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Ben Franklin was quoted as saying “By failing to prepare, you are 
preparing to fail.” Although he had no concept even of what a 
computer was at the point, the quote can still be applied almost 
perfectly towards the development of custom software. Without 
significant proper planning ahead of time, any custom software 
project is doomed to fail. This will happen regardless of the 
quality of the programmer or the skill of a newly hired project 
manager.

Identifying project scope is the best way to come up with a complete plan to ensure the 
success of any project- including custom software. Size and complexity are two general 
terms that need to be scoped at the beginning of a software project- there is also more 
detailed analysis that has to be done, however. Before we can plan for a project, let’s 
first define the concept of project scope.



HOW TO SCOPE THE SIZE AND COMPLEXITY OF YOUR 
CUSTOM SOFTWARE PROJECT

What is scope?

Project scope is the detailed outline of exactly what a project is intended to accomplish 
and how it is intended to arrive at that goal. It almost serves as a roadmap to a 
destination- although with all of the complexities that can arise during a software 
development cycle, it might be better described as a treasure map. A map without any 
guides paints an incomplete picture and the search party will have a tough time getting 
to the destination. The more information and guides a map provides, however, will 
allow the follower to find the goal successfully and with ease.

A detailed project scope is essential for the success of a project. At the bare minimum, 
it needs to establish boundaries within the project. Specifically, this scope needs to 
identify what goes in the project and what gets left out of the project. From there, the 
scope needs to determine everything the project is and isn’t, everything the software 
will be able to do and everything that it cannot do, and specifically what goes into the 
software and what doesn’t.

Before a project timeline can be established, it’s important to determine what the 
custom software project goals are going to be and what resources will be devoted to 
making those goals happen. Only after these steps are taken can the tasks be assigned 
to team members- because they’ll have a clear idea of the direction that they need to 
follow.

“The portion of the ultimate product vision that the current project or iteration will 
address. The scope draws the boundary between what’s in and what’s out for the 
project.” The second part of the project scope definition is most important. The scope 
identifies what the product is and is not, what it will and won’t do, what it will and won’t 
contain.

The last thing to remember before we get into the actual identification of the scope 
is simple but crucial to remember. Be as specific as possible when it comes to your 
declarations. Instead of writing down generalities, focus on exact dates, costs, and 
features. Focus on specifically who will be working on the project and what the exact 
features are as well- for example, if you need a particular amount of cloud-based 
storage, include this instead of just saying “Need more storage.”
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Work the SMART way

It wouldn’t be a corporate standard without a wonderful acronym to come in and 
simplify things. SMART is more than just a strategy that can be employed in custom 
software development. It’s actually a general project management strategy, intended to 
be used for a multitude of different projects. The concept definitely has an application 
in custom software, though.

SMART stands for specific, measurable, agreed upon, realistic, and time. Essentially, 
each one of these should be a goal used to measure the status of a particular project. 
At any point during the project, SMART can be used to see how things are progressing. 
It’s also applicable to many different methods of project management.

Be Specific- S

We discussed how being specific is key to being success. There’s a reason it’s the first 
letter in the acronym (or maybe it just sounds good). When it comes to being specific 
with custom software, you might think that it takes an expert- which is why you are 
likely looking to contract an outside developer. While an expert’s opinion is incredibly 
important, you can be specific without having technical knowledge. By simply identifying 
the exact problems that you are looking for your new software to solve, it will be 
easier for the developer to actually help you. You don’t need to say exactly how fast 
the program has to run- but if it has to be accessible via mobile phone, that would be 
something to include.
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Measure twice, cut once- M

Next up is M, or being measurable. This goes along with being specific, in terms of 
needing goals in the project scope that can actually be viewed as being successful or 
failed. Generalities are difficult to measure. If you set one of your goals as having a 
software that simply makes your employees more efficient, it’s difficult to tell if that is 
actually happening or not. One of the biggest advantages of custom software is that it 
makes businesses and employees more efficient- however this should be measured in 
specific terms.

For instance, instead of simply declaring a goal of increased efficiency, this could be 
rewritten as less human errors over a given amount of time. The goal can be anything 
as long as it can be measured- things like 100% employee buy in, less emails back 
and forth, or the like. The software being developed is intended to fix problems- by 
specifically identifying these problems ahead of time, it becomes much easier to see if 
they get fixed.

