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			Project management

			
					Problem: How can I prepare a project and lead it to success?

					Uses: Successfully managing personal and professional projects requires great rigour, but also preparation following specific rules.

					Professional context: Project management, management, professional development, etc.

					FAQs:	Does the project manager always have the same responsibilities?

	How long should I spend in the preparation, implementation and closing phases?

	What if the financial demands or deadlines are too restrictive?

	Is it possible to manage several projects at once?

	What if I replace a project manager at short notice?

	How can I delegate work?




			

			Whether you desired it or dreaded it, you have just been appointed project manager! First of all, congratulations! Your skills have finally been recognised. You must now prove that this level of trust was well deserved.

			But project management is not confined to a title. We are all regularly confronted with this exercise, whether in our personal lives or in our work: from organising holidays to redesigning the garden, all the way through to planning meals. In your career, you have undoubtedly taken part in projects and you think logically that you will be able to rely on your experience.

			However, to be an effective project or business manager is no simple feat: it is a challenge which, to be exciting and fulfilling, comes with a high level of pressure. As a leader, you are responsible for the schedule, guaranteeing compliance with deadlines and budgets and leading employees. You will need to report the project development with backers and clients, whatever the result… Therefore, there is a great opportunity for a positive outcome.

			This guide is designed for all aspiring project managers, as well as those seeking to improve their skills in this area. It can also be useful for stakeholders in a project: although the responsibility lies with the project manager, their triumph is shared by the whole team. So what are you waiting for? Adopt the right reflexes now!

		


		
			Planned project management: the basics

			Basic principles

			What is a project?

			The answer may seem obvious… but wait! A project is a set of activities (or tasks) conducted to achieve set objectives, using predetermined human, material and financial resources. This definition thus highlights the basic components of a project:

			
					one or more precise and specific target(s) to be achieved;

					a time schedule to be followed;

					resources that include a budget, a team and the necessary technical means.

			

			This also emphasises its temporary aspect, because although it may last several months or even years, it still has a specific and limited period.

			What is project management?

			Projects have never been studied and analysed as much as they have in recent years. Indeed, in our society, where businesses are in constant competition, project management (or simply management) must be as accurate as possible to become a market leader. It is almost a scientific approach, involving a set of tools and methods to improve the quality of your project, as well as to optimise production and its chances of success. Specifically, project management allows you to:

			
					plan the project’s implementation and see it through;

					increase performance by being more effective in your organisation and task management;

					assess, anticipate and, in particular, overcome the difficulties and risks that may arise;

					cope with change and unexpected problems;

					manage a team.

			

			The role of the project manager

			The leader is both the heart and head of the project. They are not content with being the architect who draws up the plans, they are also the site supervisor leading the work every day and guiding the team. It is not enough for them to give orders; they must also pass the torch to allow the group to take control of the project. Their missions are to:

			
					conduct the completion of targets respecting the specifications;

					develop and manage the team;

					ensure the daily monitoring of the project and adapt initial plans where necessary;

					deal with the unexpected.

			

			To accomplish these tasks, certain qualities are essential:

			
					take responsibility;

					have a sense of initiative and make tough decisions;

					surround themselves with the right people;

					manage and motivate the team;

					be a good communicator;

					be able to handle stressful situations;

					anticipate.

			

			If you are not a born leader, you can still acquire these skills in the field:

			“When I started my career 20 years ago, I was unable to act as a leader and I could not pass on my passion. Even worse, my subordinates were not listening. One day, a friend, who is a football coach, asked me to accompany him in the locker room during the game to see how he led his players. I have never regretted saying yes! Following his example, I learned to assert myself, to choose my words carefully, to raise the tone when necessary or be conciliatory!” (Boris, IT project manager)

			The three phases of project management

			Any good project management is based on three steps:

			
					the preparation phase, during which you plan the progress of your project;

					the implementation phase, corresponding to the time you spend putting your plan into action;

					the closing phase, which allows you to take stock of your project once it is completed.

