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To everyone who was ever asked,

“How much will this project cost?” or

“How long will this project take?”
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Troubleshooting Your
Estimation Problems

You know your estimates are guesses. They will be wrong.
Here are some ideas for actions you can take to prevent
estimation problems or when you realize your estimates are
wrong.



15. Avoid Multitasking
Let’s talk about the effects of multitasking on estimation.

Many managers want people to work on several projects at
one time. This is the multitasking problem. I’ve said before
that multitasking introduces defects. We have research that
says it makes you stupid. Still, some managers don’t want to
manage the project portfolio and assign people or teams to
projects. They think people can work on multiple projects at
one time. We still have multitasking.

What can you do?

In Manage It! Your Guide to Modern, Pragmatic Project Man-
agement,(ROTPM), I said you shouldn’t even bother estimat-
ing when people are multitasking. Why?

• You have no ideawhen people will be available to work.
A person might estimate a task will take four hours.
But, if they need to spread those four hours over five
days, you have no idea when that person can deliver
the results you want.

• Your project will incur a delay. The more multitasking,
the more delay you will have.

• You can’t tell how much context switching people have
when they multitask. That four-hour task might take
eight, because it takes so much time to return to the
context.

When you have people multitasking, you cannot estimate
with any accuracy.
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If you are using estimates to decide which projects to do, you
can see that your estimate is wrong, and does not provide you
useful information.

Worse, if you incur a cost of delay because your team mem-
bers are multitasking, you won’t realize the value of the
project when you work on it and finally release it.

Multitasking is not just the quickest way to waste a team
member’s time, it makes it impossible to estimate with any
accuracy. Even if your ideal time is accurate, the duration
cannot be accurate.

If you want an accurate estimate, make sure the project team
members are full time on one project at a time.



16. Avoid Student
Syndrome

Student Syndrome occurs when the personwith the taskwaits
until the last possible moment to start. Some people spend
their entire academic career waiting until the night before a
project is due and then starting it, pulling an all-nighter, and
getting some (hopefully adequate) grade. Student Syndrome
isn’t for me, but I know lots of people who do this.

I use these techniques to avoid Student Syndrome:

• Ask each person to develop inch-pebbles so that per-
son (and the project manager, if necessary) can track
progress.

• Use Estimation Quality Factor to continuously predict
the end of their current task (not just the end of the
project).

• Ask “What have you completed today?” Just asking can
help jiggle people into starting the work.

These techniques work for me too, not just when I manage
other people. Just because I don’t wait until the last possible
moment doesn’t mean I don’t procrastinate every so often. (In
English, that means I procrastinate too :-)

Student Syndrome isn’t the same as being stuck, although
if I’m stuck, it can look like I’m procrastinating instead of
working on the task. I use a timeout to see if I’m stuck. For any



Avoid Student Syndrome 72

given task, if I can’t make progress on it in about 30 minutes,
I ask for help. Thirty minutes may be too short or too long for
your tasks, so adjust accordingly.

If you’re a project manager or a functional manager, notice if
your staff are waiting until the last possible moment to start. If
so, try something to help people start earlier. Late-as-possible
starts lead to late projects.

You most often see Student Syndrome on non-agile projects.
You can see Student Syndrome on agile projects where each
person takes a backlog item individually—or when people
multitask.

When people take backlog items individually, try these ideas:

• Pair or swarm on each backlog item. Reduce the team’s
WIP.

• Make each item small, so a person can finish it in one
day.

• Decide on a team norm about what to do when people
get stuck on work. How long can they remain stuck
without asking for help?

If someone is multitasking, understand why. Multitasking
makes everything late and creates a cost of delay in your
project.



17. Estimation Units
Predict Schedule

Slippage
I’ve been teaching a project management workshop, and one
of the participants said something brilliant: “If you estimate
in days, you’ll be off by days. If you estimate in weeks, you’ll
be off by weeks.” If you estimate in months, you will be off by
months.

Here’s why. Themore you can break a big task apart, the more
likely you are to remember all the pieces and estimate each
piece well. The less you know about a task, the more gotchas
you’ll encounter, and the longer the task will take. And, the
bigger the task, the more likely you are to fall into Student
Syndrome.

If you’re a PM and you don’t understand why your schedule
is slipping, look at the general task duration. Got a lot of
week-long tasks? Or multiple-week-long tasks? Those tasks
are slipping, and you won’t know why or by how much until
the time is almost done. I bet your project will slip for a
duration of several of those multi-week tasks. Replan now,
breaking all those tasks into inch-pebbles. Then you’ll have
a much better idea of what it will really take to finish this
project. And maybe, just maybe, you won’t have that much
of a delay, because delays of weeks are very different than
delays of days.

http://www.jrothman.com/Papers/Howinch-pebbles.html
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Does small planning take time? Yes. That’s why I recommend
rolling wave planning so you don’t have to do lots of estima-
tion at one time. Or, if you’re agile, you know you don’t do a
lot anyway.

Remember, you can’t estimate epics, large compound fea-
tures. They are too large. You need to break them apart into
small features.
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