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WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW ABOUT PROJECT MANAGEMENT

THE BIG PROBLEM IN
PROJECT MANAGEMENT

Why is it that so many projects that we see, read about
or get involved in, go wrong? In my experience, the
number one reason for this is that they were never actu-
ally possible in the first place. You see, project manage-
ment is actually the most difficult job in the world. This
is because in project management, we get asked to make
a prediction of the future (a plan) and then make the
prediction come true (execute the plan). If you could
actually do that each time, you probably wouldn’t be
reading this book. Indeed I probably wouldn’t have
written it. Instead I’d be spending my time at the race
track or in casinos or buying lottery tickets — if I could
predict the future and have it come true.

If that wasn’t bad enough, we often get asked to make
these predictions in a very strange way. Imagine if your
car was acting up. You take it to the garage and say: ‘I
don’t know what’s wrong with my car, but I need you to
fix it in the next half hour and I'll give you fifty pounds/
euros/dollars for it.” It would be a strange thing to say.
Butimagine the mechanic in the garage simplyresponded
with ‘sure’. That would surely be much stranger. And half
an hour later, as you drive your car out of the forecourt
having given him the fifty pounds, you’d be wondering
what he’d done to your car and whether he had, in fact,
done anything. Of course, we couldn’t imagine such a
silly scenario in a garage.
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However, in a lot of the projects that we get handed, such
conversations are almost routine. Somebody says, ‘Here’s
the project. I don’t know much about it. But it’s got to
be done by this date for this budget. You can’t hire any
more people and good luck with that.’

It’s important to realise that when you’re given a project,
you're actually given two things. There is the project
itself, for example the 2012 Olympic Games, and then
there are the constraints. Constraints are things like:

it has to be done by a certain date;
or within a certain budget;
or with certain resources;
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or the scope of the project has already been
decided;
or some combination of these.

v

If you try to deal with the project and the constraints
together, you're potentially going to get yourself into a
lot of trouble. Because as you think about the project,
you think about all the stuff you're going to have to do
and all the time that’s going to take. But the constraints
are telling you that you’re not going to be given that
time. And you’re probably thinking that you are going
to need four, five, possibly six people to do this project.
Other constraints are telling you that you’ll lucky to get
a man and a dog to work on it.

This book will talk about the reasons why projects fail. As
I've already said, the number one reason that they fail is
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that they were never actually possible in the first place.
Somebody said, ‘Here’s the project and here are the
constraints’ and everybody said, ‘Sure’. So the first thing
you need to know when you get handed a project is the
Magic Line.

THE MAGIC LINE

When somebody hands you a project, the last thing on
earth you should say is ‘sure’. Instead you need to say,
‘T’ll take a look at it.” Somebody comes running in to you
and says here it is and they need an answer right now.
You say, ‘T’ll take a look at it’. Somebody’s at a meeting,
jumping up and down, banging the table and saying, ‘I
need to know now’. You say, ‘T’ll take a look at it. Let’s
take a time out so that I can do that.” Somebody says,
‘The greatest of all bosses needs an answer by four
o’clock today.” You say, ‘I’'m going to have to take a look
at it.’

It’s the only reasonable and sensible answer when you’re given
a project.

And in a million other normal trades, industries and
professions, this is exactly what happens. Because when
you do take your car to the garage and say, ‘I don’t know
what’s wrong with my car ...”, they don’t say ‘sure’. They
say, ‘I'll take a look at it.” And the guy does exactly that.
He lifts the bonnet or pokes around under the car and
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then tells you what’s possible and what’s not possible. You
may be waving your 50 euros but if they say to you, ‘Listen
mate, you've got three choices. You can get a recondi-
tioned engine, you can get a new engine, or you can go
and talk to sales about a new car’, then you have some
decisions to make.

This idea of an examination first to bring up the options,
followed by a plan of action is standard in most normal
trades, industries and professions. It’s the right thing to
do. It’s also the right thing to do on projects.

WHO SAID IT

“If one does not know to which port one

is sailing, no wind is favourable.”
— Seneca

Once you’ve said, ‘T'll take a look at it’, it means that you
can park the constraints while you try to understand what
the project is all about. The first thing you have to do
then is to figure out the goal of the project. There’s
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nothing too surprising about that. There are three issues
that you must address here and they’re all big project
killers if you don’t get them right.

1. THE GOAL OF THE PROJECT MUST
BE CLEAR AND NOT VAGUE

You must put a sort of boundary around the project. You
then clarify that the things within the boundary are part
of the project while the things outside the boundary are
not. You may have heard of ‘in scope’ (within the bound-
ary) and ‘out of scope’ (outside the boundary).

