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development; it will also help ensure that stakeholders’ expectations remain
in line with the project’s original goals. This will be essential in ensuring the
project remains focused and isn’t subject to the big course changes that can
occur when stakeholders lose sight of the original problem and goals. It also
helps prevent stakeholder expectations from wandering, allowing the project
leader to focus on and be accountable to goals that are fixed and definite.

Defining Success

Everyone involved in a project should be working toward its success—that
much is obvious. But what does it mean to succeed? There’s often a remark-
able lack of clarity and consensus on this most basic of understandings. Left
unguided, each participant in the project may have a completely different

view of success:

*  Some project managers and stakeholders try to ensure a project is delivered
on time and under budget, above any other consideration.

*  Some stakeholders want to ensure the project succeeds in meeting their
department’s specific goals, but they aren’t focused on how the project will
affect the rest of the organization.

e UX professionals can focus exclusively on succeeding at meeting user needs
without attending to the needs of the business.

*  Project team members may view success as meeting the isolated demands
imposed on them by managers, rather than delivering an exceptional product.

o Project leaders can get so focused on pleasing their stakeholders that they
lose sight of the overriding quality and business goals for the product.

If everyone is working toward different goals, it’s guaranteed that those
goals will come into conflict. And every narrower interest interferes with the
greater interest of truly succeeding in the fullest sense. So, again, what does
it mean to succeed?

Software projects are born to address business problems, to respond to busi-
ness opportunities, and ultimately to drive value into the business. In short,
software projects are meant to create a return on investment. It’s the antici-
pation of that return that motivates a company to invest money into a proj-
ect, and determines how much investment is appropriate. Meeting the ROI
projections that were used to justify the project is the ultimate standard of
success, because it is the truest reflection of the project’s reason for being.

Defining Success
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If you look at the previous list of the disparate, narrow views of success, you
can imagine how each originated from the goal of helping the project meet its
ROI goals. Working to ensure that a project comes in on time and on budget

is an attempt to make key projections in the ROI model come true; meeting
user needs is a stepping stone to meeting the business’s needs. If, however, the
relationship between these lower-level goals and an overriding ROI-oriented
business goal is lost, the lower-level goals will pull the project in differing (and
wrong) directions, and each of the narrow interests will come into conflict.
Therefore, it is tremendously important to kick off the project with clarity
about what success looks like, and strong unity of purpose in meeting the
high-level objectives. This is the core purpose of the business planning stage.

As the project progresses, stakeholders won’t be able to spend much time
working on it. And as the team gets consumed in the details of designing and
building the product, the focus of their day-to-day activities will be very nar-
row. But you cannot allow the team to lose sight of the high-level purpose of
the product. And as the project progresses, even the stakeholders can forget
the original purpose for the project and divert their attention to narrower
goals. You must not let the product deviate from its founding business goals,
because those goals were what justified the investment in the project and it

is to those goals that you should ultimately be held accountable. This means
that practices and mechanisms must be in place to preserve their memory
throughout the project, and to ensure that everyone is working toward the
same objective all along the way.

Creating a Project Mission Statement

Almost every company has at some point tried to formulate a mission state-
ment for itself. Mission statements are meant to help people keep sight of
why the company is doing what it’s doing and why each person is doing his
work, instead of leaving people to live just in the day-to-day without a view
of the big picture. Mission statements are a fixed but flexible point of refer-
ence for people to judge whether their efforts are effectively propelling them
and the company in the right direction.

A mission can offer the same advantages to software projects. It’s easy to get
caught up in the features, design, and technology going into a product and stop
thinking about why it’s being built and how it fits into the larger organization.

Chapter 5: Getting the Business Perspective



Keeping a keen focus on the mission is especially important for projects where
that mission is centered on good UX. High-quality UX is a diffuse, general goal
that must ultimately be translated into a specific product with a concrete fea-
ture set. It’s too easy for project team members to focus on narrow details of the
implementation while forgetting that better UX is the central priority. A concise,
high-level mission statement becomes part of the framework requirements.
Members of the project team will refer back to it as they make decisions and
judge progress, asking, “Are we being successful in fulfilling this mission?”

Mission statements are best created through direct collaboration among
your stakeholders—if you can get their time for it. Mission statements should
be just a few sentences or paragraphs, but those can be hard to arrive at.

If you can’t get your stakeholders together, prepare a first draft and pass it
around among the stakeholders for feedback until you arrive at something
that meets with general approval. It’s again important that every stakeholder
approve of the mission statement, since it will be the basis of many future
decisions. The project mission will be a point of reference for them to return
to as a reminder of the goals as the project progresses.

