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The Fast Decision Process

The FastDecision Process (FDP) , a new process-oriented way ofworking
using quality tools and methods, isan effective and efficient approach for
making complex decisions. It enables systems engineers and other AT&T
employees to produce higher-quality team products and documents using
lesscalendar time and fewer staff hours. TheFDP process was developed
internally byAT&T Bell Laboratories' systems engineers, together with
members ofmarketing, development and implementation organizations, in
response tocompetitive pressures. FDP brings together teams thatareem­
powered to identify and resolve technical issues surrounding new offerings.
Team members work together inbrief, highly-focused meetings indedi­
cated, computer-supported workspaces. Survey data show thatFDP helps
meet AT&T's stated goals ofincreased quality and decreased cycle time.
Introduction

In late 1987, AT&T Bell Laboratories'
systemsengineering and development organi­
zations formed a quality improvement project
teamto find ways to reducethe timeneeded
to bringnewproduct or service concepts
throughthe frontend process (FEP).This is
that partofa product's life cycle that begins
with an ideaand ends with a consensus on all
aspectsofthe product or service to be devel­
oped. The team recommended adoption of
the FastDecision Process (FDP) , the method­
ology theyhad developed to produce their
outputs. FDPis a process-oriented way of
working that uses quality tools and methods
in a computer-supported workenvironment. 1

FDPmethodology wasfirst tested on
five projects in 1989. To date, over160 ses­
sionshave been held. In October 1990, FDP
received the Bell Laboratories President's
Quality Award. It is beingconsidered for
designation as an AT&T R&D BestCurrent
Practice. ABest Current Practice is a practice
that covers one partofthe total development
process, has substantial favorable experience
associated with it, and is considered competi­
tive bymostpractioners. 2

The Fast Decision Process
FDP is used by marketing, product

management, systemsengineering, develop-

ment, testing, and other interested organiza­
tionsto selecta courseofaction andto gen­
erate team-produced deliverables, typically
documents. These may include: project plans
and schedules; proposals fornewtelecom­
munications products, services or features; or
requirements documents. Requirements
documents convert customerneeds into tech­
nical specifications that are then usedby
developers to produce the needed product,
service, or feature. Nontechnical documents,
such as businesscasesandquality methodol­
ogydocuments, have alsobeenproduced
usingFDPmethodology.

Before the introduction ofFDP, the
document writing processgenerally took
longer. Typically, the project leaderwould
assignauthors, basedon their expertise, to
draftsections ofa document. Since group
meetings wereinfrequent, individual contri­
butorsoften found it difficult to understand
the project completely and to develop a sense
ofownership in it.Schedules frequently
slipped and marketopportunities were
missed because ofthe difficulties inherentin
drafting a complex project document while
relying primarily on telephone communica­
tionsand sporadic meetings. FDPhas largely
eliminated these difficulties.

Today, usingFDP, teammembers
worktogetherduringa dedicated session,
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Rgure 1. Careful advance screening and planning lays the
foundation for a smoothly run FOP session where team mem­
bers can proceed through a four.tep process to prepare a
document that Is then ready for peer review and customer
acceptance.

lasting two to fourdays. Before the FOPsession, the
Technical Project Coordinator (TPc) or teamleader, work­
ingwith the FOPfacilitator, establishes a well-defined goal
anddetailed workplan forthe session. During the session,
the FOPfacilitator leadsthe teamthrougha four-step
consensus-building processofissue identification, issue
resolution, teamproduct regeneration, and teamproduct
review. Participants are empowered as decision-makers by
their management to identify and resolve issues,and docu­
mentthe results. The discussion andconsensus-building
process used in FOPis supported by the electronic equip­
ment in the FOProom. Normally, one or two iterations of
this processwill produce a product readyforpeer review.

