4.3 Assess/Understand the Process�xe "Process Improvement Process:Understand Context step:Assess/Understand the Process activity"�


��This activity begins in Step 1, Understand Context. 


	


Overview


Your objective in this activity is to conduct an assessment�xe "Organization:assessment"� of the organization's processes�xe "Process:assessment" \t " See Process Assessment"��xe "Process:assessment:objectives"� to identify and understand the critical software issues. The main objectives of a software process assessment are:


•	To understand how the organization operates


•	To identify key areas for improvement


•	To enlist organization stakeholders in the change process


You will use the assessment strategy selected in the previous cycle in Step 2, Analyze Risks and Select Strategy. 


None of these tasks are performed until you have achieved sponsorship and received approval on the improvement program strategy defined in previous cycles. Therefore, all of the guidance in these tasks is indicated to be done only in Cycle N.


If you have initiated or performed an assessment prior to establishing the needed foundation (i.e., the SC or PG), refer to the Build/Reinforce Sponsorship and Foundation activity for guidance on establishing these groups. 


	


Start Criteria


Use the following types of information and/or working knowledge as inputs to this activity:


•	Selected assessment method


•	Internal environment information�xe "Environment:information sources:internal"�, including organizational and project policies and procedures, and process definition documents


•	Any historical process improvement information


	


Tasks


In this activity, you will gain an understanding of the software processes your organization currently practices.


1. Assess/Understand Your Organization's Current Process. Every software organization, regardless of size or maturity, has a process for developing and maintaining software. Before improvements can be made, you must have a clear understanding of your current software process.


If your process improvement program is just beginning or needs reinvigorating, it is best to have an external vendor�xe "Process:assessment:led by external vendor"� lead the assessment. This provides the following benefits:


•	Independent view from someone who is unbiased and an expert in the chosen assessment method


•	Guidance and insight into how to implement the assessment method, including planning


•	Demonstrated commitment since the sponsor is willing to invest resources (time, money, people) 


Formal assessments�xe "Process:assessment:formal"� are relatively expensive and should be conducted when you expect findings and recommendations to be formulated that are significantly different from the status quo.


If your process improvement program is in full swing, you may not want to expend the level of resources required by a formal assessment. �xe "Process:assessment:informal"�Instead, you may be able to compare the recommendations from the previous assessment to the improvements that have been implemented and ascertain, objectively, what areas need to be worked on next. Be aware of any organizational or process changes that have occurred in the time period since the formal assessment, so that you can determine if your conclusions are still valid. 


Regardless of the degree of formality you choose, you may want to initiate a new spiral focused specifically on implementing a process assessment. 


Refer to Appendix B for a description of three different process assessment methods.


This task is not performed until adequate sponsorship is established.


Execute the steps in the method that you selected to assess and understand your process. Develop a set of findings�xe "Process Assessment:findings"�, based on the information gathered. If several findings are similar in nature, you may want to group them into one category with several sub–findings. This task typically concludes with a short presentation to your sponsor on the findings of the assessment.


Refer to Appendix C for an annotated outline of a findings presentation.


2. Identify Recommendations for Improvement.�xe "Process Assessment:recommendations"� Base the recommendations both on the findings from an assessment or appraisal and on any other organizational issues that you feel are imperative to improve.


This task is not performed until adequate sponsorship is established.


Categorize the recommendations into logical areas for improvement. Within each one of these major areas, identify the focus of improvement. For example, if an assessment found that no documented practices existed for project planning, the focus for the project planning area would be to develop policies and procedures for project planning. If policies and procedures were found to exist, the focus might be on training and institutionalizing those project planning practices. 


3. Develop a Findings and Recommendations Report. �xe "Process Assessment:recommendations:report"�Once you have developed findings and recommendations, you need to capture this information in a report. This task, along with Task 2, should be completed within four to six weeks after the conclusion of Task 1. 


This task is not performed until adequate sponsorship is established.


Develop a report to be presented to your sponsors. You do not need to present great detail in this report, since it will be incorporated into and expanded in the action plan produced in Step 3, Plan Improvements. 


Refer to Appendix D for an annotated template of a findings and recommendations report. 


4. Present the Recommendations.�xe "Process Assessment:recommendations:presentation"� The recommendations presentation supports the findings and recommendations report and should be conducted soon after the completion of the report (Task 3). Include the findings in your presentation to provide context for each recommendation and to jog memories. 


This task is not performed until adequate sponsorship is established.


Present the recommendations to your sponsors. Encourage your sponsors to invite all the stakeholders in the organization. This will demonstrate to the stakeholders that the sponsors are serious about process improvement and that they do not want to keep anything hidden.


Refer to Appendix E for an annotated outline of a recommendations presentation. 


	


Measures


In order to quantify resources spent on process improvement, and to improve the process improvement process itself, collect the following measures: 


•	Time and effort spent on planning for a process assessment or other appraisal


•	Time and effort spent on implementing an assessment or other appraisal


•	Number of findings and recommendations


•	Time and effort spent developing the findings and recommendations report


•	Size of the findings and recommendations report (i.e., number of pages)


•	Quality of the findings and recommendations report


•	Costs incurred for an external consultant to conduct a process assessment


•	Costs incurred for any tools used to support an assessment or other appraisal of your process


	


Stop Criteria


This activity is complete when:


•	You have prepared a description of the findings that were derived from an assessment or appraisal of your organization's processes


•	You have prepared a description of recommendations made by the assessors to address the assessment findings
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