This is a mission statement from a product we’ve been working on that is
meant to help marketing professionals reach their customers through mul-
tiple channels more easily:

Our mission is to help businesses better communicate with their
customers in ways their customers prefer and appreciate, while also
helping businesses spend more time on marketing strategy instead of
the logistics and tactical details of executing on their marketing plans.

The company building this product thinks it can find success in expanding
the capabilities available to marketing professionals and improve their effec-
tiveness through high-quality UX that makes the new and existing capabili-
ties easier to perform. The mission has a clear user orientation; it’s stated in
terms of the benefit the product can offer its users. This was possible because
the company had drawn a clear connection between its own business success
and user needs. Project missions (especially those for internal projects) can
focus a bit more on the business’s own needs than this one does, but not exclu-
sively. If UX quality is a high priority for the project because it’s the means

by which you except to accomplish some business goal, the project’s mission
should carry the UX focus.

Creating a Project Mission Statement
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Note also that this mission makes no attempt to define specific aspects of
the solution. It doesn’t say, “help businesses better communicate with their
customers through email,” though email channel capabilities will certainly
be part of the product. The mission helps the project team decide whether
certain ideas and features should be implemented. If an idea furthers the
product’s mission, it’s included; if it offers some benefit that doesn’t further
the mission, it’s omitted. The mission also informs design decisions. There
are, for example, many ways to approach email channel marketing capabili-
ties, but only some of them will align with the project’s mission.

Determining Project Success Criteria

Success criteria are the end of the sentence that begins with, “We will have
been successful if we....” The best way of settling on success criteria is to
return to the financial and business models that you used to build support
for the project. The ROI proposition in the models will revolve around cer-
tain key variables, such as “percent change in customer retention” or “per-
cent change in call center volume,” that are at the heart of how the company
proposes to make or save money on the project. So, the degree to which the
project meets projections for these key variables will also be the degree to
which it succeeds in bringing about the anticipated ROI.

Success criteria are much more specific than the mission statement, but
maintain a focus on the high-level, overriding raison d’étre of the project.
They translate the key variables from the financial justification of the project
into clear, explicit goals. For example:

*  Reduce call center volume 10-20 percent over a six-month period.

» Increase customer retention by 15 percent or more as measured over a one-
year period.

*  Reduce the incidence of data input errors by 50 percent after a six-month
period.

Each of these example goals would have arisen from some key variable in
the project’s ROI model. For a project to succeed in meeting its ROI objec-
tives, it must meet projections for its key variables. Success criteria are best
when they’re specific and clear, readily measurable, and “timeboxed”—that
is, they have a specific period over which they will be measured.

There are numerous benefits to identifying success criteria:
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o They provide another point of reference for project team members to use in
decision making and give them concrete goals to aim for.

*  They help ensure, when the project is over, that stakeholders judge the
success of the product based on its original goals and mandate and not based
on personal, subjective misgivings.

o They give people outside the project a quick understanding of how the project
is meant to affect them and the company without having to understand the
product itself.

*  They amount to a commitment on your part that you can be held accountable
to, which can be very helpful for your credibility.

Once the mission statement and success criteria have been identified, agreed
upon, and documented, make sure that they remain present and relevant
in the day-to-day progress of the project. They shouldn’t just be documents
that are produced at the beginning of the project and never looked at again.
Every stakeholder and member of the team should receive a printout of the
mission and success criteria at their desks, and every significant decision
and design concept should be filtered through them. Members of your team
should be able to tell you what mission and success criteria they’re working
toward without having to look at notes, since they should be thinking about
the mission and success criteria every day. And each time you engage stake-
holders to review progress and offer advice, you need to first reorient them
to the project’s mission and success criteria, to ensure that their reactions
and advice are framed by the project’s goals.

Exercising Restraint

As you examine the business goals, your greatest challenge is likely to be
encouraging a discipline of restraint in yourself and your stakeholders. In
the early days of a project there’s a tremendous amount of valuable thought
and enthusiasm. But left unguided and unrestrained, all of the ideas and
enthusiasm can run amok. This causes projects to be founded on unreason-
able goals and expectations—clearly a setup for failure. At the same time,
care must be taken to exercise restraint without quashing any of the enthusi-
asm or discarding any of the early ideas.

