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Cycle Time Reduction from a Team LeaderCycle Time Reduction from a Team Leader’’s s 

PerspectivePerspective

John C. Rea

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The challenge when discussing the topic of reducing time-to-market is understanding the underlying reasons behind cycle time INCREASES. Only when team leaders have a clear understanding about what causes projects to slip can they seek to minimize time-to-market. This presentation will outline some of the strategic and tactical pitfalls that can plague a project, and the ways team leaders and their teams can proactively avoid them, as well as how to manage them should they occur.
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Three Part Premise Three Part Premise 


 

Reduction of Cycle Time starts with a 
fundamental understanding of what 
INCREASES Cycle Time within your 
environment



 

Cycle Time is minimized by pro-actively 
working on the identified problem areas



 

Cats can be trained

Presenter
Presentation Notes
“If you know where a hole is, there’s a good chance you won’t fall into it.”
I believe that knowing what you are looking for is a sure way to find it. Once you discover how to find it, you can also choose to avoid it.

“I’ve never observed two cats plotting together to catch a mouse”
As project managers, we are called upon to coordinate the efforts of individuals, with the key word being INDIVIDUALS. This task at times can be daunting, but if you recognize that they can be trained to effectively work together, you will not only get the job done, but you can shrink the time-to-market as well.

“If everyone would just do their jobs, we wouldn’t need project managers”
Have you ever heard that statement before? If you haven’t, then you haven’t been doing this for very long. The statement itself is naive at best, and if taken too literally, can cause serious delays.
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Some Definitions Some Definitions 


 

Cat
– A bright, talented individual that is prone to 

change their sense of direction or purpose based 
on new, interesting, or tangential stimuli

– Herd of Cats
– A group of bright individuals that if left on their 

own, would not choose the “shortest path”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
To recognize a benefit, one has to understand the need, and in this case, that requires two definitions:
	1. Cat -- A bright, talented individual that is prone to change their sense of direction or purpose based on new, interesting, or tangential stimuli.
	2. Herd of Cats -- A group of bright individuals that if left on their own, would not choose the shortest path.

Cats are not inherently bad. When channeled properly, they can be formidable and while it is preferable to lead a pack of wolves, you need to work with what you’ve got.
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Focus AreasFocus Areas


 

Planning


 

Process


 

Communication


 

Behavior

Presenter
Presentation Notes
There are many ways to waste time on a project, and I will not attempt to address them all. The major time wasters however do fall into the following gen-eral categories:
	1. Planning
	2. Process
	3. Communication
	4. Behavior
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Plan of AttackPlan of Attack
Focus Area


 

Specific Issue
– “Symptomatic cat like utterances” (just so you 

can recognize meowing when you hear it)


 

Observations and insights (the cure will be up to 
you)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
While no two work environments are exactly alike, there are common threads that run through them all. I’ve attempted to capture these similarities  by the phrases we’ve all heard at one time or another (I call them “cat mutterings”). These phrases are usually symptomatic of an underlying problem that has not been adequately addressed.
 
Be cognizant of the fact that the clock is always ticking, and every time one of these “cat mutterings” is heard, you’ve already fallen into a hole, and it will cost you time to get back out. It is much better to anticipate the problem and avoid it in the first place
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PlanningPlanning


 

Incomplete
– “Oh, I didn’t think of that”



 

Make sure that the planning is sufficiently detailed 
so that there are no major surprises



 

Inaccurate
– “Oh, I thought you only wanted a ball park 

estimate”


 

Identify the degree of accuracy required --There’s a 
difference between precise and accurate

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Planning

“Oh, I didn’t think of that”
Incomplete  -- Major surprises, especially late in the game will cost you time and energy. Decide the level of detail required for each part of the plan to give you the confidence level you need to make progress.

“Oh, I thought you only wanted a ball park estimate”
Inaccurate  -- There is a difference between precision and accuracy. Always require accurate estimates and adjust the level of precision to fit the need. If you’re pointed in the wrong direction, six digit precision won’t do you any good. 
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Planning (cont.)Planning (cont.)


 

Unclear Specifications
– “Oh, THAT’S what you meant”



 

Ensure that the problem is well understood before a 
solution is created -- Know the difference between 
Required and Desired



 

Blind Optimism
– “I bet if they would have asked me, I could 

have built Rome in a day”


 

Gauge the source -- Bravado is only productive 
when the results match the expectations

Presenter
Presentation Notes
“Oh, THAT’S what you meant”
Unclear Specifications -- Make sure that both the problem and the expectations are well understood. If either the solution doesn’t fit the problem, or the expectations are vague, you’ll be in for some real damage control. Watch out for the “required” versus “desired” trap. If there is ANY ambiguity, it WILL be misinterpreted.

