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Establishing Stable Datums
What

This process seeks to discover the most invariant (unchanging) aspects of a project and establish these items as the anchor points for the whole project. This is the foundation for the foundation. In building architecture, these are called footings. 

Getting the right anchors established and agreed upon very early in the project is a very powerful and stabilizing activity and is the essence of proactivity.

When

This activity should occur at the front end of the front end. It is the basis for everything else.  However, most real projects cannot know all the invariants right away. Partly this is because almost nothing is absolutely invariant.  But there are degrees of stability.  It is important to continuously revisit things that relate to these stable datums and assure their stability or find out things that must change as early as possible so that the project can be adjusted sooner, not later.

How

There are many kinds of anchors in a project. All must be addressed. Here are some examples of what are often the most important ones:

· What is the business goal of the project?

· What is the fundamental purpose of the product of the project?

· What is your company’s charter with respect to the intended goal of this project?

· What is the best estimate of the real market for the intended result of the project?

· What is the real time window of the project?

· What are the key drivers of the project committed to achieve? What do they believe and assert are the key Stable Datums and Anchors?

There are numerous tools and techniques that address creating the stable datums and anchors of a project.  On a project of any magnitude and complexity, that you should set up a subproject to determine the stable datums and develop the major project anchors, or as many of them as you can.

Projects are filled with dependencies. Ultimately dependencies chain back to stable datums. Therefore, if the foundations of a project are built on shifting sands, the project will have troubles galore and is much more likely to fail or at least dramatically overrun its resource base.

This is not an easy problem to solve. Nevertheless, it should be strongly addressed.

Building a Foundation
What

One of the primary purposes of a project’s front end is to build a stable and well-founded foundation for the whole project. The core of a project’s foundation is a solid product concept which is in turn founded on a clear understanding of the opportunities, available resources, and several very good and well developed ideas. This “what” core is wrapped with other foundational elements such as the “how” of running the project itself.

When

Build the foundation throughout the front end of a project, then strengthen and evolve it in the development portion.  Ideally, a project foundation would be completed in the front end, however things change during execution of the project, requiring modifications.
There is always a tradeoff between adhering to a solid foundation and being adaptable and flexible to changing needs and situations. However , attempt the best and most invariant foundation possible given your circumstances.

How

The first thing to remember is TO build a foundation. Most projects jump in and start designing and implementing without considering this important item. Then later they find they have built on shaky ground and must redesign, re-implement and rethink many things, often at great cost.

It is vital to remember the maxim: “Understand before you plan.”   Understand the situation you are in, such as the market, the customers, the supply chain, the technology, and your manufacturing capacities now and in the future.  All these things and many more form a part of the foundation of a project.

Foundations consist of numerous building blocks. Each block is built by a subproject of some sort. Also these building blocks need to be coordinated and aligned with each other. 

Many of the foundational building blocks of a project are built by a DC cycle. A beginning is postulated and a goal written down, then studies are done, ideas generated and tested, people cook and stew on the problem, invent, integrate, synergize and compromise and eventually the results get organized, abstracted down to essences and the result becomes a hopefully stable building block.

One of the keys to success is to choose foundational items to be those things that are at the root of dependency chains. This is as opposed to things that may be seem to be creating progress but in fact are not foundational or fundamental. It is somewhat of an art and certainly very project dependent to figure out what these things are. The key is to keep asking the question: is this foundational? And how foundational is it compared to other things?

 Discussion Guide for Interviews
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What

The discussion guide is a script or topic sequence used by an interviewer during customer interviews.  It coordinates each interview to make sure that the interview produces valuable information.  It ensures that the right topics are covered in the right order.
When

Use a discussion guide whenever your team is preparing to interview customers.
How

Before the first customer interview, build a discussion guide.  Devote a meeting of the interview team to creating the guide.   The steps to building a discussion guide are:
1. Collect necessary information about the interviews.  For example, who is being interviewed and what is the goal of this set of customer interviews?

2. Frame the guide.  All interviewers should use the same guide, format, and priorities so that results are consistent and can be consolidated into a single summary report.  Get buy in from the interviewers that they agree to this.