The nextsections describe a typical FOPsession,
including the planning stage,inputs, a description ofan
actual FOPsession, and the outputsat the end ofthe FOP
process. Figure1showsa simplified schematic ofthe
FOPprocesswith its inputs and outputs.
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Planning the FDP session
The first step inorganizing anFOPsession is to

determine if the project and the project teammeetthe
criteria fora successful session. This screening is done
by the FOPmanager andtheTPC.While two criteria­
goalsandempowerment-are crucial to FOPsuccess,
morelatitude is permitted forother characteristics, such
as teamsizeor co-location requirements. The criteria are:
- The teammusthavea well defined goalor product
- All teammembersmustshare a common under-

standing ofthe project's direction
- The session goalsdepend upon identifying and

resolving issues
- The teamshould be empowered to makethe neces­

saryproject decisions
- The project schedule is tightbut allows two weeks

to plan the FOPsession
- The teamhas 4 to 16members
- The teamcan allassemble at one location on a fully-

dedicated basis
- There mustbe a commitment to teamwork
- All teammembers must share in writing, copying,

etc., duringthe session.
After the teamhas been screened and its key

teammembers identified, a one-to-four daysession is
scheduled at oneofthe dedicated FOPconference rooms.

Required Inputs for a Successful FDP Se..lon
The team musthavea well-defined goalor pro­

duct in mind, as well as having a common understanding
ofthe project's direction to achieve this goal. This is a
keyrequirement forFOPsuccesssinceno matterhow
many issuesare identified in an FOPsession, nonewill be
resolved unlessthere is agreementon goals. Examples
ofgoalsinclude: choosing a courseofaction among
several alternatives basedon well-defined criteria; or pro­
ducing service descriptions, feature specifications, pro­
jectplans, project schedules, or proposals to satisfy cus­
tomers'requests.

Another crucial ingredient is empowerment of
teammembers. Ifhighermanagement endorsement is
needed forcertain decisions, it should participate in the
session. The benefits ofthe FOPprocess will be nullified
if teamdecisions are routinely overturned.

Careful preparation is essential fora successful
FOPsession. Ordinarily, a minimum oftwo weeks is
requiredto securea volunteer facilitator, schedule all



keyparticipants and plan the session.
Planning is doneby theTPC and the FDP facilita­

tor.Theywill ensure that all those people whoshould be
involved in making decisions affecting the project do par­
ticipate in the session. These should include all
interested organizations, including marketing, product
management, systemsengineering, development plan­
ning, development, systemtest, implementation,
andoperations.

Duringplanning, the TPC andfacilitator will
develop an overall plan ofthe sessionand drawup a list
ofthe main authorsandcontributors who are then
assigned to draftindividual project components before
the FDP session. If necessary, theTPC andfacilitator can
subdivide the teamproduct intosmaller elements that
canbe moreeasily tackled duringthe FDP session. Plan­
ning should alsoidentify additional resourcesthat may
be needed.

Pre-session planning is complete whentheTPC
andthe facilitator agree on whatthey expectto happen
hour-by-hour duringthe session. Asthe final step in plan­
ning the session, the TPC shares the session plan and the
proposed outputwith the other team membersto form
a consensus.

Description of a Fast Decision Process
All key project membersshould participate in the

FDP session. Afacilitator, who is trained inFDP methodol­
ogy, is alsopresent to guidethe participants throughthe
process. The session takes place in a dedicated room
that is furnished with allthe equipment the team needs
to produce its team products quickly and accurately: per­
sonal computers, printers, graphics terminals, dedicated
computer accounts, photocopiers, facsimile machines,
telephones, and teleconferencing equipment.

During an FDP session, the teamwill proceed
throughthe following four-step process:
- IssueIdentification
- IssueResolution
- TeamProduct Regeneration
- TeamProduct Review.

Two iterations ofthe FDP cycle are usually
enough to produce a high-quality product.

