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A project is more likely to be successful if it begins well. A good beginning includes time at the outset to discuss project stakeholders' key needs and expectations. This should be augmented with a documented plan to meet these requirements, deal with potential risks, and define project information communication routes to stakeholders. This paper outlines a simple stakeholder analysis method, describes specific case studies, and discusses additional project activities that benefit directly from the analysis.

What Is a Stakeholder?
Used as a general term, stakeholder describes individuals, groups, or organizations that have an interest in the project and can mobilize resources to affect its outcome in some way. A formal definition of a stakeholder is: "Individuals and organizations who are actively involved in the project, or whose interests may be positively or negatively affected as a result of project execution or successful project completion." [4] Project stakeholders usually include the project manager, the customer, users, team members within the performing organization, and the project sponsor. However, there are more than just these few.

If we expand our perspective to include those that can make a claim-any claim-on attention or resources, now and in the future, that list can become quite large. Some can become winners or losers as a result of the project, or participate as intermediaries in project execution or product development. These stakeholders can hold individual views and objectives, which may differ and conflict with those of other stakeholders.

Not meeting the needs or expectations of just one influential and powerful stakeholder at a critical time can possibly ruin a project. Who is that stakeholder, and when is that critical time? Typically, very little time is taken to: 

· Clarify who are the project stakeholders. 

· Discover and align stakeholders' expectations and individual impact on the project. 

· Outline requirements change processes knowing that requirements (i.e., needs and expectations) will likely change. 

· Relate needs and expectations to risk planning and risk response activities. 

· Conscientiously plan project communication strategies. 

If this information is available and documented, it can be monitored and revisited as necessary throughout the project to diminish the tendency to focus solely on moving forward; thus, we forget that project expectations change, and that communication habits may need to be altered. Stakeholder analysis is a method that can help us tackle these issues. 

Importance of Stakeholder Analysis
Stakeholder analysis typically refers to the range of techniques or tools used to identify and understand the needs and expectations of major interests inside and outside the project environment. Understanding the attributes, interrelationships, and interfaces among and between project advocates and opponents assists in strategically planning the project. Herein lies a large portion of project risk and viability, and ultimately the support that must be effectively obtained and retained.

On significant projects this endeavor requires a certain level of political astuteness or street smarts. You need an understanding of the internal project environment along with the entities and including interfaces extending into the external environment. This requires multiple skills to discriminate among project groups, help develop potential support coalitions, or if necessary, reduce the impact of unseen opposition. For example, during times of limited supply computer component vendors must be savvy when multiple buyers are competing against each other for a high market position.

Projects typically require human solutions to reach completion. Using the metaphor of a stage production, consider the benefit of visualizing not only the actors on the stage, but also the producers, financiers, stagehands, marketers, benefactors, and the ultimate customer-the audience that we wish to return night after night. The ultimate for our project would be to design a similar script and accompanying choreography to outline policy, identify existing and potential interactions among players, design interventions and negotiations, accurately predict risks and thresholds, and anticipate sources of conflict and cooperation.

Organizational and Project Spotlight on Stakeholders
Stakeholder analysis is often considered the first step in strategic planning activities on an organizational level. Here we allow (or force) our minds to layout a future business concept considering all parties' needs in addition to our own. If stakeholder analysis is a valued and consistent activity at the organizational level, then its thrust can be felt on the project level. Attitudes and results can also filter down and be applied to multiple projects.

Stakeholder awareness and the need for analysis is prevalent among project management principles and accompanying artifacts. For example, its application is found throughout every project management knowledge area of a leading, industry-accepted project management standard, A Guide to the Project Management Body of Knowledge (referred to as the PMBOK Guide ® ), published by the Project Management Institute (PMI ® ). Table 1 outlines some of the definitions of terms or processes within the PMBOK Guide ® showing the need for proper stakeholder awareness. 
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Table 1: Prevalence of the need for stakeholder analysis
(Click on image above to show full-size version in pop-up window.)