3. Identify topics that will be covered in the interview.  You can use brainstorming and affinity clustering to create this list.

4. Prioritize topics.  Define prioritization criteria first, then select the topics that will be included in the guide.  The interview length will limit the number of topics, so make the hard decisions on what to leave out.

5. Phrase the questions.

6. Distribute the guide to the interview team.
Tips

1. Avoid the common mistake of trying to cover too much in an interview session.  Customers have limited time and attention span, so often it is better to go for depth and quality on a small number of topics, rather than skim many topics.
2. Usually no more than three topics can be covered during a one hour interview.
3. Some best practices for phrasing the questions are:
· Keep personal biases out of the question.
· Don’t use “leading the witness” questions (questions that attempt to elicit a desired answer).
· Don’t ask restrictive questions.
· Use open ended questions.
· Use questions that help the customer visualize, even if the visualized capability is not currently available.  This type of  question frequently uses a “what if …” format.
4. Reference: Project Management Toolbox, chapter 5, Dragan Z. Milosevic, 2003, ISBN 0-471-20822-1
 Customer Interviews
What

Individual interviews complement group interviews. Properly done and with the right individuals, sometimes one can gain tremendous insight from an encounter with just one or a few individuals. There are many types of customer and user interviews.  We will discuss just the general ideas here.

When

Use customer interviews to 

· Identify and elaborate opportunities, needs, and situations 

· Test out new ideas and sort out relationships, and priorities, and what is important

· Let users and customers tell you their ideas for how to do things better

Also use interviews to have users respond to prototypes. It is a good idea to run many different prototype versions past representative customers.  The responses are often counter-intuitive and surprising and therefore very important to find out early.
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How

There are many ways to do customer interviews, ranging from simple questionnaires to on-site, live-with-the-customer immersions. Usually it is best to be able to watch the customer in action because what they can say about their job is limited by their own perceptions. Watching customers reveals far more important data than just listening.

The best situation is to create a dialog while watching.   “What was that you just did? Why did you do that particular thing just then?” These kinds of questions related to what you observe are often very powerful insight generating mechanisms.

Interviewing is an art.  It is all too easy to lead the customer down a path that you want them to tread, thus perhaps “proving” a point you wanted to prove but losing key insights or considerations. This frequently happens when designers and engineers go out to customer sites. The designer has a “father knows best” attitude and arranges the conversation to prove their own point or demonstrate that the customer doesn’t know how to generate future product ideas.  The fact is, the engineer didn’t know how to facilitate the customer’s insights and creativity.

Doing customer interviews requires that you have excellent listening and observation skills, that you know how to encourage others to express themselves and that you keep quiet and listen for long periods of time. What your brain should be doing is calculating questions designed to keep the customer talking and getting insights and carefully seeing the patterns and datums that emerge. This is entirely different from being expressive and influential and is hard for many people.

Interviews should be well planned and have a well developed purpose or set of purposes. With these in mind, the interviewer can make the conversation flow smoothly while at the same time covering all the points needed over the course of the interview.

 Focus Groups
What

A focus group is one of many techniques for getting input from people. Its purpose is to develop an understanding of how people feel or think about something such as a product idea, a service, an issue, a new idea or a situation. There are many variations on focus groups, but they follow certain general rules. Typically, multiple focus group meetings with different participants are required to get an accurate or representative sampling.

When

Focus groups (and other facilitated group processes) are used as an additional tool to learn how people respond to an idea. They can be used to help evaluate ideas for products and services at any stage of its development. They can be used to elicit and understand needs and opportunities. However, one must be careful of the phenomena of group think, nipping good ideas in the bud, or evaluating an idea which is too developed and inflexible for any new input.

How

Focus groups must be facilitated. It takes skill to be a facilitator: quiet people must be brought out of their shells and dominant people must not be allowed to lead the group. The atmosphere must be informal, permissive, and comfortable. The process is led with a series of questions.  The first questions get the people to talk, to be comfortable expressing themselves in a group setting. The questions should progressively (step by step) lead the group toward considering the key research questions posed by the investigator.

