wake up and realize you’re behind
– Prep: Have clear priority list and exit criteria. Adjust if needed.
– Know what to throw overboard beforehand.
– Cut to get below the schedule line, not to meet it.

• Realize need to add feature
– Calculate real costs, not just dev costs.  (DCRs are expensive)
– Can it wait for next milestone?
– What can be cut to balance the ship? 
– If nothing is cut, the schedule must change.
– If schedule doesn’t change, quality will drop.



Summary

• You can be on time if you: 
– Prioritize it
– Plan for it
– Are aware of the many contributing factors
– Defend it



Questions? Thoughts?

The art of project management, 
Sample chapters: www.artofpm.com

Email questions encouraged:

scott@scottberkun.com
www.scottberkun.com
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