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Case in Point 3.1: Sunrise Software
A lively discussion is under way at Sunrise Software, where you are a project manager. The
main question is whether the person-days concept has limitations. In other words, if a task will
require 100 person-days, does it matter whether two people in 50 days, five people in 20 days,
10 people in 10 days, or some other combination that adds up to 100 performs the work? Programmers Paula and Ethan seem to think it does not matter. On the other hand, Hector, a systems analyst, says it is ridiculous to think that any combination would work. To support his point, he offers this extreme example: Could 100 people accomplish a task estimated at 100 person-days in one day?

· Is Hector correct? Why or Why not?

Hector is correct in saying that any given combination would not work because every part being considered is variable. It’s impossible to nail down a combination of people to work on a task that will reliably be able to produce the same quality work at the same pace.

· If so, what are the limits in the “people versus days” equation? 

There are several limits, but the ones that stand out to me are:
· What happens if one of the people becomes suddenly unavailable? Would the other people working on the task be able to make up for that short-coming? And even if they did, would that not change the underlying equation?
· Each person working on the task will be different and it’s very hard to predict their exact behavior
· If something goes wrong with the project that prevents the team from completing the task, the equation becomes irrelevant

Essentially, everything is too variable to make a definitive assertion that any number of people will be able to complete a task more quickly than another number of people.

· Taking the concept a step further, is there an optimum number of people to be assigned to a task?

There probably is an optimal number of people to work on a task, but it’s probably less of a matter of “we need 5 people to work on this task” and more like “we need these 5 people to work on this task”.

· If so, how would that number be determined? 

The optimal number would need to be determined on an organization-by-organization or even task-by-task basis by examining the individual people that could be assigned to the task, evaluating their historical performance and the likelihood that they’ll be able to repeat it, and by assessing the task’s needs. The optimal number could be determined with enough highly specific information about the task, if that information exists.

· You need to offer some guidance at the next project team meeting. What will you say?

My guidance would be to focus less on hypotheticals about manpower assignments and to focus more on detailed analysis of the project’s needs and the people available to complete tasks. The person-days concept has very clear limitations and it’s not worth the time spent that could otherwise be dedicated to planning effectively for the project’s success.