The foursteps are described below.
During the issue identification step,teammem­

bers identify issuesor inconsistencies in the draftdocu­
ment. These issuesare recorded by the facilitator. At

this stage,there is no discussion ofthe issuesor their
resolution. Thus, notimeis wasted on resolving issues
wheresolutions may be altered by problems occurring
later in the draft. Anentiredocument or a major portion
ofa largedocument is dealtwith in thisway before mov­
ingon to issueresolution. Thus, quickly and non­
contentiously, the teamdevelops an overall understand­
ingofproject issuesanda better understanding ofthe
relationships between issues.

Reviewing the issueslist, the teamattempts
to reacha better understanding ofeach issueand
develop solutions to the problems inherentin these
issues. This is the crucial step ofthe processwhen the
FDP facilitator's roleis most important. The facilitator
works to keepthe teamfocused on the issuesat hand,
intervening quickly to keep the discussions from becom­
ingsidetracked. The facilitator ensures that allpartici­
pantshavean equalopportunity to presenttheir ideas
and that the final document representsa true consensus.
Eachresolved issueis then assigned an owner, who will
be responsible for revising the document to reflect the
team'sconsensus on the issue. Issues that cannot be
resolved quickly are assigned to an owner to be
addressed outside the session.

Next, the teammemberstum to the computing
facilities andother equipment in the FDP room to revise
the draft. The newversion is printed anddistributed to
each teammember. The facilitator remains onhandto
helpthe teammaintain its focus.

Teammembersnow spendtimestudying the
revised document, noting newconcerns and issuesto
be dealtwith duringthe next iteration ofthe four-step
process. Normally, two to three iterations ofthe pro­
cess result ina document readyfor inspection bythe
team'speers.

The four-step process is managed flexibly dur­
inga session to meet teamneeds. Although sessions nor­
mally beginwith issue identification on a draft previously
prepared by teammembers, someteamsmay begin with
issue resolution usingpreviously prepared issueslistsor
by producing the initial draftin the FDP environment.
Sessions canalsobegin with participants reviewing a
newly produced drafttheyare seeingfor the first time.

Ateamworking on a document ofaboutthirty
pagescanexpectto complete oneFDP cycle ina day.
Larger documents canbe brokeninto smaller sections
and eachsection treatedseparately. Asthe meeting
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Panel 1. One Team'. experience with FOP

In early1990, a project teamwasestablished towrite
technical requirements fora series offeature releases
forcommercial andprivate telephone customers. The
teambeganwith a marketing description ofthe vari­
ousservice releasesforthe newfeatures. It applied
FOP to prepareits secondrequirements document
andcontinued usingFOP throughmid-1991 to pre­
pareadditional documents neededto specify subse­
quentreleases.

Onedocument wasreadyforpeer review after
two iterations ofthe FOP processduringa two-day
session. The otherswerelargerand required at least
two sessionseach.Fourtwo-day sessions were
needed to preparethe largestdocumentThe team
used eachsuccessive sessionto examine andresolve
issuesthat had surfaced sincethe previous session.

The TPC estimated that usingFOP saved oneto
two monthsper document, representing an estimated
totalproject savings ofsix to eightmonths. Accord­
ing to the teamleader, the reasonsforthis were:
- All teammembers wereassembled togetherat one

time.
- Theywereableto review the initial draftdocument

before the session.
- FOP provided a structuredmethod ofissue identifi­

cation, resolution, andassignment ofopenissues.
- The independent facilitator, who had the team

members' respect, wasan effective guideand
referee.

The teamleaderfeltthere wasalso a gradual improve­
mentin FOP methodsduringthe period the teamwas
usingit To haveallowed moretimefor issueresolu­
tion, the teamleaderwould have planned longerindi­
vidual sessions, lasting three or four-days.

progresses, the schedule canbe adjusted to reflect actual
elapsed time. Tuneconstraints enable the facilitator to
curtail lengthy discussions when a consensus cannot be
achieved within the timeframe andpersonnel resources
ofthe session.

Products of a Succeuful FOP.....on
The final teamproduct ofanFDPsession may be

a document, plan, service or feature architecture or other
work readyforpeer review. After the session, the output
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is reviewed ina largermeeting or inspection. People with
the necessary expertise in the areasofcustomer needs,
technology, development, testing, andknowledge ofthe
project should be present.