So:

P In scope: The project will do these things. It will
bring these benefits. It will have these features.
It will deliver these deliverables.

» Out of scope: The project will not do these
things. They are parts of other projects or initia-
tives or systems. They’re not part of your thing.

If you succeed in fixing this boundary, think of it like this
—a box:
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If you fail to fix this boundary then it would be drawn
like this — a cloud:

The problem with projects whose goal is ‘cloudy’ is that
they can’t finish. They can’t finish because they don’t
know what ‘finish’ is. With the clear (boxed) goal, it’s
almost like the items within the box form a checklist.
When all of these things are done, then the project is
done. With the cloud we can’t say that and then what will
happen is the following.

This is what the team will deliver:

But the boss will say, “This is what I was expecting.’
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And the customer will say, ‘I thought we were getting
this.’

And the resulting gaps in expectations will cause a lot of
unhappiness to a lot of people.

We don’t have to look too far to find projects where this
has been a problem. There was the movie Waterworld
which had an initial budget of $100 million and ended
up costing twice that. This was a film where they
were rewriting the script (the definition of the goal of
the project) while they were shooting the film. Or take
the London Stock Exchange’s (in)famous TAURUS
project which has become a classic case study in project
failure.

TAURUS (Transfer and Automated Registration of
Uncertificated Stock) was an IT project at the LSE
designed to result in paperless trading and computerised
shareholding. The main aim of Taurus was to reduce
costs and the time taken to process share transactions.
The project was started in the mid 1980’s and was finally
scrapped in 1993 at a cost of about £800 million. The
main reason for its failure was that the scope (goal) of
the project was never fixed and so continued to expand
over the life of the project.
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After the project was cancelled and the recriminations
began, one simple statement — from amongst a plethora
issued by the Stock Exchange — told the story. ‘We
were testing parts of the system, while other parts hadn’t
been designed or built [my italics]. A cloudy goal? You
said it.

So, your goal has to be clear, not vague. We have to have
boxes, not clouds.

2. YOU MUST CONTROL CHANGES
T0 THE GOAL

Let’s say you succeed in boxing off your goal and then
you start the project. What happens then? Well, what
happens then is that changes start happening. Here’s
something they should have told you about but they
didn’t. Here’s something you should have seen but you
missed it. Here’s a change in say, the business or the
regulatory climate — something, for example, that your
competitors have done that you're going to have to
respond to.

And there’s no problem with any of this — after all, the
rate of change in the 21st century has become a cliché
so we’re going to have to get used to this — provided you
control the changes that occur. You can’tlet them happen
in an uncontrolled sort of way.
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Because here’s the next big mistake that project manag-
ers make. They assume that because they’ve committed
to a plan/budget/schedule/deadline/resourcing for a
certain project scope, i.e. a certain set of things in the
box, these must remain unchanged even if scope changes.
Here’s a simple example to show that this is ridiculous.

Let’s say that the project you're asked to do is to ‘make
a container for water’. After some discussions with the
customer, you understand that what they want is a glass
— cylindrical, made of glass, a certain height, diameter,
etc. Okay, you start the project. Now it turns out, once
the project gets rolling that that wasn’t really what the
customer wanted. They wanted a jug. A jug is also a con-
tainer for water. But it’s a more complicated piece of
engineering than a glass. The plan/budget/schedule/
deadline/resourcing to make a jug is not the plan/
budget/schedule/deadline/resourcing to make a glass.
And if you’re not convinced of that, a swimming pool is
also a container for water. The plan for a glass is not the
plan for a swimming pool! But many project managers
fall into the trap of thinking that since they committed
to certain targets for the glass, they must deliver the
swimming pool to the same targets. If you think of the
glass and the swimming pool you can see how ridiculous
this is.

So then we have to ask the question, ‘How could project
managers be so stupid?’ ‘How could usually intelligent
and educated people do something so dumb?’ The
answer lies in the expression, ‘the customer is always
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right’. And yes, the customer is always right. The people
for whom we’re doing the project can change their
minds in any way they want. But every time they change
their minds, there’s a price associated with that. There’s
a price in terms of time, money, resources — and
controlling the changes means that we tell them the
price. Some prices may be trivial — maybe they want
the glass two millimetres wider in diameter and we
can say, ‘yep, no problem.’” But some prices aren’t trivial.
The price of ‘we don’t want a glass, we want a swimming
pool’ is not trivial. We have to tell them the change in
price.

So when changes occur on the project, as they invariably
will, you have to know what to do. You’ll be able to
deal with some changes yourself, without bothering
the people for whom you’re doing the project. But
for some changes you’ll absolutely have to go back to
these people. You need to make the right choices
here. You need to know when to do one and when to do
the other.

