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General:

This guideline documents the process for capturing a project’s lessons learned for sharing and reuse in the planning, work processes, and activities of future projects of similar kind.  The scope of Release 1 of this guideline applies to lessons learned derived from the project management and development of business applications.  The scope of future releases will be expanded to include lessons learned associated with infrastructure projects, contracts and procurement processes, and other types of projects and processes. 
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 Lessons Learned Guideline

Introduction 

Objectives & Benefits

The general objectives and benefits of implementing the lessons learned process are:

· To propagate effective methods throughout the organization by sharing and reusing knowledge

· To eliminate mediocre or poor practices

· To continually improve the methods and processes used in the development and management of projects

· To improve workforce productivity and performance 

· To improve project schedule efficiency
· To reduce project costs 

· To enhance the quality of project deliverables

Definitions

Lessons Learned

Lessons learned is the process by which projects support organizational learning and improvements by identifying significant successes achieved and how to replicate them.  The process is equally concerned with how issues, problems, and other setbacks were encountered, how they were overcome, and how they can be avoided in future projects.  Lessons learned are derived from a single project, but can be applied to work on many projects.  The adoption of positive lessons learned practices, and avoidance of negative practices, is strongly encouraged in order to improve performance.
Continual Process Improvement
Continual process improvement is a strategy to find ways to improve process and product performance measures on an incremental, ongoing basis.

Repository
Within the context of lessons learned and this guideline, there are two distinct repositories:

1) Lessons Learned Repository (LLR) – a searchable database where lessons learned can be stored and viewed

2) Lessons Learned Documentation Repository – a project-specific document library (currently a folder in SharePoint) where each project’s lessons learned documentation (meeting notes, reports, PowerPoint presentations) is kept and linked to from the LLR  

Overview of Lessons Learned Process

The steps of the Lessons Learned process are shown below:
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Collection

Lessons learned pertain to knowledge extracted from a specific project to enhance future project performance.  Lessons learned are the most and least successful approaches, methods, processes, and practices adopted during the course of a project.   The intent is to share the most effective and efficient practices for reuse, while avoiding the least effective.  Typically, lessons learned are identified and documented during a formal review process, such as during the post-implementation review within the project close-out phase.  

Emphasis is focused on capturing knowledge that is useful to success.  The Project team documents and submits pertinent lessons learned information for posting to the lessons learned repository.

Storage and Retrieval

Lessons learned are stored in the lessons learned repository (LLR database) for later retrieval and review.  Lessons learned supporting documents are stored in SharePoint.

Continual Process Improvement

Lessons learned generate continual process improvement by applying the most successful process methods and techniques and incorporating them into practice.  By improving the quality of the processes used to manage and develop software applications, we thereby improve the quality of the software applications themselves.

Step 1 – Collection

The lessons learned process identifies a project’s good and poor practices.  These are documented as a learning tool to ensure that future projects use business, project management, and application development practices developed from successful on-the-job experiences.

Identify Lessons Learned

The lessons learned process begins by identifying and recording the successes and failures of a project before they may be forgotten. While lessons learned may be captured any time throughout the project life cycle (ad hoc), they are formally discussed and presented as part of the post-implementation review, as well as during phase-exit reviews in the case of larger projects:

· Post-implementation review – conducted during project close-out, which defines the project lessons learned.

· Phase-exit reviews – conducted at the end of the project life cycle phases, which define the lessons learned over the course of each phase.  May serve as input to post-implementation review.
· Ad hoc – lessons learned captured any time during the project life cycle.  May serve as input to post-implementation review and/or phase-exit review.

*** Note:  The scope of the current release of this guideline involves only lessons learned collected during the post-implementation review of the close-out phase of a project.  Lessons learned collected ad hoc and during phase-exit reviews will be addressed in a future iteration of the guideline.

The lessons learned session is conducted as part of the post-implementation review during the project close-out phase, preferably not later than 6 weeks after implementation of the system.  The scheduling of a session is triggered by a request either to PMO management or to the BIS project manager, by the project manager’s own initiative, or (in the case of an application developed by contractor) by the contractor’s final completion letter.  A facilitator is appointed who is not a member of the project team, usually but not necessarily an independent PMO project manager (or someone else trained and available) outside of the project area.  This allows all of the project team members to participate fully in the process without the additional responsibility of facilitating.  A scribe is recruited to record detailed notes and to assist the facilitator. 

The facilitator contacts the requesting office to obtain information about the event and to review any written communications about the project that might prove beneficial.  The facilitator schedules the meeting room and identifies and invites the appropriate participants to the session.  The project governance chart can be used to identify the appropriate participants.  

The facilitator may decide to send a survey (see Appendix D) to the participants to be completed and returned prior to the meeting.  This is used to focus on areas where lessons learned may apply, and also to prepare the facilitator to frame questions to stimulate productive dialogue during the course of the session.   

The facilitator develops a slide deck to facilitate discussion during the session and to keep the meeting running on track.  An example of such a PowerPoint document that may serve as a template is stored separately but available along with this guideline in standards (see “Lessons Learned Presentation”).          