The peer review meeting should also be
attended byanyorganization that has a stakein the out­
put,suchas project sponsors, marketing personnel and
product managers, andother systems engineers. Other
attendees should include developers andsystem testers
who will needto use the teamproduct, andoutside ven­
dorsandend users ofthe product, service, or feature
beingdeveloped. Management may be present, if neces­
sary, to obtain final agreement on andapproval ofthe
output. However, the peer review should resultinfew,
if any, significant changesto the output ofthe FDP ses­
sionbecause management hadempowered the session
participants to make necessary decisions.

Panell provides a casestudyofa typical
project team, theirproject andhow FDP helped it accom­
plish itsgoals.

Quality Metrics And Accomplishments
The FDPprocess has beensubject to continuous

evaluation and improvement to ensurethat it meetscus­
tomersneeds. Since the firstsessions, participants have
been surveyed to recommend changes. Theirsugges­
tions ledto:
- Establishment ofthe facilitator's function
- Creation ofdedicated FOP working environments
- Checklists forfacilitators, TPCS, andparticipants
- Screening procedures to ensureFDPis applied properly
- Feedback reportsfor individual session evaluation and

improvement.
Participant surveys are invaluable inmeasuring

the quality ofthe process itself. Survey questionnaires
weresent to participants in88sessions heldbetween
June 1990 andJune 1991. The surveys wereconducted
within oneweek ofeachsession. About 400 participants
responded, representing 45percentofthosesurveyed. A
summary ofsurvey resultsappears in Figure 2.

Asshown in Figure 2,participants believe that
FDPmethodology didhelptheir teamsidentify and
resolve issuesmoreefficiently thantheir previous meth­
ods. Greater efficiency in issueidentification was
reported by80percentofparticipants, while two-thirds of
claimed improved efficiency in issueresolution. These
andother metrics (See Figure 3) suggestthatusingthe



Rgure 2. Metrics
gathered for FOP are
based on responses
to questionnaires
sent to participants
of 88 sessions within
a week of session
completion.

7996

74%

78%

67%

18Iuue identification more or .... eIIIclent usl.., FOP?
Same

~~-
~-----_---:.=------

I....... resolution more or .... elllclent ....... FOP?

~i
~_.-----..;;.;..;.;...------

I. staff time uved or lidded ....... FOP?
- added !saved-_ 2j% I 52%

18ovenIII qulIIIty of the IInIII praduct ............ FOP?

~rr-
~L.... .--.;..;.;.;; ---J

Would pertlclpenta W8nt to .... FOP....n1-no! yes-• lj% , -.-,,;..=.:.. _

Maybe

FOP process resultsin a higher-quality teamproduct fas­
ter and,just as significantly, the teaminvests fewer staff
hoursand shortenscalendar (cycle) time.

Whenasked if theywould choose to use it
again in similar situations, 78percentofthe respondents
answered yes. (See Figure 2.)

Figure 3 shows that session participants also felt
that the FOPprocesssignificantly shortened the calendar
time required to produce a high-quality teamproduct
when compared against their traditional approach. Over­
all, 80percentclaimed thatFOPreduced the timeneeded
to produce a teamproduct byat leastoneweek. Detailed
resultsare shown in Figure 3.These savings assume FOP
is usedonceduringthe technical evaluation phaseand
once again in the technical service description phase.

