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DIG FOR VICTORY


Guidelines for selecting a Pilot Community

Pilot Success Criteria

Firstly – and perhaps most importantly – your pilot community should be capable of providing a definitive answer to all the questions you have set in the Pilot Success Criteria.  For example, if you need to test the multi-lingual aspects of your portal (where you are operating across many different countries) you would need to select a community that operates globally (in however limited a way).  For example, your marketing or PR communities are likely to have outposts (or at least agencies) in each major territory.  As such, they would be able to prove the site for you in this respect.

The Size and Characteristics of the Pilot Area

Statistically speaking, for any large user population (for example 5,000 or more users) one could get to a less-than-5% margin-of-error with just 100 people in your sample (assuming of course that they are themselves not unrepresentative of the larger population).  However, that is where (in an organisation like yours) the problem starts.  It is easiest (from the control and observation point of view) to simply select an appropriately sized team, function, building or business.  However, such a unit is (by it’s very nature) likely to be unrepresentative.  For example, if you chose a Finance or HR department, then you have not included any front-line staff.  If you chose a call centre, then you have not covered the professional and/or managerial population sufficiently in your sample.  However, selecting names randomly makes it more difficult to control and observe results.

On balance, my recommendation is to look for 2 – 3 distinct areas (i.e. rather than just one), to include at least 100 people in total.  Pick one area that is head-office based with a managerial / professional bias, one area that is strictly front line (e.g. sales or customer service team) and one small business unit (e.g. a subsidiary).  Check the mix before you start to confirm that it is broadly representative of the organisation as a whole (e.g. includes laggards as well as early-adopters).  If it is not, then pick a different area and/or expand the sample size.

Elements of Control and Observation

A pilot is like a private rehearsal for a play – when the actors are still learning their lines and perhaps still struggling to get ‘into character’ – experimenting with different approaches until things feel right.  Such a rehearsal should be, preferably, behind closed doors (lest the paying publish be put off by an unpolished effort)!  It is a good idea to secure, then, some element of privacy, to protect against bad publicity.  One way to do this is to seek out an area over which one of your key sponsors has some degree of control.  The sponsor can then also ensure that the pilot is taken seriously by its participants, when set against other competing priorities.  

Ideally, you need to be able to observe and record the results of the pilot in real-time, so that there is the opportunity to use feedback immediately to adjust you approach (possibly even to the pilot itself).  After all, if the first success factors in a set are not met, is it really worth pursuing the rest of the pilot to simply pile on yet more proof that the approach is not working?  Surely better to make adjustments (whilst pausing the pilot) and then re-test!  As such, it makes sense to chose areas that are physically proximate to the project team, or to temporarily re-sight members of the project team to be co-located with the pilot community.

Arguments for an against using the Project Team itself as a pilot

Following many of the arguments above to their natural conclusion, it seems tempting to simply use the project team as a pilot community (particularly if you are including collaborative technology in your portal, which is well suited to a project team).  This approach (colloquially described as ‘eating your own dog ffod’) has severa; obvious advantages.  For one thing, you have the friendliest sponsor of all – yourself!  You are close enough to observe results and to make instant adjustments to approach.

However, your team is unlikely to be a representative and independent sample!  Firstly, your team is unlikely to be objective enough to criticise it’s own work!  Secondly, you do not benefit from a ‘fresh pair of eyes’ that spots the silly mistakes more readily and asks the stupid questions!  Thirdly and finally, your team is likely to be biased in favour of early adopters and include little or no technophobic laggards.  

In Summary

It’s all about common sense!  Take the pilot seriously and give it a great deal of thought.  If you select the right communities and use the right tests of your approach, you are likely to save a great deal of time and pain further down the road! 