Agreed upon goals- A

Unless all parties involved have agreed upon the goals laid out in the project scope, it 
will be tough to reach them. Everyone needs to be on the same page at the beginning 
of the project to ensure that the right problems are being worked on. This includes 
all stakeholders in the project- external and internal, all teams ans essentially all key 
people involved.

This step actually combines several important steps into one. It ensures that everyone 
is on the right page. By doing so, it keeps the other steps in check. With more people in 
the team looking at this, a predictable outcome is more likely to follow in the longrun. 
If something does go wrong with the project, involved parties can look back to what 
was agreed upon in the beginning to resolve disputes. If the problem is something that 
wasn’t agreed upon from the get go, it will be much more difficult to prove it without 
this paper trail.
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Get real- R

Custom software can solve all of your problems! Sometimes. In actuality, it is incredibly 
important to have realistic goals in place at the start of the project. If the goals are not 
realistic, they will likely not have been agreed upon by all parties- so being realistic 
goes hand in hand with the rest of the goals of SMART. A project designed to skyrocket 
a one person operation into the biggest company in the world might not be realistic. 
However, a planned integration of custom software to grow a company exponentially is 
in fact possible.

It’s important to aim big at the start of the software development cycle. After all, with 
the identification of more goals and problems at the start, the developers will be more 
likely to come up with useful solutions. Find a balance between thinking outside of the 
box, being creative, and being realistic- ideally, combining these traits will lead to the 
best possible solutions for your company. They will also lead to the highest chance of a 
successful project completion.

Time to keep a schedule- T

The last letter stands for Time. Although each of the concepts is important in their own 
right and they all work together, time might have the biggest potential to sink a project. 
A realistic timeline needs to be set up for the software developer to follow. This doesn’t 
just mean a start date and an end date, either. Instead, there should be goals set up 
along the way and benchmarks that can be hit. These benchmarks make for a more 
measurable set of goals, and it becomes easier to see if the project is on the right track. 
If the project is consistently missing benchmarks, something is seriously wrong.

Luckily, this strategy of applying incremental deadlines fits right in with the methods of 
the agile scrum methodology of development. Agile scrum is becoming more popular in 
the development world, and its teams set out to develop programs through a series of 
programming “sprints.” At the end of each of these sprints is a (hopefully) new version 
of the program with more goals that can be measured.

The initial timeline should be agreed upon by all team members to ensure that it is 
attainable. 
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This is important not just for the software developer, but also for the company doing 
the contracting. After all, it is there budget, and the number one expense when it 
comes to any kind of project- software or otherwise- is usually time. If there’s no specific 
end date, the project can simply go on forever, never having technically failed. A project 
that goes on forever will keep taking more and more money as the time goes on. Stop 
this by setting up solid time deadlines that everyone can agree upon.

There can be some flexibility in these deadlines- however, the closer the project is to 
the deadlines, the closer it is more likely to be to its initial budget and the more likely it 
is to succeed in general.

Why is there a project?

Perhaps the biggest question to be answered when it comes to the scope of the size 
and complexity of your project is this: “Why is there a project in the first place?” If are 
unable to answer this question in a detailed, specific, and to-the-point fashion, the 
project is probably doomed to fail and it’s back to the drawing board. In fact, it will be 
difficult to even tell if the project has been successful or a failure, because without any 
goals there will be nothing to measure it upon.

When it comes to custom software projects, the best way to develop goals and assess 
need is to find out what your company is missing, and to acknowledge problems 
within the organization. Custom software should ideally be put in place to solve these 
problems. Although any software can potentially increase efficiency within a business, 
the beauty of custom software in comparison to something off the shelf is that it is 
designed explicitly for your individual business. In order to truly get the most out of 
your software, you’ll want to have a detailed list of problems that you think can be 
resolved.

At this point, your developer can talk to you about limitations of custom software and 
can even give you some ideas about what you should be looking for. They can tell you 
what the program can do for you and what it can’t. However, in order to get the best 
fit, the developer really needs to know what issues need fixing. The answer to the 
question of “why” can be simple: we need employees to work better together. It can be 
more complicated: we need an integrated database designed to eliminate waste. The 
important thing is that it is specific, and the more identified problems the better.
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What does your company need?

Coming up with the list of problems is a great way to come up with a list of necessary 
features. If you are having trouble identifying problems, the best thing to do is to talk 
to people within the organization and the software developers themselves. Although 
management often know what is best for a company, the individuals who will be 
using the software the most will be able to offer valuable input- whether they are tech 
experts or not.

