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Project Management In A Week


Martin Manser




Introduction


So you have been asked to manage a project. How do you feel? Nervous? Anxious? Excited? Are you wondering where to begin? If you are feeling overwhelmed by the sheer magnitude of the challenge ahead of you, help is at hand. It is right in front of you now, in this guide, which will help you come to grips with the basics of project management in a week.


By the end of the week you will know your way through the process more clearly. For a start, you will have to consult your end users to work out their precise requirements. You will then need to work out the best way to deliver the required outputs, consider the size of the team you will need to meet those requirements and prepare a schedule for the project. Most importantly, you will need to firm up costs, work out a budget and develop monitoring procedures to keep to the agreed costs. You will learn tips for communicating well, especially when dealing with unexpected problems that may arise.


Each day of the week covers a different area and the material is structured for ease of reference. An introduction gives you a ‘heads-up’ as to what the day is about. The main material then explains the key lessons to be learned. Important principles are clarified and backed up by case studies, quotations and tables. Each day concludes with a summary, next steps and multiple-choice questions, to reinforce the learning points.


I’ve broken down the subject into easily manageable steps:


Sunday – Think clearly. Lay firm foundations for your project as you clarify and set parameters for the project.


Monday – Plan your project carefully. Begin to make detailed arrangements for the various stages of the project.


Tuesday – Cost your project wisely in the planning stage and ensure that you have rigorous controls in place to monitor costs and quality as you implement the project.


Wednesday – Implement your project successfully. After all your planning and preparation, you are now ready to put the project into practice.


Thursday – Communicate effectively. Good communication with all the colleagues involved in your project is vital to ensure that the team works successfully.


Friday – Deal with change constructively. Here we look at why some projects go off track and how to manage changes.


Saturday – Conclude and evaluate your project positively. How do you complete all the final stages of your project? What lessons can you learn as you evaluate the success of your project?


Finally, at the end of this book is a new ‘7 × 7’ section that offers a distillation of the guidance given in this book, together with some inspirational quotes and resources.


I’ve written this book to help you make sense of managing a project. If you are new to project management, then this book is for you. If you want to refresh your skills, then this will be a quick-reference guide.


Many other more detailed guides to project management are available, but there are not so many that will help you come to grips with the basics in one week.


I wish you all the best in managing the project before you.


Martin Manser
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Rather than press ahead and dive straight into the action, it is important first to stop and think. Today you will learn how to clear the ground and plan a project, before you put the project into action.


Today we will look at the following aspects of project management:


1  What is a project? We will define a project.


2  Starting a project. We will consider the basics of beginning a project and offer a creative way for you to develop this for yourself.


3  Assembling a project team. We will discuss the colleagues who will help make the project a reality.


4  Clarifying the project. We move on from the initial broad parameters to define the project’s scope of work, a statement of the project’s objectives and outcomes.


5  What makes a good project manager? We will look at the qualities you need to be effective.


All this is important to set the scene and to break down the possibly daunting task of being a project manager into more manageable parts.


‘What is the hardest task in the world? To think.’


Ralph Waldo Emerson, US poet, essayist and philosopher





What is a project?


We can define a project as ‘a scheme within a certain time frame that is intended to fulfil a definite purpose. A project needs careful planning and concentrated effort by a group of people.’


Let’s break this definition down into its different parts. A project:


•  is a scheme: it is a unique and clear plan or enterprise


•  fulfils a definite purpose: a project is designed to achieve particular aims that are specified


•  is undertaken within a certain time frame: the project has a schedule with definite and agreed start and end dates


•  needs careful planning: organized preparation for the project in terms of resources such as money and personnel is vital


•  is undertaken by a group of people: a project is carried out not by an individual but by many people


•  needs concentrated effort: completing a project is hard work!
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When planning a project, you will need to specify the following: the number of people included; the financial resources needed; the schedule with milestones; a statement on how you will measure the quality of your output; the equipment and facilities required; and what your final output is.
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	Examples of projects





	
•  Update a new computer system


•  Build a new school


•  Renovate a community centre


•  Compile a new reference book


•  Arrange and run a conference for 100 participants


•  Update a website


•  Train your staff in new work procedures


•  Restructure a local authority to perform more effectively
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Starting a project


What steps do you need to consider as you start a project?


