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Intros & Welcome

Laura Birdsong
• ICA Project Manager (day job)

• Working with HMIS since 2010 as an end user 
→ system administrator →manager →
project manager

• Mom of 2 (24/7 job)

Amy Olsen-Highness
• ICA Manager, System Administration (day job)

• Joined as system administrator in 2017
• Manager since 2018

• Mom of 1 
• Learning how to do a handstand



• Became MN statewide HMIS lead agency for in Fall 2016 – started with 2, 
now fully staffed at 27

• Over 220 participating agencies, 10 CoCs, 1 Tribal Collaborative and 10 
state homeless programs

• High motivation to “prove our worth”

• Summer 2019 – pivotal moment – committed to getting to the root of our 
productivity challenges

• Lots of experimentation and learning since then, but we have taken some 
core lessons to heart

• And we haven’t figured it all out yet

But first…some context



Core Challenges

1. I couldn’t even tell you what I need to do today

2. EVERYTHING is URGENT and HIGH PRIORITY

3. Are we even making an impact? Would we know if we were?

4. Deadlines feel like a moving target

5. Your standards are sky high

6. Work is never done – it just goes on and on



Solutions:
• Gain awareness of your Work in Progress (WIP) by first, simply, writing it down

• Post-it note exercise using Kanban

• Airtable

• Break work into smaller components. You will be able to take on more smaller rocks than a boulder.

• Define your WIP by articulating the work clearly
• Description/Context

• Size of Task – XS, S, M, L, XL

• Define when something is done (we’ll come back to this)

• Start Date and End Date (anticipated is fine!)

• Status (Not Ready Yet, Up Next/Queue, In Progress, Complete, Terminated)

• Make visible and review regularly with manager or partners

Challenge #1: I couldn’t even tell you what I need to do today 









Solutions:

• Document your work to allow an opportunity for you and/or your 
supervisor to prioritize 

• Differentiate functional/core vs one-time or project-based work

• Classify tasks as either: fix, maintain, or improve
• Boat metaphor

• Be mindful that a sense of urgency is a characteristic of white 
supremacy culture

Challenge #2: EVERYTHING is URGENT and HIGH PRIORITY



Solutions:

• Engage partners to articulate shared values and objectives (keep it simple!!)
• Priority statements

• Show your work, define your own success
• Quarterly project showcases (now 3x/year)

• Annual meeting

• Newsletter

• Reference existing documentation of expectations
• MOUs, sys admin checklist, annual survey, job descriptions

• Experiment! Purposeful learning/observation mindset

• A longer timeline is OK, get out of that sense of urgency

Challenge #3: Are we even making an impact? Would we know 
if we were?







Solutions:
• Enable the project team to expand and contract strategically

• Examine past experiences and lessons learned with re-occurring projects or partners –
What can those tell you about how this project will likely go?

• Stay in close, regular communication with external partners

• Understand that an extension does not mean you have more work to do

• Don’t hinge your work on external components

• Set milestones to ground your work that are not dependent on external factors

• Position yourself to be able to put things down well to be picked back up later

Challenge #4: Deadlines feel like a moving target







Solutions:
• Repeat over and over: “Better is better than best” – pursue progress, not perfection

• Create a Minimum Viable Product (MVP)
• Recognize that you are likely missing out on value/utility AND learning if you don’t put something out a 

little earlier

• Leverage the rich opportunity for testing and feedback using “Beta versions”

• Set expectations for yourself or your team, for example, “I need a solid B from you on this, 
not your A+ work”

Challenge #5: Your own standards are sky high



Solutions:
• Define what it means for something to be complete

• Finish the sentence: This [task or project] is done when _________________________.

• Make clear when a task can be moved to “done”

• Verbs are useful in defining the action and clarifying expectations

• Plan the work in increments
• Week-by-week

• Milestones

• It’s okay if the plan changes, but make it clear what the changes are and how that will 
impact the remaining work

• Celebrate!
• Consider a debrief for projects

• Even a little note of appreciation and acknowledgement to a coworker can go a long way

Challenge #6: Work is never done – it just goes on and on











Some catch phrases to remember –

• MVP (Minimum Viable Product)

• WIP (Works In Progress)

• Kanban

• Beta

• Priority Statements

• Work Breakdown Structure

MVP (Minimum 
Viable Product)



• Airtable

• Jamboard

• Mural

• Mentimeter

• Toggl

• KanbanFlow

• Creately

Some Platforms & Resources



Thank you!