Simply identifying the needs of groups of employees is a great place to start. Whether 
this comes in the form of a company-wide survey or through meetings in the 
boardroom, this is a great way to get insight into how your workers might be struggling 
in some areas or excelling in others. Unfortunately, some employees will be reluctant 
to change to any kind of a new system, so they might not be much help. Explaining 
that the desire to implement a new software package stems from the desire to help 
employees do their jobs better is a great way to get everyone on board. At the same 
time, you will learn more about what should be going into the project, and the staff will 
feel more of a connection and ownership to the finished project.

It is also important to find out what should not go into the project. A laundry list of 
several hundred pages might make sense for some companies, but not for others. 
Although gathering input from everybody is a good way to learn what you need, it can 
also create too long of a features list. With your developer, determine exactly what 
needs to be going into the project, and precisely what will be left out.
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Scope creep

Although this entire paper has emphasized the importance of being specific and having 
tangible goals, there “scope creep” is a natural phenomenon that can occur over the 
development cycle. It sounds scary- but it doesn’t have to be a bad thing. In fact, one of 
the benefits of the agile custom software development cycle is that through the various 
testing phases, new functionalities are discovered. These functionalities can have 
drastic, positive impacts on a project- sometimes for the better, sometimes not.

The discovery of a new functionality can lead to the discovery of another one- and 
so on and so forth. If the chain is allowed to continue, the project will have a hard 
time staying focused and a harder time finishing on time. For this reason, planning 
ahead of time for what to do when scope creep starts to happen is pivotal. The more 
experienced the custom software team, the more acclimated they will be to deal with 
scope creep. However, there are also steps that can be taken by your company as well 
to combat the negative effects of scope creep.

Scope creep has many other names, too: “creeping featurism,” feature creep, 
requirements creep, etc. The biggest issues arise when priorities get all mixed up as a 
result of the new features. They begin to take on more importance, so original features 
might get left by the wayside. This can lead to not just scheduling issues, but also quality 
issues as well. The best way to combat scope creep is to establish the clearest scope 
possible. This doesn’t mean the plan has to be rigid and unflexible. With established 
guidelines in place, though, it will be more difficult to move outside of them.

During the development process, when new features are naturally included, it is 
important for both parties to ask the question “Is this in the scope?” That way, there will 
be less ambiguity as the project moves further along. If the answer to the question is 
yes, well then by all means, continue and work to implement the feature. If the answer 
is no, then it’s time to take a step back and see if the new feature is in fact necessary or 
worth the extra time and money it will end up costing. A good way to determine if the 
feature is necessary is to determine whether or not it will increase the chances of the 
likelihood of success of the software project. If it will increase the chances of success, 
then it is more likely to be worth the time.
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Last but not least

Something that often spells doom for any custom software project or any company 
for that matter is money. Figure out long before time how much money is going to be 
spent on the custom software project. Some wiggle room in the budget is probably 
a good idea- but a cap on how much can be afforded to a project will help to reduce 
unwanted surprises down the road.

It’s important to be realistic here- simply having a low budget does not ensure that a 
project will come in under. The important part is to develop a detailed number agreed 
upon by both the company and the software developer. Again, everyone needs to be 
on the same page to develop the most successful software- the more accurate the cost 
estimate is, the more efficient the whole project will run throughout its course.

The important thing to take away from this is that all of these goals are related within 
the scope. It is crucial for specifics to be used as often as possible. The more grey 
areas there are, the more chances there are for failure. By being specific, projects are 
opening up the potential to be measured. This measurability is the standard by which 
the terms success and failure can be applied to the project. If there are no measurable 
guidelines established, it will be hard to call a project a failure- and it will be harder to 
declare it a success. Everyone, the client and the developer, anyone involved in a key 
role with the project, needs to be on the same page. They must agree to the scope 
ahead of time in order to stay closer to its goals. That way those benchmarks will be 
easier to hit for everyone. And lastly is the necessity of keeping track of time and setting 
attainable goals from the get go.

This will reduce the chances of an overinflated budget, increase 
the likelihood of success of the project, and as a direct result, get 
your company using its own amazing custom software sooner- 
then it’s up to your company to use the software to its fullest to 
grow bigger and more successful. 