  1  Clarify the idea. Refine precisely what you are trying to do. Define your aims. It is essential to be clear about what your objectives are.


  2  Make sure you have the agreement of senior management to your aims, objectives, outcomes and all the resources needed. This may involve carrying out a feasibility study to make sure that the project is sound.


  3  Assess risks. It is important to identify and manage risks so that the threats of possible risks are minimized. Uncertain events could prevent your project from being carried out successfully. For example:


–  Is the authority of the project leader clear?


–  Is the schedule realistic?


–  Have sufficient financial resources been made available?


  4  Make a business case. If the project is feasible, you should state the expected benefits that the project would bring against the likely cost. Senior management can then consider the business case and approve the project.


One good way of helping you start thinking about a project is to draw a pattern diagram (also known as a mind map or spider diagram). Take a blank piece of A4 paper. Arrange it in landscape position and write the name of the project in the middle. (Write a word or few words, but not a whole sentence.) You may find it helpful to work in pencil, as you can rub out what you write if necessary.


Now write around your central word(s) the different key aspects of the project that come to your mind. You do not need to list ideas in order of importance; simply write them down. To begin with, you do not need to join the ideas up with lines linking connected items.


If you get stuck at any point, ask yourself the question words why, how, what, who, when, where, and how much. These may well set you thinking.


When I do this, I am often amazed at:


•  how easy the task is: it doesn’t feel like work! The ideas and concepts seem to flow naturally and spontaneously


•  how valuable that piece of paper is. I have captured all (or at least some or many) of the key points. I don’t want to lose that piece of paper!


Below is an example of a pattern diagram for a project to prepare a new website:
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Example of a pattern diagram


Assembling a project team


At an early stage in the project-planning process, you need to gather together the following people in a project team. The purpose of this is to ensure that the preparation is undertaken well. The people or organizations with a strong interest in the outcome of a project are called its stakeholders.


Circulate a list of everyone in the project team to the stakeholders, showing their names, job title, contact details (phone, mobile, email, fax).


Project sponsor: a senior member of staff, such as a director of a company or an organization, who can prove that the costs and benefits of the project are worth while. He or she will also need to convince other colleagues in the company or organization that the project is important enough to pursue, given the time and resources being spent on it. He or she will have the authority to reach decisions and approve the spending of the required money and other resources.








	Case study: Working efficiently





	
Dick, as Director, was asked to consider the feasibility of updating his company’s computer systems. The company had recently taken on a smaller firm and each company had its own system. The result was that staff were spending too much time inputting the same data in different computer fields.


Dick knew that it made sense to update the smaller firm’s systems, but he wondered whether it was also worth updating all the systems for the whole company at the same time that the two systems were being merged. He compared the costs of updating the smaller firm’s systems with the cost of updating the whole new merged system. He calculated that, given the likely need to update the (larger) company’s software within a year anyway, it made financial sense to update all the merged company’s systems at one time. So Dick became project sponsor and assembled colleagues to work with him on the project of updating the company’s computer systems.
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Project manager: the person who reports to the project sponsor and is responsible for implementing the project. The project sponsor should give the project manager the responsibility and authority to carry out the project.


Team members: the project manager, in liaison with the project sponsor, can delegate tasks to members of the team. The project manager delegates to skilled team members whom he or she can trust to get on with the tasks delegated. If they are less experienced, the project manager will need to train, monitor and supervise the colleagues more.


Users (or customers): the people who will use the end result of the project. It is important not merely to consult such people but to understand their needs and involve them in the project so that they feel a valued part of the decision-making process.


Suppliers: the people who carry out certain tasks in the project. Such colleagues may be within or outside your company or organization. Examples are colleagues working in departments that deal with sales, accounts or computers. Suppliers will ensure that the requirements of the project are met, given the time and financial resources agreed.
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As you lay the foundations for the project, spend time building good working relationships with the key colleagues you will be working with. That will be very useful to you if you face difficulties later in the project.
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Organizing your team


If your project is large, you will probably split the organizing of the team and its stakeholders into two different groups:


•  the steering committee (or project board)


This comprises the project sponsor, the project manager and representatives of users and representatives of suppliers. The role of the steering committee is to ensure that the business case is feasible, that the project’s end result is usable and that it is practicable, given the required supplies.