The focus group should have a well developed research objective. This will drive the design of the questions posed to the group.  The facilitator should encourage the group to interact among themselves in a friendly, informal way. The goal is to let the group kick things around and stimulate each others’ ideas and feelings so that the questions are more thoroughly thought about than just asking a set of individuals the same questions.

Questions should be phrased in a way that facilitates discussion. Trivial questions or yes or no questions don’t encourage much discussion and should be avoided.   Krueger and Casey recommend questions with these qualities:

1. Include good directions

2. One dimensional (not complex, multifaceted questions)

3. Open ended (what do you think about X, not should this be here or there)

4. Short (easy to get and remember)

5. Clear

6. Easy to say

7. Use words participants would use

8. Sound conversational

The end of the focus group questions should bring closure to the session. There are three general types: 

1. The All Things Considered question.  This is used to determine participants final position on the area of concern. The sum of the answers is very helpful to analysts to weight the responses to things.

2. The Summary question.  The moderator would express a short oral summary of the discussion. The participants are asked to comment on the adequacy and accuracy of this statement.

3. The Raker question.  Like a garden rake, it sweeps up any remaining items. “Have we missed anything? Is there anything we should have discussed but didn’t?”

Analysis

Focus group analysis is tricky.  Be careful not to use statements made to prove a preconceived notion. Most issues are not conclusive but contain degrees of truth or degrees of agreement. The analyst must find ways to portray the breadth of feelings and opinions while at the same time finding critical results and abstracting critical notions.

Analysis cannot be done in a vacuum, but must be done in the context of the original purpose of the study. The core, burning questions which drove the study should be present in the mind of the analyst as he sorts through the mass of data produced by a focus group session.  One of the methods used to see the natural patterns and structures is affinity clustering (see description in this guide.)   

Confronting the Results

One of the most difficult things to do is to confront the results when they aren’t what you expected and wanted. This is particularly true if you are the leader of a cause or project. Things can get very political here so it is best to work to be objective and thorough. 

The flip side of this coin is that many great new ideas are so far beyond people’s current experience that they may not understand them and may reject them for lack of connection to their lives. This is one of the dark sides of focus groups and other group and committee processes. Committees are notorious for producing mediocre, lowest-common-denominator ideas. 

Thus, focus group results should be treated as additional data and insight, but not necessarily sole criteria for important decisions. There is no easy answer in the innovative, creative stages of development. It takes insight, creativity, and luck. Use focus groups to augment and assist your total development process.

Tips
It is best to read a good book about focus groups, as there is a lot to know and many ways they can go wrong.  One good book is Focus Groups: A Practical Guide for Applied Research by Krueger & Casey.
Use Cases
Use cases and work flows work together as tools to help you to understand a work situation. Together they form a powerful analysis and modeling toolset.

Use Case

A use case is a single case of use of a facility to accomplish something.  In its simplest instance, a use case consists of:

1. An actor

2. A responder

3. An event or origination

4. A response

Use cases may be large or small but typically consist of a cycle of action.  A use case is a natural unit of action that a user would use with a facility.

Use cases can be specific or abstract (general or generic). As in any science, you often discover the abstract by examining a set of specific instances and then generalizing.  By documenting and analyzing specific use cases, the general use cases of a facility can be discovered.

Use cases should be named. A typical application facility (like a kitchen or an ATM machine) might have 10 to 100 generic use cases.

Actor: anything which originates an action sequence: a person, animal, system, program, natural occurrence, etc. 

Responder: an object or system of objects or even a loose collection of objects which collaborate to provide a response to the initiative created by the actor. At the highest level, the responder can  be thought of as a single object or thing. But it can be analyzed into all its component parts.

An event or origination: something that kicks off a response.

A response: The sequence of actions and results that occur in direct, cause and effect or emergent relation to the origination or event.

Use cases can be loose or rigorous. It is often good to start with loosely defined use cases. 

