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Understanding Activity Analysis

1. What is activity analysis?

2. How can I determine the appropriate level of detail needed in my activity analysis?

3. How does activity analysis affect activity sequencing?

Performing Activity Analysis

1. How can I complete an activity analysis?

2. What items can I include on an activity analysis form?

3. What items must I include on an activity analysis form?

4. How should I assign work?

5. What is the purpose of estimating time duration and cost for activities?

6. How can I estimate the time duration and cost of an activity?
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· Bottom-up estimating

· Parametric estimating

· Phased estimating

7. What assumptions about activity completion time may be involved in estimating duration?

8. How can I identify the results an activity should produce?

9. What is the importance of identifying potential problems and opportunities?

10. What should be done in the planning phase about potential problems and opportunities?
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Analyzing the Project's Activities

Understanding Activity Analysis

What is activity analysis?

Activity analysis is the process of studying activities in your project so that you fully understand all aspects of the project. Activity analysis will help you gather data, write specifications, and develop estimates for activities. In addition, analysis will help you assign tasks appropriately and identify potential problems that could disrupt progress. Collecting extensive information about each activity will not only help you understand all the elements of your project but also help you manage the project and control its performance.

How can I determine the appropriate level of detail needed in my activity analysis?

The appropriate level of detail needed in your activity analysis is often determined by the complexity and expense of your project. Complex and expensive projects usually require more in-depth analysis than smaller, less sophisticated projects. A mistake in a costly project could have more serious consequences than a mistake in an inexpensive project.

There are two issues you should consider when determining the level of analysis to complete for your project. The first issue is how closely involved you will be with the project as it is completed. If you have a high level of involvement in the project work as it is completed, your activity analysis will not need to be as detailed as it would need to be if you have little involvement as the work is performed.

The second issue that can help you determine the level of activity analysis needed is the abilities of the people working on the project. If your project team is talented and motivated to achieve the project's goals, they will need less activity detail listed on the activity analysis forms in order to perform the work correctly.

How does activity analysis affect activity sequencing?

As you analyze the activities in your project, you may discover information that influences how you should schedule them. Therefore, as you perform activity analysis, you may need to return to your PERT chart and make changes to the dependency sequences. As a result, activity analysis helps you finalize the project schedule.

 

Performing Activity Analysis

How can I complete an activity analysis?

The best way to analyze project activities is to create an activity analysis form and complete one for every activity. How you design an activity analysis form depends on the level of analysis you plan to do.

What items can I include on an activity analysis form?

Since the level of detail you need in your activity analysis will vary by project, there are many items you should consider adding to an activity analysis form:

· An activity name. It is helpful to assign specific names to each activity. The activity name is usually the name it was given in the WBS. For example, some activity names might include ''Train employees'' or ''Install software.''

· An activity number. Numbering each activity can help you organize the work for a project. Base your activity numbers on the WBS for the project. Start by numbering each of the categories into which you divided the WBS activities. Then, number the activities under each category. For example, imagine category two on your WBS is ''Purchasing'' and under this category the third activity is to ''Purchase printer.'' The number for this activity would be 2-3.

· Predecessor and successor activities. Including an activity's predecessor and successor on the activity analysis form can be helpful since these activities are dependent on each other. You can simply list the predecessor and successor activities' names and numbers, which will help you locate them on the WBS.

· Equipment and supplies. In order for each activity to be completed smoothly, it is helpful to list all the equipment and supplies needed. Forgetting equipment and supplies can cause problems or delays in the project. In addition, you may want to note on your activity analysis form where the equipment and supplies can be obtained.

· ''Must finish'' or ''must start'' dates. Occasionally, activities may have dates upon which they must start or finish. These dates often depend on the scheduling of the surrounding activities. For example, if you want to train employees on a new task, and you intend to give them a handbook, you might assign a ''must finish'' date for printing the handbooks. A late activity completion time could disrupt the project schedule. Since you can only estimate how long most projects will take to complete, only use ''must finish'' and ''must start'' dates when necessary.

· Milestones. Since a project manager must determine whether work is being completed on time, on budget, and within the performance standards, you should assign checkpoints, or milestones, at which progress can be monitored. The number of milestones needed will vary among activities based on activity duration and complexity.

What items must I include on an activity analysis form?

Regardless of the level of analysis you intend to complete, the activity analysis form should include four specific details:

· Who is responsible for completing the activity

· An estimate of activity duration

· An estimate of activity cost

· The results the activity will produce

How should I assign work?

Assigning who will complete each activity is a critical planning step. The person responsible for an activity has a great deal of influence on the outcome of the activity. As you assign work, you should ask yourself several questions to determine whether an individual is the right person to complete an activity:

· Does the person have the skills needed to complete the activity within the specifications?

· Does the person have time to work on the activity at the time specified in your schedule?