It becomes obvious that an understanding of stakeholders' needs and expectations is crucial to success. "The project management team must identify the stakeholders, determine what their needs and expectations are, and then manage and influence those expectations to ensure a successful project."[3]

Stakeholder Analysis Approach
When should stakeholder analysis be accomplished and by whom? Although worthwhile throughout the project to reassess key issues, particularly when the project is in trouble, stakeholder analysis is best accomplished before a project is initiated or at some beginning phase. The team should be aware of sensitive information and maintaining confidences. Team members should be trustworthy and careful in dealing with information.

The following sections outline a simple stakeholder analysis approach. The first few stages may be sufficient for small projects with few stakeholders. Time spent doing the analysis should match project type and complexity.

1. Identify project stakeholders. To be classified as a stakeholder, the person or group must have some interest or level of influence that can impact the project. Stakeholder interests must be understood, along with understanding potential project impact if a need is not met.

The first effort should be a brain-storming activity with appropriately selected members and an optional facilitator. All stakeholders should be initially considered and possibly dropped in later stages of the analysis. It is often difficult to force classifications into groups and determine who is considered truly inside and outside the project context. To gain a more powerful understanding of needs and expectations, it is usually helpful to identify these stakeholders by name rather than generic terms such as customer, owner, sponsor, etc. Figure 1 depicts an example of this high-level analysis using a notation similar to [3]. 
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Figure 1: Example of a stakeholder analysis context diagram
(Click on image above to show full-size version in pop-up window.)

2. Identify stakeholders' interests, impact level, and relative priority. To refine the previous stage, stakeholders should be listed in a table or spreadsheet with their key interests, potential level of project impact, and priority in relation to other stakeholders. Be careful to outline multiple interests, particularly those that are overt and hidden in relation to project objectives.

The key is to keep in mind that identifying interests is done with stakeholders' perspective in mind, not your own. This is difficult as interests are usually hidden and may contradict openly stated aims. Each interest should be related to the appropriate project phase; that is, interests change as the project moves from beginning to ending phases. With some stakeholders it may be crucial to extract interests by formally asking them questions such as: 

· What are your project expectations? 

· How do you benefit from successful project completion? 

· Which stakeholders do you believe are in conflict with the project interests? 

· Do stakeholders have contradictory interests? 

Once major interests are identified, it is also useful to outline how the project will be impacted if these are or are not met. In most cases, a simple annotation of positive (+), negative (-), or unknown (?) can be used as well as high (H), medium (M), low (L), or uncertain (?). To align project success criteria with interests, an additional step is to give a rough prioritization of each stakeholder with their accompanying interests. Since not all needs can be met with the same level of intensity or at the same time, a prioritization schema would be beneficial. Table 2 provides an example of this information [4]. When this information is discussed in facilitated brainstorming sessions, flip-chart paper and sticky-notes are typically used until formally documented. 
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Table 2: Stakholder interest and impact table
(Click on image above to show full-size version in pop-up window.)

3. Assess stakeholders for importance and influence. Determining whether stakeholders in a position of strong influence hold negative interests may be critical to project success. This level of understanding can best be reached by conducting a formal assessment of each stakeholder's level of importance and influence to the project.

Influence indicates a stakeholder's relative power over and within a project. A stakeholder with high influence would control key decisions within the project and have strong ability to facilitate implementation of project tasks and cause others to take action. Usually such influence is derived from the individual's hierarchical, economic, social, or political position, though often someone with personal connections to other persons of influence also qualifies. Other indicators identified in [3] include: expert knowledge, negotiation and consensus building skills, charisma, holder of strategic resources, etc.

Importance indicates the degree to which the project cannot be considered successful if needs, expectations, and issues are not addressed. This measure is often derived based on the relation of the stakeholder need to the project's goals and purposes. For instance, the human resources department may be key to getting the project new resources at a critical time, and the accounting department key to keeping the finances in order and the project manager out of jail. The users of the project's product or service typically are considered of high importance.

These two measures, influence and importance, are distinct from each other. A project may have an important financial sponsor that can shut down the project at any time for any reason, but does not participate at all in the day-to-day operations of the project. The combination of these measures provides insight not only into how stakeholders interact, but can help identify additional assumptions and risks.