A use case is a case of use.  It is like a process description, but it identifies the one who started it and separates the originator from the responder.   Use cases are used to help flesh out what the objects should be in a facility, what their roles and relationships should be, what should be the mechanisms of operation, and all sorts of other design activities.

Work Flows

Work flows describe the flow of work in a facility.  One useful breakdown is to separate the work objects (also called workpiece objects) from the facility objects.

For example, look at the work flow involved in washing dishes in a kitchen.  Work objects are those things being cleaned: glasses, silverware, dishes and pots.  Facility objects are things like the countertop, the sink, soap, scouring pad, dishwasher and drying rack. We would probably include the storage shelves and drawers too.

Here is an example workflow for washing the dishes after a party.  Let us say there are the above named objects – both work objects and facility objects.  The general flow is: 

· Bring the dishes in to the countertop (staging area)

· Clean off the bones, food chucks and toss in garbage

· Rinse and stick in dishwasher

· Prime dishwasher with soap

· Start dishwasher

· Later, open dishwasher and put things away

There is an alternate flow of hand washing dishes.

You could now list the key properties of the objects and the flows. Three of the key properties of the flows are:

· How much time it takes?

· How much work and agony does it take?

Analyzing these you realize:

· Time is a function of distance

· Agony is a function of  how much bending down, cleaning up messiness, dropping things, generated side work, and sheer time spent doing dishes.

If you draw some sketches you can start to generate some ideas and do some cooking and stewing on the process. For example:

· Put a “scraper hole” in the counter top beside the sink to dump the excess food directly into the garbage can

· Make a built-in power wash for silverware

· Put the dishwasher right next to the sink

· Raise the dishwasher to reduce bending down

· Put the bulk of the dish storage right above the dishwasher so as to minimize the distance from the dishwasher to storage.

Use the use cases to document and discover the main use cases of a facility: these must be implemented as work flows.  Use both to identify the facility objects and the work objects.  These now feed your cook and stew (invention and innovation) process.
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Brainstorming

What

Brainstorming is an idea generating technique, making it a divergence activity.    Participants call out their ideas as they think of them, so that each person has the opportunity to build on the ideas of others.

The goal of brainstorming is to stimulate creative thinking.    Follow these guidelines:
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Don’t evaluate the ideas – just record them

2. Encourage wild ideas

3. Hitchhike – build new ideas on the ideas of others

4. Encourage quantity

When

Use brainstorming when:

1. You need creative new possibilities

2. You need to capture input from a variety of people

How

The leader presents the situation and ensures that the group understands the objective of the brainstorming session and process to be used.   Use wording that encourages specific, tangible ideas, not opinions or vague concepts.  Then use one of the following brainstorming procedures.

Free Wheeling

1. Group members call out ideas spontaneously.

2. Facilitator or scribe records ideas as they are suggested.

Round Robin

1. Facilitator asks each member in turn for an idea.

2. Facilitator or scribe records ideas as they are suggested.

3. Participants may pass on any round.
4. Session continues until everyone has passed during the last round.
Slip Method

1. Facilitator asks participants to write down their ideas individually.  There is no group interaction.

2. The ideas are collected and organized.

	Technique
	Pro
	Con

	Free Wheeling
	· Spontaneous

· Most creative results

· Encourages ideas built on input from several people
	· Loudest participants may dominate, discouraging quieter people

· Can get confusing, resulting in lost ideas

	Round Robin
	· Involves participants more equally

· Tends to focus discussion

· Allows ideas built on input from several people 
	· Some loss of energy while participants waiting for turn

· Less able to build on ideas from others

· Reluctance to pass when out of good ideas

	Slip Method
	· Anonymity allows sensitive topics to surface

· Can be used with very large groups

· Gathers ideas from quiet particpants
	· Not interactive - can’t build on ideas of others