During the lessons learned identification process, emphasize the following points:

· Focus on prioritized areas of knowledge most critical to the enterprise’s success.

· Focus on areas of the organization with either exceptional or sub-standard performance.

· Focus on areas of the organization with new or complex challenges.

· Distinguish which parts of the above areas’ of the organization successes or failures can be attributed to good or bad practices. 

· Analyze any variances between the estimated or planned project schedules and the actual completion time. 

· Analyze any variances between the estimated and the actual project costs.

· Analyze any variances between the actual and the agreed upon or expected scope and quality of the deliverables.
· For high severity / high impact problems, perform root cause analysis and note key issues and observations and how they were resolved.
· Ask the following pointed questions:

· What were the desired outcomes?

· What were the actual outcomes?

· Why were the outcomes different from those planned?

· What went well?  Why?

· What could have been improved?  How?

· Did the delivered product meet the specified requirements and goals of the project?

· Was the user/client satisfied with the end product?

· Were cost budgets met?

· Was the schedule met?

· Were risks identified and mitigated?

· Did the project management methodology work?

· What could be done to improve the process?

· What was learned?

An additional aid in identifying lessons learned might be implementing a regular practice (weekly, bi-weekly, or whatever frequency the project team determines most appropriate) whereby the project governance team members report what is learned from the project.  The project manager maintains a running log of these periodic evaluations as cumulative input to the formal lessons learned review process conducted later.

Document Lessons Learned

Within one week of the lessons learned session, the facilitator distributes the meeting notes for review and revision.  From the finalized version, the facilitator develops the:

1) Executive summary – to group and summarize the project’s lessons learned by major categories and distribute or present to the CIO, Deputy Secretary, and other executive management as required (An example of this type of PowerPoint summary that may serve as a template is stored separately but available along with this guideline in standards (see Lessons Learned Summary).
2) Detailed report – to provide a detailed narrative of the project’s lessons learned 

3) Repository (LLR) submission request (see AppendixA) – to submit the content of the data elements required for adding records to the LLR database

The meeting notes, executive summary, detailed report, and related lessons learned documentation are stored with other project documentation, currently in a SharePoint folder structure.

Submit Lessons Learned Request

The facilitator completes the lessons learned request form and submits it to the Program Management Office (PMO) to add the lessons to the repository for later viewing and possible adoption into practice.  Note:  Once the LLR application has been designed and implemented, this submission may be a function built into the interface. 
A lesson learned should meet certain pre-defined criteria to determine its applicability for posting to the repository.  The following questions might be asked as a litmus test:

· Is the lesson significant, valid, and applicable?

· Is the lesson based on actual project experience rather than on independent research?

· Did the outcome of the lesson learned positively affect or adversely impact the project objectives (schedule, costs, scope/quality)?

· Does the lesson describe a function that would be done differently the next time?

· Does the lesson educate others to improve performance? 

· Is there a clear cause and effect between the activity and the lesson learned?

· Can the lesson learned be replicated?

The essential data the lessons learned request form captures are:

· Type – the highest level grouping of lessons learned to ‘focus’ the search, e.g., Project, Infrastructure, Contract/Procurement, etc. 

· Category – a narrower grouping of lessons learned within the associated type to refine the search even further, for example, project management or development within the “Project” type, hardware within the “Infrastructure” type, or RFP within the “Contract/Procurement” type

· Recommended Audience – the organizational or functional entities most likely to adopt this lesson learned and therefore those entities recommended to view it 

· Program Office – the name of the program office(s) most affected by the lesson learned in its original form

· DHS System – the system(s) most closely connected or affected with the lesson learned in its original form

· Project Title

· Project Description

· Project Phase – the system development life cycle phase in which the lesson learned occurred (not when it was identified)

· Project End Date – Project end date

· Lesson Learned Statement – the lesson learned content itself; the issue or problem

· Recommended Action – the solution, resolution, mitigation; the ways or means to replicate success or avoid failure

· Keywords – key words to assist in locating lessons learned by search, for example:

· HCSIS

· PELICAN

· OCDEL

· Communication

· Risk

· Requirements

· Testing

· Supplementary Documentation – link to lessons learned supporting documentation repository (for example, link to the Lessons Learned subfolder within the project folder in SharePoint)

· Contact Details (Name, Phone, E-mail) – contact information of the lesson owner, or individual knowledgeable about the practice who can provide additional information if required

The lessons learned repository can be more effectively used on an operational basis when all of the foregoing data elements are entered on the submission form to provide ease of finding applicable lessons relevant to users’ needs and to provide points of contact for additional detail.  

Step 2 – Storage and Retrieval

Store Lesson

The PMO stores the Lesson Learned in a central repository (LLR).  (Note: At the time of this writing, the repository has not been constructed.  The intention is to design something simple to get started, followed by a more robust solution afterwards.)  The location should be accessible to all individuals at DHS, particularly everyone on the current and future project governance teams, and available for immediate adoption at their discretion.  Lessons should include type, category (see Appendix C), and keyword search capability to facilitate information retrieval.