			

			It is not recommended to start the implementation of a project without having prepared beforehand. This may seem like an obvious statement, but it is not uncommon to see people diving headfirst into a project, thinking they are saving time. However, do not rely on this preconceived idea, because although you will certainly lose a bit of time in the development of your project, it will allow you to gain more in the long run.

			Preparation

			The preparation phase is often snubbed or shortened. Yet, this is where a fatal error will lead you straight into a brick wall. In fact, this step is crucial because it allows you to:

			
					define the objective of the project, in line with the business’ needs;

					establish a schedule;

					establish the structure and organisation of the project;

					define the budget and the delivery time;

					identify all the inherent participants and train the team.

			

			Define the purpose behind the project and the objectives

			Whatever the situation, whether you are the initiator of the project or not, the first question you need to ask is: “What need (within the company) does this project satisfy?”. The quality of the project is determined by its ability to meet that need.

			
				
					Advice

					It is possible that your project will be in competition with others carried out internally and you need to share your resources. Therefore, the priority project will be the one that best meets the needs of the company. This is why it is important to understand the reasons behind your actions.

				

			

			The business need therefore determines the project objectives. For example, if the company wishes to establish itself in the smartphone market, the project could produce a model where the cost of production would be between $90 and $100, but features some technologies. A project does not have to be a product, it can also take the form of a service (the staging of a show, improving after-sales services, etc.). A good objective will meet three criteria:

			
					it is specific;

					it is feasible;

					it is measurable (must be validated by an evaluation).

			

			
				
					Advice

					If you realise, after analysis, that your project does not respond correctly – or at all – to a need for your company, it is imperative to change course from the start. Sometimes it is better to cancel it, rather than risk a disaster.

				

			

			Make a book of responsibilities

			Project management has been officially entrusted to you by assignment. To formalise this need and to ensure that it is understood by all the actors involved in the project, it is necessary to establish specifications. As you carry out dialogue with stakeholders (you and your client), the specifications will develop;

			
					the target and the description of the expected results;

					how these objectives will be measured;

					an estimated budget and timeframe;

					the constraints related to resources;

					a description of the procedures put in place to achieve the goal.

			

			Therefore, this document describes the project in a broad outline and sets the limits. It represents its foundation: you will flesh out the content in your preparation. All the operations described below are intended to make it happen.

			List and organise tasks

			Once the book of responsibilities has been written and the assignment has been validated by the customer and your company, your first action is to list the tasks necessary to complete the project. This step allows you, among other things, to assess deadlines and define the profiles you need on your team. This step details your project as much as possible, dividing it into “deliverables”.

			
				
					Did you know?

					A deliverable is a measurable intermediate result (product, document, etc.) that marks the completion of a part of the project – or the project itself in the case of the final deliverable. Thus, the specifications, models or progress reports constitute evidence of progression.

				

			

			To plan your project, there are two methods:

			
					From general to particular. Leave your ultimate goal and ask yourself what the key deliverables to achieve are. Then, break them up in the same way, asking yourself which intermediaries are required to achieve them, and so on. The process ends when you can no longer divide them and can accurately estimate the time and resources needed to complete each deliverable. In the case of a big project, it is impossible to carry out this sequence. You will need to delegate some of the work to your team, who will be able to analyse certain tasks and assess their feasibility.

					From particular to general. Carry out a brainstorming session to identify all the tasks that must be performed without worrying about any hierarchy. Then group them into well-defined categories.