· Difficult to clarify or get context for ideas

· Slower


Tips

1. Record ideas where everyone can see them during the session to encourage building on them.
2. Record ideas on flip charts or large pieces of paper.   If you use a whiteboard you will have to do a lot of copying after the session.
3.  For large groups, have a facilitator AND one or more scribes so that the rapid flow of ideas is not impeded.
4. If brainstorming will be followed immediately by an affinity exercise, consider recording the brainstorming ideas directly onto cards or stickies.
5. You can “seed” ideas by taking a few minutes at the start for each participant to write down some initial ideas that he can throw into the session at the appropriate time.
6. The skill of the facilitator has a large influence.    Practice or call in an expert.
7. Karl Albrect’s Brain Power suggests phrases that the facilitator can use to spur ideas.    “How can we: “
a. put to new uses
b. adapt 
c. find similar things
d. magnify
e. eliminate
f. make smaller
g. substitute
h. rearrange
i. combine
j. blend
Opportunity Analysis
What

Opportunity Analysis is an essential starting point for the front end of projects. Using our actionable definition of “opportunity”, break an opportunity into its component parts, research those parts, and then use the results to develop that opportunity into a real win.

When

Opportunity analysis should be done as soon as an opportunity, or any element of it, is detected.  Opportunity analysis is repeated as an iterative and/or recursive process throughout the development of the product or service concept.  It should precede gates in a stage-gate oriented project life cycle.

How

We  purposely define opportunity as a complex entity consisting of many parts. It is designed this way so it is actionable, that is, you can break it down into parts which then can be developed with specific actions or subprojects and integrated back together again.

In addition, in our system, an opportunity is seen in the context of a developing business transaction and the most important aspect of this is that an opportunity is a two way street, an exchange. In that sense, any real opportunity is really two opportunities: one for you and one for your client. Most people selfishly think of an opportunity as just for them. It is wiser, more ethical, and much more actionable to think of opportunity as having two parts: an opportunity for you and an opportunity for your client.

What is more, it is wise to think about and address your client’s opportunity FIRST. This is a very important.  By thinking of your client’s opportunity first, it puts you into a framework of doing your best to help your customer meet their needs with your product. It also puts your customer into the framework of seeing THE opportunity as his as well as yours. It changes me versus you into we and us.

The client’s opportunity in general is to get a good product at a reasonable price. More specifically, they get a solution from you that they can afford and justify. They see you as an opportunity to solve their problem in a way that they can afford. It means that your solution will provide much more benefit than it costs. This lays the foundation for understanding your client’s opportunity.

When you study your prospective client through interviews, focus groups, or customer involvement sessions such as JAD, it is powerful to constantly keep the framework in your mind that asks the question: what is the opportunity for my client?
With this in mind, we will next discuss the component parts of an opportunity, as we see them.  There are three general parts to an opportunity: a chance, a need (or purpose), and a time window.

The simplest definition of opportunity is “a good chance”. But we must know what that chance is for.  Chance itself breaks down into two parts: a communication channel to the persons presenting the opportunity and a possibility.  Most people think of the possibility part. But it is vital to find and set up communications channels to the people involved in the opportunity. This is one of the first things to do. After that, the channel must be developed into a good relationship. This is key. It requires mutual trust and respect. It means you must be reliable and trustable. It means you must be competent. 

Having and developing the channel is how you develop a possibility. An opportunity is not an opportunity if there is no possibility. To use statistics, we want to develop a possibility from being a small fraction to a 1.0. This is a beautiful place to create and use a scale with an associated action sequence.

For each opportunity, when you communicate with people providing that opportunity, look for ways to assess and characterize the possibility.  Understand the component parts of the possibility and what things oppose the possibility. Then try to create a step-by-step scale which gradually steps you to 100% possibility.  Figure out action steps that will take you and your prospect a step at a time closer to 100% possibility. How big should those steps be? Small enough so each one succeeds. Big enough to be efficient and fit in your time window.

The next major component of opportunity is the solution, service or product that fills a need. From the client’s view, there is a need looking for a solution. From the server’s side, you have a solution looking for a need.

We have all had the experience of a salesman trying to cram a bad solution down our throats. He didn’t care about our need. I am 6 ft 4 inches tall. Often my head hits the top inside of a car. I have had more than one car salesman tell me to just tilt my head as I drive, and they were serious!