“I bet if they would have asked me, I could have built Rome in a day”
Blind Optimism  -- I like it when an individual is aggressive about getting something done. I really like it if they can follow through and meet the expectations that they’ve set. Gauge an individual’s  past performance before you accept their bravado as some-thing you can count on.
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Planning (cont.)Planning (cont.)


 

Missing Resources
– “Oh, I’m sure I’ll have those resources in place 

by the time I really need them”


 

Watch for the moving hole -- Get commitments 
early or recruit and train well in advance



 

Complexity
– “I’ll do the easy stuff first”



 

Tackle the hard things early -- It’s amazing how 
long those SIMPLE things will take

Presenter
Presentation Notes
“Oh, I’m sure I’ll have those resources in place by the time I really need them”
Missing Resources -- Robbing Peter to pay Paul is a temporary solution at best, and kidding yourself about it, is worse. Avoid the moving hole problem by getting  commitments early (including back-fill) or recruit well in advance of the need and train the new individual to the level required to be successful.

“I’ll do the easy stuff first”
Complexity -- Don’t put off the hard tasks just be-cause they’re hard. Doing only the easy tasks first will ensure that you don’t have time to finish the hard stuff later. Simple tasks have a way of turning into sink holes that can drain a project of all the spare time you thought you had.
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Planning (cont.)Planning (cont.)


 

Core Competency
– “I’ve never done Brain Surgery before, but I’d 

like to try it”


 

Match the right skill set to the right job -- Critical 
tasks should always be staffed with the best and the 
brightest



 

Contingencies
– “I never make mistakes”



 

If something MUST work the first time, be prepared 
to maneuver rapidly

Presenter
Presentation Notes
“I’ve never done Brain Surgery before, but I’d like to try it”
Core Competency -- Enthusiasm is a wonderful thing. It is especially good when the individual has the right skill set to go with it. People should be encouraged to stretch, but unless you have no choice, never let anyone “practice” on a critical path. Critical tasks, if possible, should be staffed with the best and the brightest individuals you can find.

“I never make mistakes”
Contingencies -- This attitude concerns me for two reasons. First, if someone never makes mistakes, they’re probably not pushing hard enough. Watch for the “Sandbagger” who hates to show any flaws and will take twice as long as someone else doing the same task. Second, if this attitude is a case of some-one “being a legend in their own mind,” be prepared for some real scrambling when the wall falls. The lesson to be learned here is that if something MUST work the first time, pay lots of attention to the who and the what, and by all means, be prepared to maneuver quickly.




© Copyright 1996 John C. Rea 11

Planning (cont.)Planning (cont.)


 

Critical Success Factors
– “What do you mean they can’t supply IT 

anymore?”


 

Identify and track the relationships and things that 
you can’t live without



 

Risk Assessment
– “This project is a no-brainer”



 

Early and accurate assessment of risks will ensure 
that the proper focus and energy is applied

Presenter
Presentation Notes
“What do you mean they can’t supply IT anymore?”
Critical Success Factors -- If the success of your project depends on a steady supply of widgets, you better make sure you’re on top of the situation. To-day’s crisis is often yesterday’s “business as usual”. Never become complacent about anything that is mission critical. Identify and track any relationships or “things” that can stop your progress, or worse yet, kill the project.  

“This project is a no-brainer”
Risk Assessment -- “No-brainer” projects can be great, but only if they are assessed properly. Watching a bunny rabbit turn into a dragon before your eyes is not a pleasant experience. It’s not that you can’t deal with a dragon, it’s just that you weren’t prepared for it when it showed up. Accurate and early assessment of the project risks will allow you to focus the right energy levels on them in the first place. 
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ProcessProcess


 

Rigidity
– “I can’t do anything until all the i’s are dotted, 

and the t’s are crossed”


 

Watch out for artificial gates -- If progress can be 
made, get started and make it happen



 

Adaptability
– “I can’t do that, it doesn’t fit our process”



 

If the process doesn’t apply, waive or modify the 
requirement -- Don’t shave off the edges of the 
square peg to fit it into a round hole

Presenter
Presentation Notes
2. Process

“I can’t do anything until all the i’s are dotted, and the t’s are crossed”
Rigidity -- Everyone uses some sort of process, and those processes were put in place to serve a purpose. Occasionally, these processes will include artificial gates. I have a tendency to question ALL gates both artificial and real. If real gates are in place, understand why they are there. If the answer is “just be-cause”, fight to get them removed. Gates are generally put in place to synchronize or slow things down, not normally to speed things up. If possible, opt for a parallel approach.

“I can’t do that, it doesn’t fit our process”
Adaptability -- Flexibility in handling new situations is key to reduced cycle times. This does not mean that corners should be cut, but it does mean asking whether existing processes are applicable. Do not throw away innovation if it doesn’t fit your current process, rather, modify or waive the process to adapt to the innovation. Square pegs should never be shaved to fit into round holes.
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Process (cont.)Process (cont.)