Therefore, much of the work of discovering business goals is a progression
of techniques that help you parlay all of the ideas and enthusiasm into busi-
ness goals that are reasonable and thoughtfully restrained. The process

Exercising Restraint
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involves coalescing the information and value brought by your stakeholders,
and getting their expectations unified and their progress pointed in the right
direction. Getting the various perspectives of stakeholders to align around a
common vision can be a challenge, but you should encounter less difficulty
than you might expect. At the outset of a project, stakeholders are typically
concerned about the risk, uneasy with the scale of and lack of clarity sur-
rounding the problem, and unsure of how to proceed. The techniques and
restraint employed during this stage, and the focused objectives that should
result, do a lot to allay their uneasiness. Restraint helps eliminate a lot of the
complexity and noise, which in turn helps the project seem less difficult and
less risky.

Just as perfection is the enemy of the good, over-ambitiousness can set a
project up for failure—failure to launch, failure to meet expectations, failure
to engage users, and so on. There’s usually a strong impulse at the beginning
of a project to throw in every possible feature, and to dream up a product
that will appeal to every possible market or demographic. But the more
sprawling the initial conception of the product is, the harder it becomes to
actually build. And overlarge concepts leave too much room for stakeholders
and project team members to have very different mental images of and pre-
conceptions about the product.

So, in the interest of restraint, you should be continuously asking the ques-
tion: “Is this truly necessary for our product to succeed for our business?”
This is a useful filter for preventing guesses about aspects of the solution
from being confused with actual requirements. A concept is a requirement
only if the project would be considered to have failed to some degree if that
concept isn’t reflected in the finished product. Surprisingly few things actu-
ally pass the test of being truly necessary; many are just ideas for features

that are means to a more fundamental business goal.

Though it may seem like we’re asking you to give up hopes and dreams
before you even begin, we’re just encouraging you to exercise restraint at the
beginning of the project, to ensure that there will be room for those hopes and
dreams when their time comes. If you strive for something too ambitious from
the outset, you risk overstretching your resources. You typically don’t fully
recognize you've overreached until the project is too far along to make adjust-
ments and you either run over budget or underdeliver. Broader goals mean

Chapter 5: Getting the Business Perspective



broader susceptibility to change and risk. If you overreach in your original
conception of the product, you risk finding yourself in a position of having
to make cuts and compromises at the end of the project. This is costly and
difficult to do; it forces you to renege on prior commitments, which damages
your credibility with stakeholders.

It’s much easier to add in features and refinements after you’ve delivered a
successful, thoughtfully restrained first release (which may just be an inter-
nal demo release). By virtue of having gained the experience of having built
an actual working product, yow’ll be much better prepared to decide which
of the earlier ambitions are actually worth pursuing. You’ll also be much
more practiced at estimating how far your remaining resources can take

you.

A restrained first version of the product also requires less time to develop,
which means you can get it in front of actual users sooner. Those users will
be much better judges of what’s missing or problematic in the first version
of the product than you and your stakeholders; you, your stakeholders, and
your project team are too intimate with the product to have a clear perspec-
tive. If you exercised restraint, youw’ll be grateful that you have leftover time
and money to make changes in response to user feedback. Also, releasing
something acceptable and functional (even if it isn’t 100 percent of what
everyone wanted from the outset) relieves a tremendous burden of pres-
sure and risk. It’s far better to have something releasable and imperfect than
something that endeavored for perfection yet never got to the point of being
releasable. Too many projects die under the weight of overblown expecta-
tions and requirements. There will always be more you could have done, but
for a product to see the light of day, some sacrifices will always have to be
made.

The mindset of restraint, like that of the humility of unknowing, is both dif-
ficult and crucial to instill in your stakeholders. They need to understand
that restraint is a key discipline of risk reduction, and that “not now” doesn’t
mean “never.” It just means that you’re keeping your options as widely open
as possible and giving everyone the opportunity to gain experience before
making difficult decisions. As a military commander said to the president in
the TV show The West Wing, “A proportional [restrained] response doesn’t
empty the options box for the future, the way an all-out assault does.”

Exercising Restraint
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Applying the Pareto Principle

The Pareto principle, more widely known as the “80/20 rule,” is a useful
cognitive tool for the exercise of restraint. Although some people believe

it means that one should focus on the 80 percent and not worry about the
other 20 percent, it actually means that the 20 percent portion is quite often
the cause of 80 percent of the effect. This suggests that attending to the piv-
otal 20 percent is the most effective use of resources. Retailers, for example,
may recognize that 20 percent of their offerings represent 80 percent of their
revenue and focus their inventory and marketing investments accordingly.

With user-focused software, it’s often the case that a product built to do an
excellent job of satisfying the needs of a small set of users will also work well
for almost every other user. The process of describing target users therefore
involves identifying the 20 percent of users who can serve as good ambassa-
dors for the rest.

