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If there’s any uncertainty, I suggest you 
drop the requirement from your list or 
separate out the essential portion from 
the bits that “seem like a good idea.” Too 
often our business initiatives fail because 
we’ve included too many non-essential 
elements. Using up time and resources 
on these is ineffective, and makes our 
projects too large or too complex to be 
implemented properly.

Is this requirement detailed enough to be 
put into practice? Every requirement can 
be filled by a variety of different solutions. 
One of the distinguishing characteristics 
is usually cost. It’s not enough to say, 
“We need a new accounting system.” 
This requirement must be broken down 
into more specific requirements before 
you can develop a proper estimate. For 
example, will you be implementing an 
Accounts Receivable, Accounts Payable 
or General Ledger, or all of the above? 
Do we need cost accounting? Payroll? 
Billing? How many people need access to 
this system? What reports do we require? 
Does our bookkeeper or accountant need 
online access to the system? Are there ele-
ments of the data entry that need to be 
automated? And so on.

The answers to these specific questions 
will determine whether we need a simple 
solution or one that is much more com-
plex (and costly). Always break general 
requirements into specifics. It’s difficult 
to provide a realistic estimate for a re-
quirement that is too general. It’s equally 
difficult to determine what tasks need to 
be performed and what resources are 
needed to work on these tasks. Without 
this, we cannot come up with realistic 
costs. As a rule of thumb, if there’s any 
room for interpretation in a requirement, 
then it’s still too general.

If I eliminate this requirement, can I still 
proceed? Sometimes we attempt to make 
too many changes to our business all at 
once. Often a better approach is to make 
several smaller changes over a period of 
time than to try and change too much 
all at once. A better strategy is to split a 
large initiative into several smaller, shorter 
projects, which are easier to plan, manage 
and control.

Is this requirement related to any oth-
ers? Many of us undertake changes to our 
business in an attempt to solve problems 
or resolve ongoing issues. This often re-
sults in missed opportunities or, worse, 
treating symptoms instead of resolving 
underlying causes. As business owners, we 
all believe we best understand what our 
business needs are, and where we want to 
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There’s an old saying that goes, “If 
you don’t know where you’re going, how 
do you know when you’ve arrived?” If 
we don’t have a clear plan of when and 
how we want to grow our business, we’re 
unlikely to succeed.

Creating and executing successful 
business plans depends not only on 
our vision of where we want to take our 
business, but translating that vision into 
a set of well-defined requirements. These 
will be subject to cost estimates, then 
transformed into a solution for design-
ing, developing, and putting into effect. 
Most business owners are passionate 
about their business, yet lack the needed 
human or financial resources to imple-
ment all their plans. One of our greatest 
challenges is to determine where best to 
utilize our resources to bring about the 
greatest benefits.

Clear requirements are the starting 
point for all business initiatives and 
projects, but numerous studies have 
shown that inadequate or poorly defined 
requirements are the cause of most project 
overruns. Most of us think we understand 
our requirements, until we attempt to put 
together realistic estimates or turn them 
into reliable plans, schedules and bud-
gets that we can manage to a successful 
completion. How can we be certain we’ve 
correctly identified our requirements be-
fore we rush into execution?

First we need to ask ourselves
some hard questions. 

Is this requirement absolutely essential? 
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take our business. However, we may lack 
the perspective or the skills to know how 
to meet those goals or take our operation 
to the next level. Often when we develop 
business initiatives or changes, we miss re-
quirements. We don’t discover them until 
we’re well into the execution of our plans, 
and then they cost us far more than they 
would have if we’d heeded them in the 
early stages. One good practice is to have 
a colleague or business consultant review 
our plans as a way of ensuring we haven’t 
forgotten or missed essentials tasks.

What are the business implications of 
this requirement? Often when we focus 
on the projected results of our plans, 
we overlook other elements that are 
critical to their success. For example, if 
we’re changing software or technology, 
we can’t overlook the need (and cost) 
of retraining staff or ourselves, and the 
resulting changes to business processes, 
or our interactions with customers or cli-
ents that may result from these changes. 
If we fail to include these in our list of 
requirements, we’ll end up with a cost and 
schedule overruns when we try to put our 
plans into action. 

Can I put this requirement into practice? 
This simple question often forces us to 
think about our solution design. Many 
times we think of requirements that we 
want (or feel we need) but the costs or 
impacts on our business are so prohibi-
tive that we cannot justify going forward. 
This is often the decision facing businesses 
undertaking rapid growth. Often the need 
for growth compels us to abandon or 
change the practices that made us suc-
cessful. It’s always a challenge for business 
owners to be forced into moving away 
from practices that made them successful 
in the first place.