 

Informality
– “I don’t have the time to write that down”



 

Ensure that critical information is handled in a 
manner befitting it’s nature



 

Training
– “I didn’t know I had to do that”



 

Familiarize everyone with the processes that they 
will be dealing with -- The more proficient they are, 
the less time it will take

Presenter
Presentation Notes
“I don’t have the time to write that down”
Informality -- Be careful with vital information. Informality is best left to things that won’t hurt the project if misunderstood. Why is it we always find the time to do something over, but often feel it is a waste of time to formalize its hand-off. If it’s big enough to bite you, there’s time enough to wrestle it to the ground.

“I didn’t know I had to do that”
Training -- A lot of time can be wasted by individuals not understanding the processes that are applicable to their role. Training is often an afterthought, not unlike closing the barn door after the horse has bolted. Never presume that people are trained. Ask them, then after you reel from the response, train them.
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CommunicationCommunication



 

Goals & Objectives
– “I didn’t know we were going to do that”



 

Make sure that everyone is on the same page -- Less 
confusion will result in fewer errors



 

Roles & Responsibilities
– “I didn’t know that was part of my job”



 

Ensure that everyone knows what everyone else is 
suppose to do -- If left to guess, they might get it 
wrong

Presenter
Presentation Notes
3. Communication

“I didn’t know we were going to do that”
Goals & Objectives -- Synchronization can be taken for granted. Individuals that live and breathe the goals and objectives of a project have a tendency to believe that EVERYONE understands as much about what’s supposed to happen as they do. When the second guessing and confusion start to take place, people are appalled at the lack of buy-in and how much time is wasted in endless meetings try to get everyone on the same page. Save everyone the angst and heartburn by formalizing the goals and objectives, and repeat as often as necessary (usually twice as frequent as you would suppose). This practice will result in much less confusion and fewer errors.

“I didn’t know that was part of my job”
Roles & Responsibilities -- If the sharing of goals and objectives is important, SQUARE IT, and that’s how important a clear set of roles and responsibilities are. A cat hates finding out you expected them to be a dog when all along they were sure that you wanted them to be a cat. Individuals absolutely HATE not knowing what is expected of them. What they hate even more than that, is being judged on what they didn’t know or understand in the first place. Not get-ting this straight up front can be the “kiss of death” to a project and will cause untold delay and grief.
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Communication (cont.)Communication (cont.)



 

Status
– “I have good news and bad news”



 

Regular and accurate information flow is essential -- 
Being in the dark is only good for mushrooms



 

Exceptions
– “We have a problem...”



 

It is imperative that unexpected or vital project 
information be disseminated quickly -- Get it to those 
who need it without delay

Presenter
Presentation Notes
“I have good news and bad news”
Status -- A regular dose of high quality information is not only useful for tracking progress and issues, it also lends an air of legitimacy to a project. At times, keeping the TIGERS at bay (those are the large cats that prowl at the upper-end of the food chain) is as important as the care and feeding of the individuals who are doing the work. Nothing can slow a project down as fast as someone NOT knowing what is going on. Sharing what is going on is paramount to timeliness. It is better to find out early that you’re straying down the wrong path, than to suddenly find yourself hopelessly tangled in a net.

“We have a problem...” 
Exceptions -- Unexpected or vital new information must be disseminated with a sense of urgency. It is impossible to react swiftly when you must beg for scraps. Establish a way of moving important information rapidly to the right players, then require that the information be acted upon in a way that befits its importance.
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BehaviorBehavior


 

Fear
– “I’m afraid of the dark”



 

Clarify the situation -- Illuminate with an effective 
plan to move past the paralysis



 

Panic
– “The sky is falling!”



 

Quickly assess the situation and LEAD -- 
Simultaneous movement in all directions will just 
prolong the agony

Presenter
Presentation Notes
4. Behavior

“I’m afraid of the dark”
Fear -- When an individual exhibits fear it is usually caused by the unknown. When this happens, the situation needs to be illuminated, so that the paralysis can be overcome and progress can be made. Shining the light directly in their eyes however, will convert a cat into a deer, and you know what happens next. Fear can however be genuine and beneficial. If a melt-down is about to occur, shut down the reactor (or whatever is appropriate) and RUN LIKE HELL.

“The sky is falling!”
Panic -- It is never good to panic. If the herd is getting ready to bolt, quickly assess the situation and LEAD. If the efforts of the group are not coordinated effectively, the crisis will not be brought under control, causing even more panic, and putting the project in jeopardy. Pull together and work through it.
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Behavior (cont.)Behavior (cont.)