Prospective customers will like you and like your product if you genuinely care about their needs and their situation. Needs always fit within a situation. Thus, it is essential to find out not only the customer’s specific need, but what his situation is. This will go a long way in helping you develop the opportunity.

Here are some good general questions to help elucidate the opportunity and get your prospect’s support:

· What is your situation?

· What are your goals or vision?

· What problems are presented to you in achieving your goal by your situation?

· What ideas do you have that would help your situation to better achieve your goals?

· Who else should I talk to to develop a broader understanding of the situation and goals?

Closing an opportunity is similar to the formation of a lightning strike. A leader extends down from the clouds and induces a charge in the earth. A leader extends up from the earth toward the cloud and especially toward the descending cloud leader. If they touch, BANG, a vast charge of electrons descends down the channel and we see it as a “strike”.  But before this strike was the two sided extension of leaders.

In lightning all this happens within a few microseconds. In business it can take weeks, months or even years. But the mechanism is similar. If you understand and use this two-sided nature of opportunity development, you will be more successful than a hit or miss approach.

It is amazing how counter-intuitive customer needs and situations can be. Some of the most successful products come from understanding strange and counter-intuitive customer needs. 

Know your customer, for he is not you.

Creating Scales

What

Scales are a fundamental way to describe anything that can have one of multiple values. Scales are the basis of much of mathematics and science.   They are used in many ways: to measure and assess, to plan sequences of activities, and to make discoveries about the nature of things.  Scales are such a fundamental tool in the Fuzzy Front End of projects that we discuss it at length.
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When

Use scales to understand and deal with phenomena that can have many states or go through many changes, when those changes vary from each other in a stepwise, incremental way.

How

Create a scale by establishing two end points of a phenomena and then find a point in between by any test you can invent.
For example, create a gray scale from black to white.

Step one: establish two endpoints and place them on the ends of the scale:

Black________________________________________________________White

Step two: Find a point between them:

Black______________________Dark Gray_________________________White

Next: Find points in between those:

Black__Charcoal___Dark Gray__Mid Gray___Light Gray___Off White__White

Generally, it’s fairly easy to make useful scales for anything that can vary with time.  For a scale to be useful, you must create a test to determine whether a given sample is this or that on the scale. 

In this course, we identified many uses for scales in navigating the fuzzy front end:

· The development of an idea from inkling to solid concept

· The degree to which an opportunity is real (possible)

· The degree to which your customer likes your product concept

· The degree of stability of a datum or anchor

· The degree of agreement as to the goals of a project between any two stakeholders

· The degree to which an item of knowledge is known and mastered

· The percentage complete a body of work is

· The degree to which something is understood

· The degree to which a person’s life is reactive or proactive

· The degree to which an opportunity has been developed

 Creating Action Sequences from Scales
What

Scales can be used to create action sequences by using a divide and conquer technique. Break a large gap into many smaller gaps. The scale represents those gaps.

When

When you have a large problem with many steps, or something which needs to be understood in its various stages of development, you can use scales to create incremental actions which further you toward the goal. The scale indicates the states achieved at each step and the steps between states are actions for getting to the next state.

How

Construct a scale such that the first stage represents the starting point and the last stage represents the completion point.  Discover or invent words or phrases to describe intermediate steps.  Often a dictionary and a thesaurus are invaluable in finding words to flesh out a scale.  Frequently these books list similar words which describe both higher and lower intensities or degrees of the given word you’re looking up and it is usually easy then to arrange them on a scale. 
You may also have to come up with your own phrases. Each word or phrase describes a degree on the scale. Once you have built a scale, you can then work on developing subprojects to step you through incrementally between each degree on the scale.  Many project plans can be developed this way. Some are more complex and may require additional techniques such as iteration, but at least you’ve solved part of the problem.

Sometimes the scale is nonlinear between the endpoints. For example it may expand into several parallel paths which intertwine and merge.  In this case the scale has some characteristics of a flowchart or network diagram.
Scales provide a way to communicate better in projects. If you define the meaning of each degree in a way that is assessable, often you can achieve some sort of agreement or understanding which is an improvement over just something like “70% complete”.