Retrieve Lesson

The repository is designed to facilitate the search and retrieval of applicable lessons.  The search process may be more narrowly defined according to such criteria as type, category, and keyword, to name a few.  Reviewing lessons learned in the repository should be a part of each project’s strategy phase.  
Step 3 – Continual Process Improvement

Reuse Knowledge
Reusing lessons learned involves the practical application of proven approaches, tools, and methods to continually and incrementally improve the quality of our processes.  The periodic review of collected lessons learned should lead to process improvements for persistent problems.  

The idea is not to repeat the same mistakes over again due to lessons learned being undocumented, or documented but hidden away in a project’s archives.  The leveraging of lessons learned from each other’s experiences must be encouraged and instilled into DHS’s culture and methodology.  A central repository is critical because of communications and cross-team learning challenges owing to the multi-functional, cross-program and geographically dispersed nature of DHS projects. 

Roles and Responsibilities 
The following table lists the Lessons Learned roles and responsibilities:       

	ROLE
	Responsibilities

	Project Governance Teams
	· Identify lessons learned 

· Adopt applicable lessons learned

	Facilitator
	· Schedule lessons learned session

· Conduct lessons learned session

· Distribute executive summary and detailed report for management review

· Submit lessons learned repository request 

	Scribe
	· Record in-depth meeting notes

	Project Manager
	· Ensure lessons learned function is performed

	Program Management Office
	· Add lessons learned to lessons learned repository

· Improve process (enhance guidelines, templates, checklists) as a result of submitted lessons learned




Appendix A: Repository Submission Form
These are suggested data elements for the Lessons Learned submission form:


Type


Category


Recommended Audience

Program Office


DHS System


Project Title


Project Description


Project Phase

Project End Date


Lesson Learned Statement 


Recommended Action


Keywords


Supplementary Documentation (Link)


Contact Name


Contact Phone


Contact e-mail

Appendix B: Checklist
The lessons learned checklist can be used to facilitate the lessons learned identification step.


Identify project team members


Obtain project overview and timeline


Create slide deck for session facilitation


Establish date and location for session


Confirm necessary room requirements (LCD projector, whiteboard, flip charts, laptop, 



room setup, phone, etc.)


Send out meeting invitations


Identify a colleague to serve as scribe and support session as needed


Conduct session


Document session outcome in the form of minutes, distribute to participants


Create session summary in PowerPoint for presentation to Deputy Secretary and CIO (if



needed)


Create and send lessons learned request to PMO

Appendix C: Categories
The lessons learned categories correlate with what is outlined in the survey.  Within each category are some examples of applicable keywords.

	Project Management
	Technical Management
	Human Factors
	Overall

	Project Planning
	Requirements
	Communication
	Customer Satisfaction

	Resource Management
	Specification
	Team Experience
	Technical Success

	Risk Management
	Test Plan
	Interaction with Project Sponsor
	Quality product

	Change Control
	Construction
	Interaction with Customer
	Product Accepted

	Procurement
	Testing
	Interaction with Management
	On Time

	Budget Management
	Rollout
	Management support
	Within Budget

	Quality Control
	Training
	Quality of meetings
	Met Project Objectives

	Status Reports
	Documentation
	Vendor interaction
	Met Business Objectives

	Vendor Selection
	Vendor Management
	Stakeholder involvement
	


Appendix D: Survey

	Project Name:
	


Survey Guidelines:

The purpose of this document is to help the project team share knowledge gained from experience so the entire organization may benefit.  

Recording Lessons Learned throughout the project is the best way to ensure they are accurately recorded.  Topics to consider as you respond to the survey questions include all of the following (feel free to add to the list): 

	Project Management
	Technical Management
	Human Factors
	Overall

	Project Planning
	Requirements
	Communication
	Customer Satisfaction

	Resource Management
	Specification
	Team Experience
	Technical Success

	Risk Management
	Test Plan
	Interaction with Project Sponsor
	Quality product

	Change Control
	Construction
	Interaction with Customer
	Product Accepted

	Procurement
	Testing
	Interaction with Management
	On Time

	Budget Management
	Rollout
	Management support
	Within Budget

	Quality Control
	Training
	Quality of meetings
	Met Project Objectives

	Status Reports
	Documentation
	Vendor interaction
	Met Business Objectives

	Vendor Selection
	Vendor Management
	Stakeholder involvement
	


Please keep the following in mind as you complete this survey:

 Be constructive.

 Do not place blame!

 Focus on successes as well as failures.

 Indicate which strategies contributed to success/failures on the project.

 Indicate which improvement strategies would have the greatest impact on this and future projects.

	Project Successes:

Please list project successes below and describe the factors that you believe led to each success listed.

	<Enter response here.>


	Project Challenges:

Please describe aspects of this project that may have presented obstacles to the project team’s success.  Please describe any efforts that were made to overcome these challenges and the effectiveness of those efforts. 

	<Enter response here.>


	Recommendations:

Please describe any recommendations for future projects.  What can we do better next time, and what specific actions can we take to improve? 

	<Enter response here.>


	Other Comments: 

	<Enter response here.>


Refresh Schedule:
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