                         Project Management
What is Project Management?

A project is quite easy to define.  Basically a project is something which involves one or more people working on an activity which is limited in time and scope and which usually results in an ‘output’.  Project management is about the tools and techniques needed to ensure the successful completion of the project.  As it sounds it’s about helping you manage the activity to ensure that deadlines and outcomes are met.

Why is it important?
Whether working with other students on a University group project or in industry working as part of a team implementing new health and safety procedures, you need project management skills.  But what are these skills and how can we develop them?

How do we do it?
It’s perhaps easiest to explain project management by using a very simple everyday example.

Making a cup of tea

( Boil the kettle





( Put tea bag in cup





( Add boiling water





( Add milk





( Let tea bag stew for a while





( Remove tea bag

Although there are several other stages which could be added to this activity (eg filling the kettle) you should get the idea that we have broken down a simple task into a number of sequential stages.  We can now plot this activity onto what’s called a GANTT Chart in order to see how it can be divided up, the order of events, how long each activity will take and how long in total it will take us to complete the activity.

Making a Cup of Tea





                     1 minute        2 minutes      3 minutes       4 minutes     5 minutes
  

           Task

Time       0    15   30   45     0    15    30   45     0   15   30   45    0    15   30   45  0    15   30   45  0  15  30  45


  Boil the kettle

3 mins


  Put tea bag in cup
15 s


  Test milk to see if off
15 s


  Add boiling water
15 s


  Add the milk

15 s


  Let teabag stew 
1 min


  Remove tea bag

15 s

This is an example of a simple Gantt chart and shows how activities can be plotted over time, where tasks can be carried out simultaneously, the key stages in the project and an estimated finishing time.  Obviously this project is working to a very short timescale (minutes) but the same technique can be applied to any form of project, which involves a number of stages and tasks.  The more complex the project, the more detailed the Gantt chart. 

 There are several advantages to representing a project graphically in this form.  These include: -

· you can see who is supposed to be doing what and when

· the key milestones (stages) in the project are clearly and easily identifiable

· you have a chart against which to plot progress

· you have a constant reminder of the project objectives

Key Steps for Effective Project Management
Project Definition
When a group is originally given the task, the first thing to do is establish the objectives of the project.  You need to clarify your goals as a group.  What are you being asked to do?  What are you trying to achieve?  There needs to be group agreement here.

Planning and Organisation
Once the scope of the project has been agreed, the basic structure and organisation of the project has to be decided. Only when the division of the project into tasks has been decided is it possible to put together an outline plan.  This outline plan will include what are called ‘milestones’ and ‘key deliverables’.  

The Key Stages of Planning and Organisation

· First the project has to be divided up into sub-tasks and the activities required to reach a milestone / deadline have to be identified.

· Any additional people external to the project team, but ‘involved’ in the project, then have to be identified.

· You then need to estimate the work content for each of the main activities you have identified

· These activities then need to be scheduled and deadlines plotted.

· Once these activities have been plotted onto a chart you than then allocate tasks to members of the project team.

· When allocating tasks you should consider workload (is it fair and equal?), personal interest and levels of expertise.  Group members are a resource and it is important that they are used effectively.

Progress Meetings
When working in project teams it is important to have regular meetings and build in time for progress reviews.  Effective project teams have an agreed strategy and approach to business, along with a clear set of group ‘rules’.  Project teams need to have regular progress meetings with clear agendas and keep team members informed by way of effective reporting mechanisms, such as action minutes.  At these meetings there are 5 key questions you need to be asking yourself :-

1.
Does the actual progress match the plan?

2.
Will each activity be completed on time?

3.
Does the quality of work meet the agreed criteria? 

4.
Are project responsibilities being fulfilled?

5.
Are there any special changes or problems affecting the project?

What if Things Go Wrong?
When working on a project it is important to be prepared for the unexpected.  Circumstances change.  Things do go wrong!  However, there are a number of steps you can take before, during and after the project to minimise potential problems and the likelihood of things going wrong now and in the future. It is important to build sufficient time into the project planning process to allow for these potential problems and develop contingencies.  

If the group finds that the project is running away from them and they are not delivering according to timescale, quality etc then it is important to analyse the cause of the problem and generate solutions to it.  You might need to reset the original milestones, change the distribution of sub-tasks and their allocation to individuals or review your resource requirements.  You might even need to review the original objectives and reconceptualise the project eg by scaling it down.  Was it ever possible to achieve those objectives in the time you had available?

Post Project Review

Once the project has been completed it is useful to have a final review meeting where the team can look back on its performance and achievements.  These are useful in that they enable team members to learn from past experiences and to then take the key learning points forward into their next project team.
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