What Not to Restrain

The practice of restraint should be a filtration and distillation of ideas that
happens in a collaborative environment. It should not be a self-censorship of
ideas and enthusiasm before they have a chance to enter the group conversa-
tion. Creativity and inspiration shouldn’t be headed off before they’re shared,
nor should ideas be discarded before they’ve had a chance to be considered.
Restraint is exercised through the process of deciding what ideas to include in
the framework requirements, not when initially generating those ideas.

Also, if you've identified some way your product is going to significantly dif-
ferentiate against the competition or drive compelling value and change to
your organization, that aspect should be given wide latitude. The proper
exercise of restraint should never dilute the core value and anticipated ROI
of the product. Restraint is meant to keep all of the other stuff at bay so the
core goals have room to breathe.

The nature of the solution you’re trying to create may demand that it be a
sprawling and complicated product and greater measures of restraint just
aren’t available. In cases like this, it’s useful to compartmentalize the prod-
uct into smaller concepts and approach them as separate projects, to make
the domain of your team’s focus narrow enough to keep them effective.
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Refocusing Product Objectives

It’s typical for competing companies to try to retain their competitive edge by
matching and then outdoing each other’s feature lists. Product objectives are
set by what will look the most impressive on a feature matrix in comparison
to competitors and what marketing thinks they can message most effectively.
But getting into a feature parity war with your competitors puts you on a

long road to nowhere. The best you can ever hope for is to be a few months
ahead of your competitors with a number of features they’re already working
to replicate. The intrinsic usefulness of the product suffers as it grows into a
Frankenstein of fragmented features that render the product feature-complete
but a nightmare to use. And the more that gets bolted onto the product, the
harder it is to change, so companies get committed to a trajectory they can’t
control, because the inertial mass of the product is too great and simply main-
taining and supporting it is consuming all their resources.

It’s no wonder, then, that scrappy, focused startup products built by college
dropouts in their parents’ basements pose a serious challenge to previously
well-established products made by large companies. Unburdened by the
need to tilt against the overwhelming friction of an existing behemoth, these
startups are free to build products that differentiate on quality. They focus
on the intrinsic value and usefulness of the product, rather than on a long
list of mostly irrelevant features. Smaller projects are also easier to design
and build, because they can be held in one’s head all at once more easily.
And the less complexity there is in a project, the more thought and attention

is available to each of its details.

VS

If your company needs to offer a comprehensive range of capabilities
in some area, consider breaking the efforts into smaller standalone
products to be developed separately. Apple took this approach in m

building the suite of products that includes Mail, iCal, and Address | 12

Book. Those products handle many of the capabilities that Microsoft | el

crammed into its incredibly complex Outlook and Entourage prod- \
ucts. By breaking up the functionality into separate products, Apple |
was able to keep the development efforts smaller, more focused, and j"
less prone to risk. Smaller products generally do one thing very well,

whereas larger products tend to do a lot of things not as well. Smaller =

{0

products also make it possible to bring the suite to market in smaller
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increments rather than one big one. This lets you get something out sooner,
to build a base of customers and receive real-world user feedback. That feed-
back can be applied to improve the quality of the subsequent products in the
suite that you develop.

As you investigate the business needs for your new or remodeled product,
don’t allow feature parity to control the conversation and product direction.
If you commit to matching a competitor’s feature from the outset, you’ve
limited the resources and latitude you have to pursue other avenues of dif-
ferentiation. Matching a competitor’s features ultimately may be the right
decision, but don’t let it pass by as an unchallenged assumption. Do some
research and try applying the Pareto principle to your feature list. You may
discover 20 percent of your features account for 80 percent of the product’s
usage, or that 20 percent of your features are the reason why 80 percent of
your customers use your product. There are many other ways to differenti-
ate your product than just feature lists—better UX, for example—and those
options need to be given due consideration.

Omissions Aren’'t Permanent

Rich internet applications (RIAs), software-as-a-service (SaaS) deployment
models, and desktop software auto-updaters allow software to be updated
much more easily, so product managers can breathe much freer. Decisions to
leave certain features out of a given release aren’t permanent. If user feed-
back ends up demonstrating that a decision to omit something was a mis-
take, that missing feature can be added in an automatic update.

What is permanent, however, is any expenditure of time and resources

that occurred before the release. This is another argument for exercis-

ing restraint in the product’s objectives. Whereas you can add a feature in
response to user feedback, you can’t undo the expense of building one that
wasn’t needed or doesn’t succeed. If restraint saved you from building an
unsuccessful feature, the time and resources you didn’t expend will be avail-
able to build something else in response to user feedback.
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