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Episode 5: Critical assumptions and risk assessment
Sadly, many projects lose their way, and ultimately fail, because project management (PM) is handled as an “add on.” This can lead to problems – in co-ordinating resources; poor communication; failure to keep to time-tables or budgets; and lack of overall control of the process are all likely to occur without proper project management. No wonder they call it “PM tension”!

Although risk assessment comes in the final episode of our case study it actually relates to every stage of the business case. For example any business case can be potentially derailed by changes in assumptions related to the timeline or the financial case. Such changes may be the result of a miscalcuilation on our part (hopefully not!) or simply because of changes in the wider environment (e.g. changes in costs of materials or labour or the non-availability of key technical staff at critical points in the project.

Factoring in critical assumptions and risk assessment

It is not your responsibility in producing the business case to anticipate everything that can possibly go wrong or deviate from schedule. However your audience will not derive much confidence from your business case if you have not anticipated the major risks to the project. Ideally, very early on you should identify such risks and classify them according to how likely they are to occur; how serious they are; what the costs of dealing with the outcomes would be; and what the costs of avoiding or minimising the risk are.  You may need a contingency plan to deal with “worst case scenarios” such as complete collapse of the service, which may take the form of disaster recovery planning (e.g. if a flood wiped out all on-site systems, how quickly could the service be up and running using remote back ups?).
Critical Assumptions
Critical assumptions involve anything that might be taken as a “given” for a particular project. For example an Institutional Repository project may require that we will have ready access to computing technical staff at critical junctures of the project. Of course if such access is not forthcoming then we will face disruptions to the Implementation Timeline.
Risk Assessment
In contrast, Risks involve anything that may go wrong with the project. Typically these are assessed for both severity and likelihood. The resultant matrix (Low risk-low likelihood; Low risk-high likelihood; High risk-low likelihood; High risk-high likelihood) helps the project team to prioritise strategies for anticipating the risk or minimising its effects should it occur.
Writing Up

In writing up our business case for an Institutional Repository we might identify selected Assumptions and Risks as follows:

Assumptions

· Information Technology staff and Application Development staff will be available to work in developing the Repository as needed

· Following a successful pilot money will be made available to purchase a dedicated server
· Affected staff will take the time to test the system and provide feedback

Risks

· The system may not deliver on its promise
· Being Open Source software a technical glitch may take some time to find a solution
· The system may not be able to handle the demand placed upon it.
Conclusion and Recommendations

As we mentioned in our Introduction to the Case Study the substantive content that we have examined on a day-by-day basis over the last five Briefings is usually completed by a brief Conclusion with Recommendations. As our recommended further reading illustrates this does not have to be a lengthy piece of writing. Typically it will follow the format:
· The benefits of the system outweigh the costs and the risks

· The organisation should go ahead with the purchase

Of course if neither of the above is true then you should not have spent the last five days preparing a business case!
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