			

			Simply by listing the tasks, you will already begin to categorise and prioritise. Formalising this ranking as a Work Breakdown Structure (WBS) is the next step. Imagine that you are organising a day of concerts on your campus; you could list the tasks using the following chart, which includes different organisation sections (in a non-exhaustive list):

			[image: ]

			When you make the final chart, you are likely to identify more resources that you will need (What sound material is needed? What image material is needed?). You can also define other categories, including those relating to the budget, schedules, etc. Be sure that all tasks are listed. This method of planning and organising every step of the project is called the ‘100% Rule’. It comes from the Work Breakdown Structure, a project organisation method developed by the US Department of Defense in the late 1950s. To summarise simply, this rule means breaking down tasks and making a chart that contains all of the work involved, no more (as this would mean duplication of certain tasks) and no less (as this would mean not all tasks are listed).

			Although we have prioritised the project according to the various components of the organisation of such events in our first example, it is also possible to group your activities by departments (of a company), types of costs or by chronological stages (as below), depending on your final goal.

			[image: ]

			
				
					Advice

					By creating charts, you will develop various visions of the project and will have a better overall view.

				

			

			As the chart is visual, it can quickly take up a lot of space. This is why it is sometimes easier to use a simple written list. But remember to give a code number to each task to allow you to locate it easily.

			
					Safety	Permission from firefighters and from police.

	Permission from the city. 

	Presence of the Red Cross	Possible subcategory

	Possible sub-subcategory







					Team and volunteering	Schedule volunteer jobs

	Distinctive clothing for the team

	Etc.




					Etc.

			

			Analysing the resources of the project

			When approaching the planning of the project, assessing the resources available and the constraints upon you represents a fundamental step. After making your chart(s), ask yourself for each of them:

			
					What profile and what skills are needed to accomplish this?

					What materials do I need?

					How much time should I spend on this?

			

			These questions will help you to assess the number of people needed, to find competent employees and to estimate the duration of their involvement in your project, as well as giving you an idea of the equipment you will need.

			Identify and address the risks

			Every project has risks, related to the possibility that an event or an item will interfere in its proper completion. It is therefore essential to anticipate them in order to react quickly if they were ever to materialise. 

			Imagine that you are planning a boat trip, but the forecast states a 15% risk of rain: do you organise a plan B or do you take a risk and hope for the best? It may be that you are not always lucky. Therefore, ask in advance what could go wrong, then for each task list the obstacles that are most likely to arise. You should also describe the potential impact of these issues on the project (late, over budget, complete cancellation?), and come up with an alternative plan for the worst case scenario.

			Indeed, as you cannot protect yourself against all risks, it is essential to classify them according to the probability of occurrence and degree of impact on your project. Remember to assess the probabilities based on your personal experience and/or by consulting experts. Where possible, do not hesitate to rely on facts and figures. Therefore, for a risk that has a 2% chance of materialising and a low impact, it is perhaps not profitable to invest time and money to counter it. Conversely, a highly critical issue that may well arise must be studied carefully. The choice may be more sensitive when facing two extremes, such as a large potential impact with a low probability of happening, or a high potential risk that has little impact.

			To prepare a crisis management plan, write down the risks in a table and, for each of them, imagine one or more backup solutions, while evaluating their cost (financial, human and time). Obviously, if the risks are too high and cannot be mitigated, you may need to review the entire project.

			
				
					Extra information

					If you cannot remove or reduce the risk, you can still buy insurance that will take care of it.

				

			

			Planning the project

			When making your schedule, you will naturally want to reach your goal as quickly as possible… while minimising risk. However, do not rush. Before establishing the overall schedule, you must: 

			
					determine the duration of each task;

					observe how the tasks interact with one another;

					decide the order in which they must be achieved.

			

			To estimate the time needed to complete a task, describe it precisely and identify the factors that can influence it. If you need, for example, a machine to achieve it, this is likely to have a certain production capacity and is perhaps not available at all times. Also, although some of the tasks can be performed simultaneously, others rely on other actions being completed first. You need to understand how they interact to optimise their layout. 

