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What Is the BLUE BOOK?

Anyone who has tried to estimate a project, immediately runs into the problem of what guidelines to use in establishing hard estimates (for everything).  The term, "Blue Book," evolved from used car dealers who could look up in their 'blue book' the standard prices for used cars.

For Information Systems, the Blue Book is a compendium of metrics for various phases of project work.  Metrics is the term used to describe, based on historical measurement, what it takes to perform an activity, over what duration, and based on what assumptions.

The Problem

The basic problem is that most IS staff do not keep a record of what it took to various projects, under a variety of circumstances.  Therefore, when they are asked to provide an estimate for a piece of work, or an entire project, it is a 'Ball Park' estimate.  Ball Park estimates are off the top of the head, often spur of the moment projections.  A very dangerous activity, and one that will lead to ultimate failure, and possible litigation.  Spending a few days working up an estimate is still no guarantee that it may be close to what eventually happens.  But often, that is exactly what a project manager has to do, especially around budget planning time ("give a guess to what it might cost for…, even if it is within 100% of actual cost").

Another problem associated with metrics is that they may be incorrect.  You manage a project, your team completes a quality product on time and within budget.  Amazing, given all of the circumstances usually associated with IS projects.  So, when that projects if finished, you have been assigned a similar one, and you correctly sit down with your team (same team as before) to go over the project plan.  Shockingly, they tell you that it is going to take three times as much effort as the previous one.  Why you ask?  Well, "we cooked our time sheets."  They entered low time entries, excluded the fact that they worked 14 hr. days, 7 days a week to get the project in, had others working on it but who never appeared in the project actuals.  Why?  Many places, hitting budget is financially rewarded.  Over budget, you could loose your job!

The Potential Solution

There is no simple solution, but evolving a standardized estimating process, standardized metrics, or the Blue Book, might certainly help in getting there.  Carefully tracking all project costs, and verifying same, is another.  Establishing a workable data base, spreadsheet, helps.  Using some of the commercially available estimating software tools is another approach.  But, you still need that cost estimating manual (spreadsheet).

For example, the following is an extract out of such a manual.  It is just the cost guidelines to use for both preparing a user survey, but also for determining what the existing information system costs might be.  Why the existing costs.  Well, sometime in the early going of a project, you will have to document what the existing workflow processes actually costs.  Where do you find all of those 'trivial' data?  Eventually, it gets into your Blue Book.

5.2.6
Estimating Survey Expenses

Ms. XXXXXX (phone), location, has provided the following prices which should be used when preparing budget estimates for Marketing Research projects: 


YY Letterhead



.07/each

YY Outgoing Envelopes           
.07/each

Business Reply Return Envelopes    
.07/each

                                   
(Be sure to write/stamp project name 

                                   
on each return envelope).

Outgoing First Class Postage       
.49/each 

                                   
(may increase depending on weight)

Business Reply Mail Postage        
.49/each + .09 handling fee/each

                                   
(may increase depending on weight)

Xeroxing                           
.05/each for basic copying done at OGSM;

                                   
(You will need to contact Kinko's or

                                   
Campus Copy directly for prices for 

                                   
4-page "booklet format" printing on 

                                   
coloured paper.)

Postal Permit/Accounting fee       
$20/project group


Please use these figures in developing a budget for the firm sponsoring your group's survey. 

In addition, it is your responsibility to accurately estimate any other expenses your group may incur, such as incentives, costs for conducting focus groups, printing of multiple copies of final report, clerical help for typing mailing labels, or data entry help for entering more than 200 surveys

Blue Book Contents

Examine what are the various types of projects performed in your organization, the methodology followed, the types of tools used, the classification of both Information Systems staff that would work on a project, and the User staffing that are involved.

A great hint is to take a look at the general ledge code structure for your organization.  Often, that is what your project charges are going to relate back to.  Divided your estimate categories into (these are just examples and should not be used as a comprehensive list):

People costs

Equipment (hardware and software costs, other)

Production costs

Facilities Costs

Office Supplies costs

One time costs

Four columns are needed to the right of every estimate item: low estimates; high estimates; time sheet/expense reporting, actuals.  Actuals may come from various sources.  The high estimates reflect one of those perfect worlds where you can get what you ask for.  The low estimates are when you are 'squeezed' to low ball it out of desperation.  Time sheet/expense claims (sometimes called management reports) reflect what was submitted.  Actuals is the real world, because that is what it really took.

Here is another example for a check list of what it might take to interview end users:

· defining the purpose of the interview (what you hope to get out of it, how to be used, analyzed and reported on, how it will lead to a direction, a decision, etc.

· identifying background documents needed (i.e., budget documents)

· compiling background documents, assessing the content and extracting vital data and information needed for verification by the user, etc.

· brain storming session amongst your team -- what questions to be asked of all interviewees

· preparing the questionnaire

· preparing the accompanying memo, getting signatures, authorizing

· mailing them out

· follow up telephone call to ensure they received it

· scheduling interviews and establishing an interview schedule

· contingencies for schedule changes

· interview session

· collecting additional materials from interviewee

· review findings with other management

· follow up interviews

· summarize findings

· send summary back to user for signoff

Now, depending on how senior the interviewee is, you may need anywhere form one hours to two hours per interviewee.  But, if you are having to work with someone, say at the director level or higher, you only get 20 minutes of their time.  So make it worth while, because the clock does click when in meeting with senior executive.  If you are dealing with a potentially emotional topic while interviewing, make allowances.   Just always keep your focus on why you are there and what you need out of that interview.  Use email as a key tool.

Learn to ask right up front for help from more senior staff to help with estimates.  Bottom line, if you are the project manager, there are two golden rules to live with:

· You are totally responsible for the project estimate and the outcome of that project.  No one else regardless of what happens.

· Always involve the project team in the estimating process, otherwise it is "your estimate" not theirs and they will not have buy in without it.

Direct Time Estimating

One of the major problems when estimating staff's time that will be dedicated to a project it how to determine, on average, the amount of time each individual will be able to dedicate directly to working on a project.  Here are some guidelines.

Here is a number to use in your estimates to determine the number of direct hours per 40 hour week that software engineers are able to apply directly to projects: 24 hrs.  This is based on the following: for 400 software engineers over 5+ years (over 4 million programmer-hours). The average was for 24 hours of time spent on project activity per 40 hour week, and a full life-cycle productivity of (new) 3 KLOC / year. (re-use and libs not counted). The range of projects were from MVS (40%), Solaris (40%), NT, AS/400, other UNIX (20%) over the entire timeframe.