CHANGE CONTROL — ANOTHER WAY
T0 LOOK AT IT

If a change occurs on your project — it can be a small
change like ‘Charlie’s gone sick for the day’ or a big
change like ‘we don’t want a glass, we want a swimming
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pool’ — then there are three (and only three) ways you
can deal with that change:

The first is you can say that this is a big change. The fancy
term is a ‘change to the project’s terms of reference’ or
a ‘change control event’. Some changes are like that,
where what we are now being asked to do is significantly
different from what we were originally doing.

Use contingency

Now, of course, lots of changes are not big changes.
They’re little slip-ups. Because Charlie does go sick for the
day, the server goes down, a supplier lets us down, or
something simple turns out to be complicated — the
thousand little things that are sent to try us. For these we
need to have contingency in the plan. It’s perhaps worth
remembering the following. Think of it as the Project
Manager’s Prayer. It goes like this:

‘Unexpected stuff happens on projects.

Most of it is bad unexpected stuff.

Sometimes I get a lucky break,

But mostly, it is bad unexpected stuff.

For this I need to have contingency in the plan.’

You do! You need to have contingency in your plan.
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"Suck it up’

Finally then, if something is a big change, you might
not have the guts to say that to the people for whom
you're doing the project. And if there’s no contingency
in the plan, either because you never put it in, or you
did, but then some genius took it out, then there’s
only one other possible way of dealing with changes. To
put it bluntly — that is to suck it up! Suck it up means
work nights, work weekends, bring work home with you,
tell your significant others that you won’t be home
tonight or you can’t take your holidays during the project
and so on.

Let’s be clear. There is nothing intrinsically wrong with
sucking it up. If you accept the basic idea that project
management is about predicting the future, then there
may be times when you do have to suck it up — to hit a
deadline, meet a milestone, solve a customer problem.
No problem with that. But if sucking it up is the only
thing you do when changes occur then that’s a huge
problem.

On a healthy project there may be times when you shout,
‘Big change!’, there may be times when you have to use
your contingency, and then there may be times when you
have to suck it up. No problem with that. That’s a healthy
project. An unhealthy project is where every change is
dealt with by sucking it up. Most of us have experienced
such projects. They’re not fun.
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WHO SAID IT

“Begin with the end in mind.”
— Stephen Covey

3. YOU MUST MAXIMISE THE WIN-
CONDITIONS OF THE STAKEHOLDERS

You’ve boxed off your goal. You now know that you must
control changes, i.e. make the right choice from the
three possibilities when changes occur. The third and
final thing you must do when goal setting is to maximise
the win-conditions of the stakeholders. It may sound like
a terrible piece of management waffle, but it’s actually a
useful phrase.

The stakeholders are the people with a stake in the
project. More specifically, they are the individuals or
groups of people affected by the project. Individuals can
be stakeholders — Fergus is a stakeholder, for example or
Ellen is a stakeholder — or a group of people can be a
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stakeholder. For example, all of your organisation’s cus-
tomers could be a stakeholder or the body that regulates
your industry could be a stakeholder. Generally speaking,
some stakeholders are more important than others. You
might, for example, see your boss as being a more impor-
tant stakeholder than a supplier.

We tend to think of the obvious stakeholders — me, my
team, my boss, the customer. But if we throw the net a
bit wider, think a bit more carefully, we can come up with
other stakeholders. There may be people in other depart-
ments of our organisation or people in other organisa-
tions. The test is — are they affected by the project? If they
are in any way, whether positively or negatively, then they
are a stakeholder in the project.

One particular stakeholder that you may come across
is the one known as the ‘project sponsor’ — a term that
is particularly popular in the UK. The project sponsor is
generally a fairly senior person in the organisation who
(a) sees a need for the project and (b) is responsible to
the business for the success of it. In almost all cases, the
project sponsor is not the project manager.

Also it’s worth mentioning that there is no correlation
between the size of the project and the number of stake-
holders. Small projects can have a large number of
stakeholders or vice versa. It just varies.

Fach stakeholder then, has win-conditions. Win-
conditions are what that particular stakeholder would
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regard as a successful outcome to the project. In general,
different stakeholders have different win-conditions.
Often win-conditions can be pulling in opposite direc-
tions. For example, if I'm the boss who has given the
troops the impossible deadline, then maybe one of my
win-conditions is that the troops hit the deadline. If, on
the other hand, I'm a team member who has been
working burnout hours for the last twelve months, then
maybe my win-condition is that I just want to work a forty-
hour week. Also since some stakeholders are more impor-
tant than others, we will tend to treat some win-conditions
as being more important than others.

