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      Projects involving billions of dollars require serious project management by highly qualified and experienced project managers.

      Most of us won't be doing any of that, but that doesn't mean we can't benefit from applying the principles of project management to our everyday work or personal projects.

      I was introduced to project management at Adelaide Bank during a manager development program, and undertook formal training in project management with the Australian Taxation Office.

      While I was working for those institutions, I didn't get to manage any billion dollar projects, but I did manage or participate in a number of administrative projects, and I applied project management principles in the execution of my duties as both an auditor and as a portfolio manager of audit procedures.

      These days, I apply those same project management principles to my writing projects and, with this book, you'll be able to apply them to your projects, too.

      The first project management textbook I studied was a tome of several hundred pages, filled with a lot of terminology which took me a considerable time investment to comprehend.

      This is not one of those books.

      Despite all the mystique, project management is not all that complicated, even if some projects are. In my experience, most of the stress associated with projects comes from money, time and communication issues. Project management is all about reducing or eliminating those issues.
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      The development and management of a project involves a series of logical steps. The steps set out below apply whether you are managing a project for yourself or for someone else, however, the extent of the work required for each step will depend upon the nature of the project.

      Concept development

      Somebody has a bright idea or sees a possible solution to a problem.

      Project definition

      The idea or potential solution is described in detail.

      Endorsement

      The person funding the work, the project owner, authorises the project with a timeframe, budget and reporting regime.

      Project manager appointed

      The owner of the project appoints someone to manage the project and to report on progress. This step may involve selection and management of a team of project officers.

      Project plan

      A detailed plan is developed by the project manager, listing all tasks required to complete the project, and assigning each task to a project team member.

      Execution

      Project outcomes are developed by completion of the tasks in the project plan. May involve testing of outcomes to ensure they meet owner's specifications.

      Implementation

      Project outcomes go into production.

      Post implementation review

      Analysis to determine if the project delivered as planned.

      Project closure

      Process for closing project.
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      In simple terms, project management is nothing more than identifying, and then organising into the appropriate order, the activities required to complete a project so that you get the job done.

      Successful project management, however, involves a bit more than that, because there are usually a few constraining factors associated with projects. Factors like time and money. People tend to get sensitive around those factors, especially when it's their money you're spending. Of course, these factors also apply to projects you do for yourself.

      To make it easy to identify and organise the activities required to complete a project, project managers use a framework composed of four phases: initiate, plan, execute and close.
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      Let's translate the language of that formal project management framework into some words we everyday project managers can understand.
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      Before you can apply project management principles to a project, someone needs to define what it is you are being asked to manage. In project speak, this is defining the project's scope.

      Defining a project is the most important step in the life of a project. It's also the step where many projects are set up for failure, simply due to a lack of detail or a failure to provide a clear description of the desired outcomes.

      In large organisations, a project generally doesn't get onto the drawing board until the person proposing it has clearly defined what the project is about, and identified the desired outcomes the project must deliver within defined cost and time constraints. This information is detailed in a document with a name like concept brief, project submission or business specifications. These documents can run into hundreds of pages.

      An everyday project needs a similar, if shorter, document. You could use a project on a page document or a simple paragraph detailing the task. Whatever you do, don't take on management of a project without a documented project definition, even if you have to write it yourself, and that includes a project you're doing for yourself.

      When defining a project, you need to go beyond a vague definition of what you have in mind. Spell out as much detail as you can about what you're setting out to achieve, and make sure you list any constraining factors, like time and money.

      For example, there is no point in stating that you're going to write a book. That could mean anything. You need to detail everything you can about that book.

      Let's say you've decided to write a book on project management. You could define your book writing project like this:

      I'm writing a book on project management for untrained project managers. I will use a conversation style to introduce project management principles to people interested in improving the management of their small, everyday projects. The book will be in the 12,000 to 15,000 word range, contain simple illustrations, and be published as print on demand and e-book editions. Timeframe for completion: three months.

      That's not a very long definition, but it gives the project manager enough information to understand what the project is about. You have defined the task, the intended audience, the style of writing to use, the expected word count, the amount of time allowed for completing the project, and the formats in which the book is to be published.

      Another example: let's imagine you've been volunteered to organise a party to celebrate your mother's sixtieth birthday. You might define your party project like this:

      I'm organising Mum's sixtieth birthday party on behalf of the family. The celebration is to be held in a city hotel on the day of her birthday, six months from today. Invite her circle of friends in addition to family members. Attendance to be on a pay your own way basis. I and my brothers will fund champagne for the birthday toast, mother's meal and a limo service to transport Mum to and from the venue.

      Again, that's not extensive, but it gives you, as the project manager, enough detail to know what has to be done and by when.

      More complex tasks simply require a more detailed project definition.

      The point of defining a project is for the project owner to provide sufficient information so that, as the project manager, you can understand the task, and agree on the expected outcomes before starting work on the project.

      Exercise common sense, but don't accept a project management task without a clearly defined set of expectations - even when you're working for yourself.
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