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Abstract

This discussion paper aims to stimulate a better process for prioritization within 3GPP. While all the issues are unlikely to be solved, it should be possible to make improvements. This discussion paper was presented at the 3GPP Operators meeting held the evening before SA #54, i.e., 11 December 2011. At that time, it was decided to let this “soak” among the operators, then circulate it to the full SA community via the email reflector in time to give everyone a chance to consider the content in time for discussion at SA #55.
1 Introduction
There are significant inefficiencies that occur in the standardization process as we progress from stage 1 through stages 2 and 3. This submission aims to stimulate exploration of how we may reduce these.
2 Discussion
2.1 Situation

We have seen a significant issue in several Releases, and notably in Release 11, where the amount of work has exceeded the capacity to develop and deliver the standards needed to support the agreed work items, especially at stage 2. This results in a prioritization exercise with the aim of reducing the workload to a point where the prioritized work can be completed.
This is unsatisfactory from several points of view. One is that meeting time is consumed with prioritization discussions instead of productive work. Another is that supporters of agreed work items must necessarily be disappointed in the situation when their work items are deferred. Yet another is that the voting process results in clearly defined “winners” and “losers” but the majority of work items receive almost the same number of votes and therefore it is unrealistic to arbitrarily distinguish those that are just “above the line” and those that are “just below the line” as a very few votes one way or the other could change the prioritization result dramatically, that is, the voting process is too “sensitive” to a small shift in voting.
2.2 Side Effect

An undesirable side effect of these prioritization exercises is that the reductions in what is included in stage 2 necessitate reductions in what is included in stage 1, i.e., deletion of unfulfilled requirements, so that the contents of stages 1 and 2 are aligned. This means that work done at stage 1 must subsequently be removed from the relevant specifications, thereby potentially negating the effort that went into developing it. Although sometimes the deleted material can be moved to a later Release, this is not always the case, and it is certainly inefficient to develop and include material and then remove it from a given Release of a specification.
2.3 Standardization Resource Limits

Standardization resources (human experts) are limited in number and expensive in time and travel. It is very important that we do specifications for clearly identified needs, and avoid the opportunity costs associated with expending resources on work that will be deleted or deferred due to prioritization when the effort could be much more fruitful when applied to real market needs. It is very important that we do specifications in a coherent and orderly process to maximize the benefit/cost ratio of the investment in setting standards.
2.4 Creativity

Stage 1 presently takes in various scenarios and use cases, and then develops requirements from them. MTC is one area where participants’ natural creativity results in many diverse use cases being proposed, resulting in a broad range of requirements which are passed to stage 2. Stage 2 then attempts to meet these requirements while participants also exercise their creativity.

It has become axiomatic that standards participants will be very creative in their work, sometimes to the point where an essential principle of engineering is given insufficient attention, that is, “Keep It Simple.”

2.5 Problem Statement

The problem may be stated as finite resources applied to an insufficiently constrained demand on those resources resulting in significant inefficiencies.

2.6 Towards a Solution

The essence of a solution is to reduce, ideally eliminate, the gap between the resources and the demands on them. It is not likely that we will be able to solve the problem, but we should be able to reduce it.

It is not likely that we may anticipate more standardization resources. Indeed, the reverse may become the case, based on the global economic situation.

Therefore, we should look for steps towards reducing the demand on the resources.
The “solution” (the prioritization exercise) we currently apply is near the end of a Release cycle. The prioritization exercise is conducted “under pressure” when the situation has reached a “crisis” level. Indeed, it is not always evident that a “crisis” is forming although it could be argued that we should be better at looking forward and seeing that one is likely based on the available meeting time vs. the workload represented by the agreed work and study items.

This “solution” suffers from several problems. At least some of the operators involved do not feel they have been able to give sufficient consideration to what the priorities should be when called upon to participate in a prioritization exercise on a short fuse late in a Release. The process for assigning priorities to the services and features to be included results in a small number of “high flyers” and a few “forget about thems” but leaves the great majority of services and features with very similar priorities. This means that drawing a line through the list results in entries with almost identical priority receiving radically different treatment, as noted at the start of this discussion.

3 Proposals

It is probably inevitable that a prioritization exercise will be needed near the end of every Release cycle. It is not likely that this can be avoided altogether, but it should be possible to make it less stressful and more effective. One way to do this is to begin doing it earlier in the Release cycle. Another way to do this is to provide a better picture of anticipated workload and timing when a work or study item is proposed.

3.1 Proposal 1

Initiate service and feature prioritization earlier in the Release cycle, ideally at the start of the Release cycle.

Many of the participants in the standards process are engineers, or at least think like engineers. They are highly intelligent and creative people not only looking for improvements to existing systems, but also imagining and trying to transform imagined and marvellous new capabilities into reality. The problem is to keep them grounded without stifling their creativity. “Must have basics” need to be clearly defined. “Nice to have extras” can be more loosely defined or left open. The desire to work on the “extras” will help to drive the work on the “basics” if the environment is set up such that the “basics” need to be completed before the “extras” can be addressed.

3.2 Proposal 2

Make work planning easier by including workload and deliverable timing estimates with a work item or study item proposal.

It is the author’s understanding that this may be included in a revised work and study item template. The operator community should strongly support this. 

3.3 Proposal 3

The operator community should make a strong effort to provide more explicit guidance on the “must have basics” vs. the “nice to have extras” for a given Release. The “must have basics” need to be identified as essential to be completed before the “nice to have extras” are worked.

The problem for the operators is that the different market characteristics they work in means that distinguishing the “must have basics” from the “nice to have extras” so that a consensus is reached will not be easy. A simple voting formula such as seen at the GSMA 3G Operators Group in September 2011 or SA1 in February 2011 yields somewhat less than satisfactory results. Investigation is needed to find a means to do a better prioritization.

3.4 Proposal 4

GSMA should do some research on how to conduct a more effective prioritization (one that will led to more clearly defined results) across the diversity of the operator community. This should not dissuade the operators from starting their prioritization work pending the results of this research.

4 Conclusion

While it is unlikely that a complete solution to the current situation can be found, it should be possible to provide more precise and timely guidance to the standards community which will enable more focused work, and result in less stress and time and resource loss than the present situation.
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