			To view your activities and the links between them in the best way, you can create a network diagram. For example, say you want to organise a seminar for your company staff. Once the idea has been approved by your boss, you must make preparations for the event:

			
					Carry out preliminary contacts to ensure their availability;

					Contact potential participants to ensure they are also available;

					Select a date (depending on the results of the first two tasks);

					Book the room (in our example, you have the necessary room in the company building);

					Prepare the organisation of the day:	Define the exact content with the speaker;

	Detail the schedule of the day;

	Plan meals;

	Order any necessary material;

	Send official invitations to the people concerned;




					Arrange the room (in our example, it is possible to do this several days before the event because it is located within the company).

			

			Below, the example is given as a network diagram. Of course, if you need to organise a seminar for your own business, the times may vary according to the constraints (in our case, the project manager feels he needs a week for the entire staff to reply regarding their availability), as well as the potential tasks and their arrangement. Here, the project manager is lucky enough to have an assistant that will help them to accomplish some actions that cannot be undertaken simultaneously.
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			This diagram highlights several important aspects of project planning:

			
					Some tasks are conditioned by the realisation of others. So long as you have not received a reply regarding the availability of everyone, you cannot book a room (at best, you can pre-book one);

					Other tasks can and should be done in parallel. Relying on his assistant, the project manager may delegate the planning of the day and ordering to them while he focuses on content development with the speaker.

					The critical path, i.e. the longest sequence of activities to be performed between the start and end of the project, which marks the minimum duration of the project, is essential to identify. It therefore follows the so-called critical tasks: any delay on these will impact the deadlines. In our case, we cannot go under 22 hours (if one counts only the duration of the tasks themselves) or three weeks (if we take into account mandatory deadlines: for example, the official invitation must be sent two weeks before the event).

					The margin available for certain activities, which refers to the duration which can be shifted without delaying the end date or the start date for the next task, or the end date of the project itself. For example, the project manager will need to complete 12 hours of work on the content of the seminar, while the assistant only needs to complete 7 (schedule of the day and ordering meals). Therefore, there is a margin of 5 hours;

					Milestones are events that do not necessarily take up time themselves (although this is the case for one of them in our example). They mark the end of significant milestones in your project.

			

			To complete the schedule, you must set deadlines, i.e. the start and end dates of each activity. To do this, you can use a Gantt chart, which lists the activities, their durations, margins and layout. 
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			Forming a strong team

			Through the WBS done beforehand, you can identify the skills necessary to implement your project. For the formation of your team, there are two possibilities: either you are free to hire who you want, or you need to deal with the people you have available.

			The first case is ideal, as it allows you to find the right profiles and motivated people, while the second can force you to work with individuals who have no interest in the project. In reality, you will find yourself somewhere in the middle of these two situations.

			Either way, take the time to meet with your future team and discuss it with them. Check their skills and motivation, to see if they fit with your project. If you are satisfied, ask them about their availability: will they be working on your project full time? Or are they sharing their working time between other assignments? Find out from when and until when they are available.

			
				
					Identify stakeholders

					It is essential to identify from the outset the different people who have a role to play. Beyond the designer and the project sponsor, identify all stakeholders, both positive and negative, internal or external: customers, potential suppliers, partners, etc. Regularly ensure that they support you and are informed of the progress of the schedule.

				

			

			Drafting your budget

			Establishing your budget means estimating all the costs required for each activity and adding them up. Of course, you will immediately think of the direct costs, such as:

			
					employee salaries

					expenses (transportation, accommodation, rentals, etc.)

					the purchase of materials (raw materials for making components, technology, etc.).

			

			But, if you want to estimate the actual amount of your project, be sure to consider certain indirect costs, such as:

			
					the equipment you use in your company (computers)

					heating, electricity, etc.

			

			However, these costs do not always have to be considered, usually because they are not specific to your project, as your company probably already has computers where you work. Contact the financial department of your company to see whether these costs should appear in your budget.

			Realisation

			Monitoring the plan

			If you have properly prepared your project, your priority is now to ensure that everything goes as planned. For this, you should periodically evaluate your project using:

			
					regular evaluation meetings (every two weeks maximum) to take stock;

					reports by the members of your team;

					your personal notes.