A diagram of these relationships can be useful to understand potential risks and highlight groups of stakeholders whose needs can be addressed in a common manner. Figure 2 shows such a diagram. The interest--influence measures can be annotation with a range of numbers (0-10) or high (H), medium (M), and low (L). Note that stakeholders in the high influence-high importance quadrant would be considered key stakeholders. Although counter to typical approaches, this area is where we may need to focus our attention at times when the project is suffering rather than targeting individuals in the opposite corner quadrant. 
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Figure 2: Importance-Influence classification
(Click on image above to show full-size version in pop-up window.)

Those that are in the low importance-high influence quadrant have the potential becoming a high project risk. For instance, an individual that does not have any apparent needs or provide any technical requirements to our project, but has undue influence over a key funding source, should be monitored carefully.

A more interesting picture would be a dynamic view over the life of the project rather than this static view. For instance, a key indicator of project success may be where the key customer is located at the conceptual, implementation, and closeout phases of the project.

4. Outline assumptions and risks. Project success also depends on the validity of key assumptions and risks. In relation to stakeholders, risks are manifest when there are conflicting needs and expectations. For example, the interests of a stakeholder with high influence may not be in line with the project's objectives and can block a project's positive progression. To bring to light key risks, the project manager needs to clarify unspecified stakeholder roles and responsibilities, play "what-if" scenarios using unfulfilled needs and expectations, and double check the plausibility of assumptions made. Table 3 provides an example of documenting assumptions and risks in relation to key stakeholders. Note that a spreadsheet could be used to capture this information as well as that indicated in Table 2 and Figure 2.

This information provides a critical portion of a project's risk management plan. Using classical risk management methods, the project team could add another column in Table 3 for their pertinent risk mitigation strategies and action plans [6, 7]. 
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Table 3: Importance-Influence classification assumptions risks
(Click on image above to show full-size version in pop-up window.)

5. Define stakeholder participation. Now that we have made an effort to understand the stakeholders, we need to assess their level of participation and information needs. A well-designed project will not only clarify key stakeholder roles, but will define as much as possible who participates when. Not all stakeholders need to be involved in all aspects of the project in all life cycle phases. Previous analysis has helped us identify potential groupings of stake-holders. Similar individuals may have similar project information needs. We can use this information to reduce project report development costs and accompanying communication costs.

The participation matrix shown in Figure 3 is a method outlined in [5] that can assist project managers in categorizing their strategy for involving stakeholders. The life cycle stages should reflect the phases of the project (those shown are from [1]). Likewise, the types of participation shown are generic and should reflect those desired by the project team. 
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Figure 3: Stakeholder participation matrix
(Click on image above to show full-size version in pop-up window.)

For example, Stakeholder A has been identified as someone who we want to inform at the beginning of the project and then, if possible, not involve them until the end of the project but in a more active manner. Stakeholder E is a subject matter expert that we want to maintain a close partnership with during critical project phases because of this advanced design experience. Stakeholder G is skilled as a facilitator conducting peer review sessions that we wish to hire during the product design phase.

Although a relatively difficult set of data to analyze and document, this information can be used to further highlight assumptions and risks. For instance, a project will be endangered with multiple key stakeholders all wishing to participate in project controlling functions. This matrix can be overlaid with the stakeholder information requirements (type, frequency, and format) to assist in developing the project communication plan.

Conclusion
Stakeholder analysis is a technique that can help project team members understand the variety of stakeholders that have an interest in the project, and the individual nuances that can affect project risk. In an environment where organizational or office politics often appear to cloud a project's progression, stakeholder analysis provides the team with views and some basic measures that can help uncover and remove barriers. Consequences of completing such an analysis include information for additional tools that could prove valuable for the project team: a communication management plan, a risk management plan, and possibly a set of previously unspoken project requirements.

The technique described here compels project leaders to identify and support the interests of the key individuals or groups. When interests that cannot be supported arise, the knowledge that they exist and what level of influence the stakeholder may impose can be a great asset to the project team. The difference between success and failure can be simply knowing project advocates and opponents, understanding their respective needs and levels of influence, and aligning the project accordingly.
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