Finally then, maximising the win-conditions of the stake-
holders means, given that we have all these different
win-conditions, being able to come up with a combined
or composite set of win-conditions that will keep every-
body happy. This is what leads to a successful project.

THE DEFINITION OF
A SUCCESSFUL PROJECT?

So what’s a successful project? Quite simply, a successful
project is one that results in happy stakeholders. You tell
the stakeholders what they're going to get from the
project and that’s what they get. When you put it like that
it sounds pretty simple. When you put it as ‘predict the
future and have it come true’, you see what a tall order
it really is.
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But this is what the stakeholders want. So obviously
then, if you want to deliver happy stakeholders, the first
question is, ‘What’s going to make them happy?’ You
have to find out. And how do you do that? Go and ask
them. Don’t assume that you know. Or, by all means, take
a shot at it yourself first, but then go and confirm it with
them. And get them to sign something or confirm in
writing.

This is goal setting. It’s the single most important thing
you’ll do in your project. Finding out who the people
affected by the project are, and what they hope to get
from it is essential if you're to have any chance of your
project succeeding.

SMART GOALS

Here’s another useful thing to bear in mind when you’re
identifying the goal of your project. You need to think in
terms of your goal being SMART:

» Specific - The goal is precise, not vague. ‘Learn
a musical instrument’ is vague, ‘learn to play
the guitar’ is precise.

» Measurable — A goal can be measured whether
it has been achieved or not. The goal, ‘learn to
play the guitar’ cannot really be measured; the
goal ‘have played my first gig before a live audi-
ence and be paid for it’ can.
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» Achievable — The goal is attainable as opposed
to some pie-in-the-sky nonsense. If the goal you
had set yourself was, for example, ‘to practice
the guitar three hours a day, every day’ but you
had a full-time job, a family and were renovat-
ing a house, then this goal is probably not
achievable. The goal, ‘practice an hour each
evening’ might be.

P Realistic — The goal actually makes sense. The
goal ‘become as a good a guitar player as John
Williams in one year’ makes no sense; ‘play a
gig in front of an audience within one year’
(maybe) does.

» Time-bound — The goal has a timeframe -
essentially a deadline. The goal, ‘play a gig in
front of an audience’ is not time-bound; the
goal ‘play a gig in front of an audience within
one year’ is.

WHO SAID IT

“Those last few seconds seemed never-ending.
The faint line of the finishing tape stood ahead
as a haven of peace, after the struggle ...

If I faltered, there would be no arms to
hold me and the world would be a cold,
forbidding place.”

— Roger Bannister
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GOAL SETTING GIVES YOU THE
MOTIVATION TO DO THE PROJECT

In some ways, the most important thing about goal
setting is that it provides you with the motivation to get
the project done. You paint the picture of what life will
be like when the project is over. As it becomes clearer in
your mind, the sense of how you will feel when the project
is done, begins to take root. If you can communicate this
to your team it becomes the motivation that takes all of
you forward. There will almost invariably be tough times
ahead. The picture of the goal — the ‘vision’, if you like
— will help to sustain you during those dark days.

WHEN TO GONSIDER SOMETHING
A PROJECT

The final question to ask when it comes to goal setting
is when does it apply? Or another way of asking the ques-
tion is, how big does something have to be before you
should treat it as a project?

If you’ve ever had the experience of somebody saying,
‘this shouldn’t take you very long’, or ‘would you mind
doing this quick thing?’ — and two years later you're still
working on it because it turned out to be bigger than the
Aswan Dam, then you should consider doing this on
every request that comes your way.
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Say, ‘I'll take a look at it” and then go figure out the goal
of the project, which is described shortly in the How You
Need To Do It section. Then, if it is truly a small thing,
great. More often than not though, you’ll have found
complications that you would have missed had you not
done the simple goal setting that we’re going to describe.
You’ll also have saved yourself some very deep pain,
which, you have to agree, is a very good thing indeed.

WHO YOU NEED TO KNOW

The World’s First Project Manager

The truth is that we don’t know. The man (or
woman) who project managed the Great Pyramid,
is a contender. Built around 2560 BC, it is still a
matter of conjecture how the large square stones
of which it is made were lifted into place. But then
you’ve got something like Stonehenge which — it is
believed — was built six hundred years earlier,
around 3100 BC.