•  the project team


This comprises the project manager and key colleagues who will actually carry out the project’s tasks, or – if the project team is large – representatives of such colleagues. However you organize your team, it is important to clarify and agree the roles, responsibilities and authority of each person.








	Case study: Renovating a community centre





	
Smithshire Council wants to renovate a community centre on the Doverville housing estate. The Council wants to involve the residents of the estate and see that they participate fully in the project. The residents, being the users of the project, want to understand the benefits the project will bring.


Doverville residents want their say on a range of matters: the activities planned; the running costs; their involvement in the ongoing running of the centre; how to deal with risks such as vandalism; the overall timetable of the renovation; and where community groups will meet during the renovation.


The Smithshire councillors – who are responsible for authorizing the project’s go-ahead and for paying the costs of renovation – want to listen to residents’ opinions rather than impose their own views. In this way, by involving the users from the outset, the project is well planned.











Clarifying the project


Once you have gathered all the key members of your project team, you will need to hold an initial meeting to discuss the broad parameters of the project. The purpose here is not to go into detail (which will follow later), but to gather information around key areas.


Ideally, the project sponsor would chair this initial meeting, and would begin the meeting by clarifying the reasons why such a project was significant at that time.


Examples of matters to be discussed at this initial meeting could include the following. (Note that it is important to record the points discussed and agreed.)


•  context


What needs is the project intended to satisfy? How has the present situation developed? How does the project align with the company’s or organization’s overall strategy?


•  schedule


What is the project’s timescale? When can it begin? By when does it need to be completed? Is the end date critical? For example, if the project is to complete the manufacture of toys for Christmas, they would need to be available for delivery in plenty of time for December.


•  strategy


Have the needs been identified? What different approaches have been suggested to satisfy those needs? What precisely does the customer want to be delivered?


•  resources


Has a budget for the project been established? Is there sufficient time to deliver the project? How many members of staff need to be involved? What outside suppliers need to be involved? Have the benefits been analysed against the costs? Where will the project team be located?


•  limitations


Having defined what you want the project to do, what do you not want it to do? For example, if you are updating the financial software of a company, you need to ask to what extent you want to change your existing bookkeeping and accounting methods. Further, are there legal, security or health and safety requirements that you need to comply with? What risks (uncertain events) can you identify?


The aim here is to produce a document that shows:


•  the context of the project: its background


•  the aims of the project


•  the needs of the customer


•  a statement that your project will meet the customer’s needs


•  the benefits that the project will bring


•  the costs of the project and return on investment


•  the timescale of the project (start, end and the key intermediate points)


•  the human resources needed


•  the potential risks of the project.


SMART goals


Your statements of what you are to deliver and the resulting benefits should be SMART, as defined in the following table:














	S

	
Specific: not vague but defined precisely






	M

	
Measurable: quantifiable so that you can check your progress objectively






	A

	
Agreed: to be approved by all involved in the project, that is, the business, users and suppliers






	R

	
Realistic: achievable and within reach of the team






	T

	
Timed: showing stated dates for start, intermediate stages and for completion





Defining a scope of work


So far we have considered:


•  What is a project?


•  Starting a project


•  Assembling a project team


•  Clarifying the project.


It is now time to add further detail to the thinking in order to produce a scope of work and gain approval for the project. Such a scope of work builds on the information that you have already obtained.


A statement of scope of work is also known by other names in companies or organizations. Such names include ‘terms of reference’ or ‘project brief’. If you are in doubt as to the precise contents of the scope of work or its equivalent, check with a senior colleague in your company or organization to find out your policy on such matters.


A statement of the scope of work is important for two reasons:


  1  It may well form part of the legal contract between you and outside suppliers. This is important because, if disagreements or disputes arise, the different sides will turn to the contract (scope of work) to read what is stated there about the disputed matter.


  2  It provides a definite standard against which progress can be measured.


The scope of work will include statements of:


•  the project’s objectives, background, scope and limits (that is, what the project is and is not going to do)


•  the customers’ expectations, specifying in detail what the project will deliver (for example, the exact type and number of products). It will also include reference to any relevant legal standards that will be complied with
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