· What factors, such as other responsibilities and commitments, will affect the person's ability to complete the activity?

If you do not have enough information about an activity to assign it, or if you cannot find the right individual, you should record as much information as possible about the skills an individual would need to complete the activity. Doing so will help you assign the activity at a later time.

What is the purpose of estimating time duration and cost for activities?

Estimating the time duration and cost of activities are important steps for successfully planning a project. The purpose of assessing activity duration is to determine how long a project will take to complete, as well as the number of work shifts needed for a project. Since they will be able to make the most reasonable estimates based on their experience, project team members should be involved in assessing activity duration.

Estimating cost involves identifying the cost of the resources needed to complete a project. When completing a cost estimate, you will always have a degree of uncertainty. The level of uncertainty depends on your experience, as well as the type of project. Generally, throughout the life of a project, more details become available and the cost estimate can be refined.

How can I estimate the time duration and cost of an activity?

There are several types of estimating you can use to determine the time duration and cost of project activities:

· Top-down estimating

· Bottom-up estimating

· Parametric estimating

· Phased estimating

· Top-down estimating

Top-down estimating utilizes a previous project's work breakdown structure (WBS) to compute the duration of a similar new project. When using top-down estimating, you assume that estimates for the past project accurately apply to the new one. It is important that the degree of similarity between the projects is very close, or estimates for the new project will be inaccurate.

Top-down estimating is generally useful when you do not have a finely detailed WBS for a new project. Another name for top-down estimating is ''analogous estimating.''

· Bottom-up estimating

Bottom-up estimating involves both duration and cost estimates. For bottom-up estimating, duration and cost estimates start at the lowest level of activity on the WBS, then work up toward the highest level of activity. Once duration and cost estimates are completed for each activity, they are combined into a single time and cost forecast for the entire project.

The benefit of this technique is that it yields accurate total time and cost estimates for a project. Accurate estimates allow for realistic project scheduling and budget planning.

· Parametric estimating

The parametric estimating technique uses historical data and other variables to calculate statistical relationships, resulting in a cost estimate. This technique takes a basic variable and uses it as a multiplier to figure the cost for an entire project. For example, if homes in a specific subdivision generally cost $85 per square foot, and the home you are building is 1200 square feet, the total project cost estimate can be found by multiplying the two. The cost estimate for your home is $102,000.

When using parametric estimating, it is important to understand that the cost estimates are not always accurate. The estimates can range from less than 25 percent accurate to better than 75 percent accurate, depending on the statistical data used to make the calculations. Project stakeholders must understand that parametric estimates are susceptible to change; otherwise, they run the risk of finalizing project goals based on unrealistic estimates.

· Phased estimating

Project managers may have difficulty estimating a project's entire cost at the outset of the project if there is not enough information available to understand all of the project details. The phased estimating technique allows a project to be broken into phases, with separate cost estimates for each phase, rather than completing an estimate for an entire project.

As each phase of a project is finished, estimates for the next phase are completed. This estimating method is generally easier to use than other methods and results in a more accurate cost estimate. In addition, phased estimating protects you from the risks involved with committing to cost estimates for the entire project before you have enough information to estimate the overall costs accurately.

What assumptions about activity completion time may be involved in estimating duration?

Estimating activity duration may involve three assumptions that are combined to determine the expected duration of an activity:

· Optimistic completion time assumes that an activity will proceed from start to finish without interruptions or obstacles.

· Pessimistic completion time assumes that every possible activity-related problem will occur prior to activity completion.

· Most likely completion time assumes that some difficulties will arise during the course of an activity.

How can I identify the results an activity should produce?

Two types of results an activity may produce include specifications and deliverables. Specifications are detailed performance standards that must be achieved when an activity is completed. Deliverables are end products that are produced by an activity. On the activity analysis form, you should identify the most important specifications or the ones that will have the greatest influence on how the activity must be completed.

What is the importance of identifying potential problems and opportunities?

Within every activity exists the potential for problems and opportunities. Since potential problems can endanger the success of your project and potential opportunities can increase the chance of success, you must plan for both of these situations.

What should be done in the planning phase about potential problems and opportunities?

The more action you take during the planning phase to manage potential problems, the more likely problems can be resolved effectively or avoided completely. Similarly, you need to plan for opportunities in order to take advantage of them when they arise. Some project managers create a document called a Control Point Identification Chart, which helps them manage potential problems and opportunities for each activity.

The Control Point Identification Chart helps you identify what could go wrong or right, when something might go wrong or right, and how to overcome the problem or take advantage of the opportunity. To create a Control Point Identification Chart, brainstorm what problems or opportunities could occur while an activity is performed. Then, identify warning signals that can alert you if the problem or opportunity occurs during the activity. Finally, list strategies for managing the problem or opportunity.