The world’s first project manager was
probably one of our caveman ancestors who,
one day with his colleagues, decided that with
winter coming they needed to go and bag
themselves a woolly mammoth. (We’re talking
somewhere around 150,000 years ago.) Sitting
around the fire one evening they built their
plan. The project manager had gathered the
team together. (Always a good move — involve the
team in the planning.) They would have to have
weapons, they decided — clubs, spears, that kind of
thing. And then having found the woolly
mammoth, some of them would have to drive it
towards where the rest of them would be waiting
to kill it — maybe in some kind of canyon or dead
end. Or they could dig a hole, somebody
suggested. Cover it with leaves and sticks and have
the woolly mammoth fall in. Good stuff — evaluate
alternative ways the project could be done. Finally,
perhaps they settled on the hole-with-sticks-and-
leaves option.
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¥ Next morning they headed off, located a herd
of woolly mammoth, found a suitable spot nearby
and dug their hole. The hole was duly disguised
and they went off to drive the mammoth towards
the trap. A mammoth obligingly fell in and
they killed it with their spears and clubs. Ah, but
then a problem. In fact, two problems. How do we
get nine tons of mammoth out of the hole? And
how do we get that much meat, fur and bones
back to the cave?

And so the world’s first project cock-up took
place: Failing to specify the correct goal of

the project — in this case, ‘get a supply of food for
the winter’ rather than ‘kill the woolly mammoth’
— continues to be one of the world’s biggest

project killers.
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GOAL SETTING

HOW YOU NEED TO DO IT

Establishing the Goal of Your Project

To establish the goal of your project, do the
following:

. Say ‘T’ll take a look at it.’

2. Park the constraints.

. Answer the question ‘how will I know when this
project is over?” What point in time marks the
end of this project? What is the final event that
marks its conclusion? This will tell you the goal
of the project.

. Make a list of all the stakeholders. For each
stakeholder, write down their ‘win conditions’
i.e. write down what they would regard as a
successful project.

. Some organisations have documents that they
use to initiate projects. Two of the most common
names for these documents are ‘Project
Charter’ or ‘Project Initiation Document’.
Doing these steps will give you all the essential
information you need to write one of these
documents.
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Example

Imagine your boss asks you to ‘run a job
advertisement’ for a particular kind of person.
She says it needs to be done by the end of the

month [constraint].

When is this project over? Not the trivial
question it might first appear. Often project goals
are phrased very loosely. Is this project over when
the advert runs in the paper, or when you get CVs
in response to the ad, or when you interview some
people, or when you hire somebody or what? All

these are potentially valid endings to this project.
You need to clarify this with your boss. Say it
turns out to be just running the ad.

So the stakeholders and their win conditions
would be defined as:

Stakeholder = Win conditions

Us Run ad that reflects well on the
company and doesn’t upset
anybody. It also should
communicate why the jobs on offer
are so attractive that you’d want to
be mad not to apply.

Our boss The ad sends out a positive
message about the company.




Stakeholder = Win conditions

Existing Doesn’t upset anybody — uses

employees only material that is in the
public domain.
Sends out a message that the
company is one that people want
to work for.

Potential Sends out a message that the

employees company is one that people
want to work for.

Our Sends out a message that the

customers company is expanding, and is
a good company to do

business with.

So now you know all the key information about this
project. You know who the stakeholders are, what’s going
to make them happy, what lies within the scope of the
project and what will be regarded as the end of the
project.
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WHO SAID IT

“If you don’t know where you’re going,
you’ll wind up somewhere else.”
— Lawrence Peter ‘Yogi’ Berra

WHAT YOU NEED TO READ

The Project Management Institute or PMI
(www.pmi.org) is the number one organisation
in the world for people involved in project
management. The website offers templates
for Project Charters and Project Initiation
Documents in the Practical Guide to Project
Documentation.

The Association for Project Management, or
APM (www.apm.org.uk) is a UK-based organisa-
tion whose mission is ‘to develop and promote
the professional disciplines of project and pro-
gramme management for the public benefit’.
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» The Mythical Man Month and Other Essays on
Software Engineering by Frederick P. Brookes
(Addison Wesley, 1995) is one of the classics
of project management. Although it was
written more than 20 years ago, many of the
lessons in it are as valid now as they were then.

» As a novel, The Deadline: A Novel About Project
Management by Tom DeMarco (Dorset House
Publishing, 1997) is terrible. As a text on project
management, it gives powerful lessons and
insights.

Scott and Amundsen: Last Place on Earth by
Roland Huntford (Abacus, 2000) might sound
like a strange choice, but even if you’re not
interested in travel or exploration, get your
hands on it anyway. It’s not often that we get
to see the same project done by two different
teams, with two spectacularly different outcomes.

IF YOU ONLY REMEMBER ONE THING

The only sensible answer when somebody hands
you a project and a deadline is to say, ‘I'll take
a look at it.’