			

			
				
					Extra information

					Ask your team members to keep a common logbook, in which they should record the actions performed, the dates and the hours spent working. This document will be useful for regular monitoring and the final evaluation.

				

			

			Additionally, make a quick analysis every week by asking yourself some key questions, then adjust proceedings based on your answers.

			
					Are the different planned activities being performed?

					Is the budget being respected?

					Are you ahead of time or behind on your schedule?

					Have any of the risks you feared materialised?

			

			Make sure everyone knows the ins and outs of their current task, and that they are carried out according to

			
			
					Locate the problem: what caused the budget overrun or the delay? What forced you to abandon or replace a task?

					Take corrective action: immediately following this, your goal is not to further penalise your project. However, you cannot always repair the damage. Indeed, if your supplier has delayed the delivery of necessary parts and this affects your critical path, unfortunately you cannot do anything.

					Make sure it does not happen again, acting according to the nature of the problem. If it is a one-off (forgetfulness, inattention, etc.), try to understand why it happened (technical or human error) and take the necessary measures (contact the person, change the equipment, etc.). If it is chronic (a problem in the process), take the time to analyse and come up with a sustainable solution with your team.

			

			
			Team management

			
			
					Guide your team towards the end of the project. Much like the captain of the ship, you must stay on course, against all odds. In the case of a storm, your crew will rely on you.

					Establish and maintain an adequate working environment. You can minimise risks of tension within the team by practicing team building (in conjunction with work meetings, organise one or more small activities that will help employees get to know each other and work together) and ensuring the roles and responsibilities of each are clearly defined and known to all.

					Define the “rules of life” within your team. How does it function every day? How will meetings take place? Establish a framework and, if possible, include your team in the implementation of procedures.

					Trust them and encourage them to trust you.

					Maintain their motivation. The refrain is familiar: the first few weeks, you will feel able to move mountains, then even if the passion remains, routine sets in and the intensity decreases.

			

			
				
					
					
					
							Regularly insist on the positive aspects of the project for both the company and the group;

							Regularly communicate progress with the project team. We are always more motivated when we see tangible results of our actions;

							Involve them by asking for their opinion on risks, ideas, solutions, etc.;

							Reward employees for achieving each objective.

					

				

			

			An essential tool: communication

			
			
			
					Meetings bring together all concerned and discuss around a table (which may be virtual, referring to video conferencing). Do not overlook the account-written record of the meeting, which allows for formalising what has been said or decided.

					Emails are now the most used media, thanks to the instantaneous sending and receiving of messages. Moreover, they leave a written record which can be effectively managed using e-mail inboxes.

					Reports are used to confirm information and to take stock of a specific situation. Their major drawback is that they are unilateral. Indeed, the communication flows from the reporter to the reader, without the latter being able to intervene. This is why they are useful to accompany verbal explanations (meetings, discussions, etc.).

					Informal discussions are spontaneous exchanges of information (telephone, around the coffee machine, etc.). You must be careful to always confirm officially and in writing any key information transmitted in this way (including by e-mail).

			

			
			Closing

			The delivery

			
			The final evaluation

			
			
					Those from the preparatory phases (schedule, accounts, etc.), which will allow you to compare the final outcome in relation to the basic needs;

					Those from the realisation phases (logbook, regular assessments, reports, etc.), which will help you to understand why the project went well…or not;

					The customer feedback.

			

			
			
					Have all objectives been achieved?

					Was the schedule respected?

					Did the budget remain under control?

					How did I lead my team?

					What unexpected problems arose and how were they managed?

			

			
			
					Meet with your client to discuss his satisfaction. Also ask them to provide written feedback.

					Arrange a meeting with your team to take stock and conclude the project.

					Summarise your analysis for your senior management.

			

			
			
				
					
					
				

			

			To end on a high note…
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