Project Management (for the rest of us!)

Until recently, Project Management was an approach reserved for those in highly technical professions while the rest of us got on with our day-to-day jobs.  Well, things are changing because the constraints that have traditionally been imposed on projects are now being shifted onto many roles across an organisation.  These constraints are time, resources and budget.  

Historically, an employee may have been given an additional task to perform (what we would now consider to be a project) and she or he would fit it in around the rest of their work, now there is pressure to deliver these projects within a certain timeframe, budget and using specific resources. 

With this shift to project based thinking comes the need to learn some basic concepts of how to run a project so that you deliver on time and on budget.  So what does a project manager look like and what approach should she or he take?

A common misconception is that a project manager is a person who is always behind a PC typing documents and producing pretty charts.  The truth is that a good project manager is not only organised, but also a strong leader and an excellent communicator.  A great project manager is out there all the time talking to people, motivating his or her team and driving the project forward.

One must also take a different view of the work, it is no longer a simple case of managing the inputs and outputs of your normal job, you have to be able to think 'big picture' as well as getting down into the detail of the individual tasks when required.  Breaking your project into phases adds structure and control.  It doesn't really matter what you call the phases, as long as your project moves through each of the ones I have listed below.

The Initiation Phase

The initiation or scoping phase of the project is the most important phase of all, however most inexperienced project managers neglect it and dive straight into the execution phase.  The purpose of this first phase is to ensure that this is the right project to invest time and resources into, that a sponsor and all the stakeholders have been identified and informed about the project and finally that the boundaries of this project have been clearly defined before work commences.

Get it wrong in the initiation phase and you are asking for trouble later.  A poorly scoped project will rarely succeed because it is very easy to move the goal posts.  By clearly stating objectives and defining boundaries everyone involved knows why your project exists and what it is going to achieve.

The output from this phase is generally some kind of project definition document.  Meetings and workshops are the input and the project manager clearly articulates this information into a short document that defines the scope of the project and should always be signed off by the sponsor before the project proceeds.

The Planning Phase

When the scope of your project has been signed off, you can start planning the project.  In reality, you may start this earlier so that you can give your sponsor some idea of the duration of the project, but technically you cannot plan until you know the boundaries of the project.

The planning phase is all about expressing the objectives of the project in project management terms, that is, what needs to be done, who is going to do it, how long will it take and how much will it cost.  A project-planning document may be a good way to capture a lot of this information, but the most important tool in the planning phase is the Gantt chart.

The Gantt chart has become a mainstream tool over the last few years as it is a simple method for displaying task duration and any dependency between tasks.  Electronic tools are available to make this easy and I would highly recommend that you utilise one of these rather than relying on a spreadsheet or presentation tool to try and perform the same job.

The Execution Phase

The execution phase in most cases is very straightforward.  This is what I call the 'doing' phase of the project.  Unfortunately, many inexperienced project managers leap into the execution phase and miss the all-important phases above.  Whatever you do, don't make this mistake.  Even if you are under pressure to get started and keep people busy you could well be wasting everybody's time.

Once in the execution phase, your role as project manager is to delegate tasks and then make sure that everyone knows what is going on.  Communicate regularly with your stakeholders and your sponsor.  Run regular project team meetings so that you have your finger on the pulse of the project - if things start to slip, you want to know about it straight away.

Once again, the Gantt chart is the major tool for the project manager, but rather than planning it is being used to measure progress.

The Controlling Phase

The controlling phase runs in parallel with the execution phase.  The main purpose here is to keep the project under control by utilising different project management tools.  Reviewing the actual costs against the budget, interpreting the updated Gantt chart and producing regular status reports.  In addition, it is important to keep any people issues under control - what is the climate within the project team and is there any unresolved conflict that may lead to difficulties later?

The Closing Phase

Just as the project was initiated in a structured way, so it should be closed in a formal structured way as well.  The closing phase involves gaining sign off for each deliverable by either your sponsor or the person responsible for accepting that output.  This is purely administration, but very necessary because it brings the project to a close and eliminates most of the loose ends that will come back and haunt you if you don't do it.

Other closing activities include getting feedback on your performance as project manager from your team, the stakeholders and the sponsor and documenting any learning points that will enable more effective project delivery in the future.

Project Management is a huge subject.  There are hundreds of books, dozens of courses, certification programmes and even a Masters degree programme.  Don't be baffled by the experts, view project management as a tool to deliver your objectives within the constraints that you have been given - the complexity of your project will ultimately determine how much you will need to learn.  