Weighted Voting


What

Weighted voting is a way to quantify the positions and preferences of a group by allowing each member to decide how much an option is worth to him.  Each member’s votes are recorded, but a decision is not necessarily reached.  Weighted voting gives the group information about where individual members stand and the strength of their positions.  The votes are used as a springboard for identifying consensus, surfacing disagreements, and identifying the size of gaps.

When

· “Taking the temperature” of a group as it is moving toward agreement.

· Identifying areas of disagreement, misunderstanding, or differing priorities.

· There are fewer than ten options under consideration.

How

	
	A
	B
	C
	D

	Tom
	3
	1
	1
	1

	Mary
	1
	1
	2
	2

	John
	1
	1
	3
	1

	Karen
	1
	1
	2
	2


Set up a grid of names and options on a flip chart.    Give each member a number of votes to distribute across the options according to their preferences.   Members distribute their votes across the options to indicate their relative preferences.  Use these voting guidelines:

· Encourage members to spread their votes across all options to express their relative feelings about all of them.  Don’t lump all votes on a single favorite.

· Each person should decide how to distribute votes before recording them on the chart, to avoid being influenced by how others vote.

· Ask for and record votes by option, not by person.   For each option, members should vote simultaneously by raising fingers, showing a scorecard, or similar method.

· Allow votes of “zero” only when a person can’t live with that option.

Tips

1. The number of votes available to each member should be about 1.5 times the number of options.
2. The biggest value of weighted voting is the discussion that follows.  Facilitate a discussion of large gaps, extreme positions, and area of agreement.
3. A variation of weighted voting is “red dot” voting.    All options are listed on a flipchart.  Members have adhesive “dots” corresponding to their votes.   All members simultaneously distribute their dots next to the options.   The resulting visual cluster gives a picture of the group’s preference for each option.   The method is fast and works well with a large group, but does not allow follow up discussion on individual disagreements because individual votes are not recorded.  Thus it is good for fast sensing of the temperature, but less effective at closing gaps and building commitment.
Affinity Clustering

What

An affinity diagram is an information organizing tool.   It promotes creative synthesis by asking a team to identify and group similar items from a large list of possibilities.   The resulting structured information can then be used in further convergence activities such as ranking and rating.  Affinity clustering is often paired with a preceding divergence activity that generates many raw possibilities, like brainstorming.

When

· You need to clarify or structure a large mass of information

· The problem is complex and difficult to understand

· You need to decide which ideas or information are important to the problem

· The problem requires or benefits from involvement of a group

How

Before the session, write each of the ideas on a small “sticky” (sheet of adhesive note paper).   Often, this has already been done during a brainstorming session.   Place all of the stickies in random order on a large, accessible surface such as a wall or table.  If the ideas haven’t been discussed recently, the team may need time to re-read them.

The team members silently arrange the ideas into similar clusters (affinity clusters) by moving the stickies.   If a team member does not agree with the positioning of a sticky, he can move it into another cluster with which it has a stronger affinity.   No communication is allowed, since this might limit thinking on possible affinities.

This repositioning continues until the affinity clusters have solidified.    Then the facilitator asks members to explain why they organized the ideas into these clusters.   What makes the items in a cluster similar, and how do they differ from other clusters? These discussions may cause further rounds of repositioning.

After the team agrees on characteristics of each cluster, label and describe them.   Examine the relationships between clusters to reveal underlying structure of the problem.

Tips

1. Draw a “parking lot” in a section of the work area.    If people repeatedly move a specific sticky, this indicates an important disagreement that should be discussed later.  Move the contentious sticky to the “parking lot” for discussion after the silent clustering is done.

2. Do not label the clusters until after the team completely agrees on grouping.   Prematurely labeling emerging groups will limit the teams thinking.