Fut Decision Proce.. Support
Initially, FOP wasrunwithout a dedicated staff,

butgrowing demand now justifies two full-time special­
ists to support the process. In addition to managing the
dedicated FOP conference facilities at threeAT&T loca­
tions incentral New Jersey, the support staff also
screensprojects, schedules sessions, trainsfacilitators
andprovides otherassistance. If requested, FOPsessions
canbe heldin other locations because the FOPprocess

andenvironment are easyto transport.
Facilitators play an important role inthe FOP pro­

cess.Theyare volunteers, usually from technical areasof
Bell Laboratories. Their training involves attending a
half-day courseto learnFOPmethodology andthen
observing an actual session. Theyare provided a hand­
bookthatcontains the information andmaterials needed
to conduct a session. Checklists are also provided to
guidethe facilitator, the TPC, andparticipants through
the process. The support teamalso prepares confidential
evaluation reports for individual sessions. Project teams
are billed basedon the duration oftheir sessions.

Enhancements To FDP
FOP has beenproven useful in the creation of

many types ofteamproducts. While it is more traditional
to use FOP forrequirements documents fornew products
andservices, it is also beingusedinotherapplications.
Among them: writing marketing descriptions; drafting
quality methodology documents; developing project plans;
creating Request ForProposal responses; anddelineating
issuesinearlierstagesofservice or feature definition. In
addition, a numberofAT&Ts external customers have
shown interestin the process. Work is underway to
make the process and itsbenefits available to them.
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Figure 3. (a) The time line Indicates the segments of the FEP
where FDP Is most often used. (b) Metrics Indicate how
many weeks that session participants estimate was saved
by the FDP process.

Planning is alsounderway to set up additional
dedicated FOP roomsin otherAT&T locations. These
other siteswill enable teamsto assemble in different loca­
tionsandconductthe sessions usingvideo conferencing
equipment, therebysaving travel timeand expense.

There is alsoa need to speedthe preparation of
newteamproducts duringFOP sessions. The FOP staffis
evaluating software tools that will allow generation of
documents in a "what-you-see-is-what-you-get" computer
platform. In addition, studiesare underway to find
improved methods for scribing information duringthe
issueidentification and resolution steps.

Participant's recommendations for improving the
FOP will be evaluated ina continuing effort to increase
FOP's value to its users.

Implications and Future Directions
The Fast Decision Processis recognized as an

effective and efficient method formaking complex deci­
sions. It is beingused bya wide variety ofproject teams
to produce higher quality products faster in fewer hours.

The FOP staffbelieves that the FOP approach may
offer significant improvements in quality and timesav­
ingsin the FEP.
- FOP canbe extended to other areas ofthe FEP, suchas

newproduct or service concept definition, architecture

development, andfeasibility assessment projects. In
trials, FOP has beenveryeffective in the concept defini­
tionphaseofa project. Widespread use ofthe approach
could leadto significant savings in time in the FEP.

- FOP provides an environment forefficient integration
ofadditional newgroupprocesses intothe FEP. For
example, a series oflinked two-day FOP sessions could
provide the environment for the application ofquality
function deployment, "a method forcapturing and
tracking customer requirements throughout the life
cycle ofa product.'?

- Concurrent engineering is the development ofrequire­
mentsand systemconcepts bya multifunctional team
from marketresearch, requirements engineering, and
product design engineering. Ideally, detailed design is
performed simultaneously with development ofpro­
duction capability, field-support capability andqual­
ity.3 FOP shareswith concurrent engineering an
improved design processand closercooperation
among teammembers. Infact, FOP provides a struc­
tured settingformany concurrent engineering
processes to take place.

- FOP provides a mechanism fororganizational learn­
ingbecause it is beingcontinuously improved and
teamsthat participate in it share a common learning
experience.

- The FOP processand environment are easyto repro­
duce. Consequently, it is easyto set up temporary FOP
facilities to other locations.

- Since the workis carriedout in a short period oftime,
the entireprocessis observable. Asa result, it is easy
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to measure and these measurementsprovide the basis
for makingadditional improvements.

- FDPmethodology conforms to the process manage­
ment and improvement guidelines that havebeen
adoptedbyAT&T under the general headingofPro­
cess Quality Managementand Improvement.4

Membersof the FDPstaffcontinueto pursue new
methodsand tools to apply in current FDPpracticeand
possibilities for newareas ofapplications.
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