 

Negativity
– “That will never work”



 

Contradictory opinions are only productive if 
substantive -- Seek the truth behind the statements



 

Dogmatism
– “That isn’t the way we do that here”



 

Encourage “out of box” thinking -- Arrogance and 
tunnel vision is never as effective as innovation

Presenter
Presentation Notes
“That will never work”
Negativity -- Contradictory opinions are not always time wasters. When properly applied, they  can become the voice of reason. They DO, however, become time wasters if they are not substantive. Encourage the seeking of truth while discouraging the random meowing of disgruntled cats.

“That isn’t the way we do that here”
Dogmatism -- Straight line thinking has its place, but not if you’re looking for ways to reduce time-to-market. Encourage “out of box” thinking. Using tunnel vision is never an effective way to attack a problem. Of course, be careful what you ask for. You might wind up with “catmatism” (definition --The pure unbridled tangential thinking of a cat that is given the total freedom to run amuck).
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Behavior (cont.)Behavior (cont.)


 

Denial
– “I know it’s smoking, but I don’t expect it to 

catch on fire”


 

Separate fact from fantasy -- If it looks like a Frog, 
it’s probably not an Enchanted Prince



 

Focus
– “I didn’t finish because I was doing something 

else”


 

Finish what has started before moving on -- A point 
in every direction is like having no point at all

Presenter
Presentation Notes
“I know it’s smoking, but I don’t expect it to catch on fire”
Denial -- The old expression about where there’s smoke, there’s fire, can be particularly appropriate when discussing individuals who are too close to the heat to tell whether their fur is smoldering. Make sure that there is a way to separate fact from fantasy. If it looks like a frog, it’s probably NOT an En-chanted Prince.

“I didn’t finish because I was doing something else”
Focus -- Hitting a stationary target is hard. Hitting a moving target is even harder. Help keep all the efforts focused by requiring that the current task be finished (if it can) before you ask for another one to begin. Cats have a tough enough time concentrating on what they’re already doing without you dangling a string in front of them. A point in every direction is like having no point at all.
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Behavior (cont.)Behavior (cont.)


 

Collaboration
– “Why should I work with them”



 

Seeking ideas and assistance from others can ensure 
that surprises are kept to a minimum -- The whole 
CAN be greater than the sum of the parts



 

Decision Making

– “I didn’t know I had to make the decision”


 

Identify decision makers and insist on timely 
decisions -- Push decision making down to the right 
levels

Presenter
Presentation Notes
“Why should I work with them”
Collaboration -- Assuming a lack of omnipotence among the individuals assigned to a project, collaboration is a good thing. Sharing insights and ideas, especially if done cross-functionally, can only improve the result. Surprises can be kept to a minimum, and the overall quality of the decisions and their outcome will be improved. This behavior encourages creativity and can lead to “the whole becoming GREATER than the sum of the parts”. 

“I didn’t know I had to make the decision”
Decision Making -- Poor decisions waste time. No decisions waste even more time. Determine who the decision makers are, what they have authority to decide, and require that they make their decisions timely. Establish what constitutes a GOOD decision within your environment, then stick to it. Push decision making down to the right level, then reinforce the behavior by NOT second guessing the decisions that are made (cats REALLY hate that!). 
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Behavior (cont.)Behavior (cont.)


 

Accountability
– “It wasn’t my fault”



 

Clearly establish ownership and expectations -- 
Throwing it over the wall doesn’t always mean that 
it’s done



 

Duplicity, Incompetence, and Arson
– No quote required to capture any of these



 

Deal with these behaviors swiftly and effectively -- 
DO NOT allow them to continue

Presenter
Presentation Notes
“It wasn’t my fault”
Accountability -- Throwing something over the wall is never acceptable. Establish the rules of ownership and what DONE means. Set clear guidelines that define what constitutes a responsible hand-off, and who owns fixing a problem, should one arise.

“This space intentionally left blank”
Duplicity, Incompetence, and Arson -- What can I say about these behaviors other than they need to be dealt with swiftly and effectively. If the environment you’re in allows these types of behaviors to flourish, FIND ANOTHER ENVIRONMENT! 
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In Closing...In Closing...


 

New Term and Definition
– Team of Cats



 

A motivated group of bright individuals that are 
being led in a clear and effective way resulting in an 
overall reduction in Time-to-Market.



 

The Next Step

– Work with these concepts and use them as a 
Jump Point for re-evaluating how you look at 
your People and Projects

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Final Comments

Define a new term for yourself and your environment:
Team of Cats -- A motivated group of bright individuals that are being led in a clear and effective way resulting in an overall reduction in time-to-market.
	
Lead the cats, don’t herd them. Allow them to feel like cats while exhibiting the characteristics of a pack of wolves. Open their eyes to the possibilities of cycle time reduction, by reinforcing their sense of purpose, not by restricting their behavior.
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