3. The team may want to talk during the positioning.   Discourage communication until the clusters have taken shape and the change rate is low.  At that point, there may be some left behind or parking lot stickies that need to be discussed.
Rating

What

Rating helps select the best option from several defined choices.  The options are evaluated on important criteria.  For example, rating can be used to help a car purchase decision by rating alternative car models on important features like safety, gas mileage, performance, and styling.  Criteria can be treated equally or given weights relative to each other – for some people styling is twice as important as anything else.  Often the chief value of a team rating exercise is in the discussion and prioritization that it encourages rather than in the absolute point winner.

This sheet describes a simple rating system that is sufficient for many uses.  There are more sophisticated methods of weighting priorities and rating options, such as used in QFD.

When

· Selecting the best option from several well-defined choices

· Making priorities and feature comparisons explicit

How

Decide which criteria will be used to rate the options.  They should reflect the essential features desired in the solution.    Clearly define them and determine what weights, if any, should be assigned.   If this is complicated or contentious, use a separate technique such as pair wise analysis or weighted voting to determine the criteria.

Name and clearly describe each of the options to be evaluated so that participants have a thorough understanding.  Create a rating matrix with option names on one axis and criteria on the other.   Define a rating scale that clearly defines the possible rating values.    

As a group, rate the performance of each option against all criteria by entering a value into every cell in the matrix.   It may be difficult to reach consensus on a value, indicating either a need for further research or for a decision, depending on the situation.  Use an appropriate tool to get the needed information (e.g. research) or decision (e.g. voting).

Tips

1. Start filling in the matrix by rating an item that is not contentious and is on one extreme of the rating scale.  This will serve as an “anchor” for other ratings.

2. Rate all options on a particular criterion before going to the next criterion.

3. Encourage a spread in the ratings.  If most ratings are a middle value, it will be difficult to distinguish between the options.

4. It is normal to discover part way through the process that a previous weighting, criterion, or rating should be changed.  This may indicate legitimate new understanding, but be careful of a subtle bias to get the preferred answer.

5. Define criteria and ratings such that desirable ratings convert to consistent numbers on the scale.    For example, if you are rating on a scale of one to five, don’t define criteria so that lowest (best) cost is rated a one and highest (best) performance is rated a five.

6. Small differences in rating totals may not be significant.      Don’t be tempted to assign too much precision to the values.  

	Criteria
	Weight
	Options

	
	
	Ferrari
	Taurus
	Miata
	Lumina

	Performance

5 = highest
	
	
	
	
	

	Best Cost

5 = lowest
	
	
	
	
	

	Safety

5 = safest
	
	
	
	
	

	Availability

5 = immediate
	
	
	
	
	

	Total
	
	
	
	


Gap Analysis

What

Gap analysis is a steering technique.   It is like reading a map to determine where you are, where you want to be, and routes to get there.   Gap analysis determines the current state, the desired state, and steps to get from one to the other.   Applied periodically, it is a useful way to ensuring forward progress through the fuzzy front end.

When

· You want to start a team off in the right direction.

· You want to align objectives among the team.

· You need to verify that you are still on track.

How

Gap analysis can be an individual or a team activity, depending on who is doing the steering and who you want aligned.  If done as a team, gap analysis tends to build alignment and commitment to a shared direction and approach.

Identify and write down the desired state.   These are the essential attributes of where you want to be.  Depending on what you are steering, the attributes could be project deliverables, product features, or operation parameters.   This list of desired attributes should be short and SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, and time-bound). 

Write down the current state of each of the attributes identified in the desired state.   The descriptions of current and desired states should describe the situation, not causes or solutions.   For example, a desired attribute could be “The charter for the project is ready for review by June 1”, not “Add more developers to get the charter done faster.”

Then for each attribute identify specific actions to get from the current to the desired state.   If the actions to get from current to desired state are not apparent, use other divergence and convergence tools to generate possibilities and select the best options.    Popular tools for this include cause-and-effect analysis (Fishbone or Ishakawa diagrams) and flowcharting.

	Attribute
	As-Is
	Desired
	Action Steps

	Project Charter
	Not started as of 7/1
	Ready for review by 8/1
	1. John write first draft by 7/18.

2. Mary and Fred agree on wheezit vs cost tradeoff by 7/9.

3. … 
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