Engaging the services of an experi-
enced business analyst is often a good 
practice for business owners concerned 
about their lack of skills in identifying 
business requirements. Many centres offer 
training courses and seminars providing 
techniques for developing better business 
requirements. One final tip: when you’re 
reviewing your requirements, don’t forget 
to ask yourself how you’ll put this require-
ment into effect. Remember, in business, 
how you get to where you’re going is often 
as important as where you’re going.

Pat Buckna is a consultant and the owner of Maryhill 
Consulting Inc., a firm that assists businesses in imple-
menting and improving project management best 
practices and tools. Pat teaches project management 
through UBC Continuing Studies and is currently at 
work on his first novel.

Being a small business owner is not easy 
these days. Working long hours, wearing 
multiple hats, and trying to cut expenses 
while increasing sales are challenges we all 
face. In fact, every small business owner I 
know could use 25 hours a day. 

Although most small business own-
ers recognize the importance of privacy 
protection, few have the time to really 
understand privacy legislation, like BC’s 
Personal Information Protection Act 
(PIPA), which came into effect on Janu-
ary 1, 2004. 

   While PIPA is only in effect in one 
province, its basic principles should apply 
to businesses across Canada. This new pri-
vacy legislation requires all private sector 
organizations, from mom-and-pop stores 
to large national corporations, to comply 
with rules on the collection, use and dis-
closure of personal information. The new 
law also requires businesses to develop 
guidelines and procedures for retaining 
and destroying personal information. 
What all this means is that there is now a 
requirement under the law for businesses 
and organizations to be as careful in the 
disposal and destruction of documents 
containing personal information, as 
they are in collecting and maintaining 
them.  Many business owners have the 
mistaken belief that being compliant just 
means having a privacy policy statement 
prominently displayed in the office some-
where, or posted on their website. 

   Identity theft is one of the fastest-
growing crimes in Canada.  Small business 
owners are often so busy running their 
business that they haven’t taken the time 
to really understand privacy and secu-
rity issues. Many small businesses have 

employees who lack even the most basic 
training in how to handle potentially sen-
sitive information. Tidbits of information 
that appear harmless are often discarded 
by employees only to be retrieved by 
dumpster divers later on.  

   In an effort to save on cost, some 
businesses purchase small office shredders 
for their employees to use. While this is 
a good start, shredding in-house using a 
small office shredder can be quite costly 
in the long run, once the indirect costs 
are factored in. Small office shredders 
are not designed to shred piles of docu-
ments on a continuous basis. They are 
suitable for home use, such as shredding 
pre-approved credit card applications 
and blank cheques, but are generally 
inadequate for businesses that generate 
even modest amounts of paperwork each 
day. As a result, office shredders often get 
overworked and eventually break down. 
Although most office shredders claim 
to be able to handle six to 10 sheets per 
pass, my experience is that most can 
only handle two to three sheets at a time 
without jamming. Many office shredders 
still cannot handle paper clips or staples, 
and thus require staff to manually remove 
them before shredding. The distaste most 
people have for shredding inevitably 
results in some documents containing 
sensitive information finding their way 
into a trash can. Shredding in-house 
also takes employees away from their 
core responsibilities, resulting in lower 
productivity. 

   From a security standpoint, there 
are good reasons why internal personnel 
should not be responsible for shredding 
sensitive information. First, they often lack 

the proper training in recognizing what 
is potentially sensitive and what is not. 
Documents that should be destroyed may 
end up in the trash can or recycling bin. 
Secondly, employees are the most likely 
to realize the value of certain information 
to competitors. As such, some employees 
may have an economic incentive to profit 
from their access to it. 

  Outsourcing the shredding needs of 
a small business can save a business time, 
money, and the inconveniences of doing 
it yourself. The high-capacity industrial 
shredders used by most professional 
document destruction companies can 
shred in minutes what it would take 
hours to do using an office shredder. 
For example, there’s no need to spend 
time removing paper clips, staples, and 
other binding materials. Using a profes-
sional document destruction company is 
quick, efficient, and provides a company 
with peace of mind that sensitive docu-
ments have been destroyed properly and 
professionally.

Companies that take privacy issues 
seriously understand that it is simply 
good business to do so. Failure to adopt 
sound privacy policies and procedures 
could result in damage to your business 
reputation and customers scrambling to 
your competition. Although document 
shredding is not new, businesses are start-
ing to recognize that it’s fast becoming a 
necessary business practice. 

Bailey Jung is the owner of Silver Bullet Shredding, 
a BC owned document destruction company. Silver 
Bullet Shredding provides secure, on-site document 
shredding services to small and mid-sized businesses 
in the Lower Mainland. Contact Bailey at: 604.708.4200 
or bailey@silverbulletshredding.com. Visit www.silver
bulletshredding.com.
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