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Abstract

This whitepaper explains why it is important to understand and apply a conceptual framework for managing projects and describes the essential principles for managing projects, large or small, in dynamic business settings where the principles are put into action to create and execute on a realistic plan. If applied properly, these principles can significantly improve the chance of project success.

This paper is written for readers who manage projects. Its purpose is to inform readers about the importance of the right approach to managing projects and to provide a foundation for taking the steps they need to take to improve their personal and organizational performance on planning and executing projects. This is not a tutorial on how to manage, nor does it address the use of particular project management tools. 
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Pitfalls of “Seat-of-the-Pants” Approach to Managing Projects
Projects are the means to achieve organizational goals. They, along with ongoing operations represent the activities that make organizations run. They deliver the goods and services that satisfy customers and owners.

Everyone does projects. Whether it is thought of as a large task or a complex activity, a project is any work that is done to achieve an objective in a finite time and cost. When you change the way people work, you are managing a project. When you plan and take a business trip, you are managing a project. When you roll out a new product you are managing a product launch project. Projects create and change products, events, processes and organizations. When implementing the changes that make things better, projects are the means for action. They may be efforts to move an office full of people to another location, put on an event, merge two organizations, institute a new training program, put together a budget, create a new product, change or produce a web site, put a new process into place, etc. 
Today more and more people have recognized that their ability to fulfill expectations by delivering quality results on time and within budget is enhanced by their ability to effectively manage projects. Every organization is seeking that extra “edge” to better satisfy its customers and owners, whether they be shareholders or the constituents of government agencies. The ability to better manage projects is a way to achieve that edge.

The idea that all it takes to be successful is technical knowledge and lots of intensive hard work leads to unnecessary stress, avoidable rework, unnecessary conflicts and a greater chance of failure. As fun and exciting as it might be, managing in an ad hoc, seat-of-the-pants, shoot-from-the-hip way is not the most effective way when it comes to managing projects. That is because projects often cannot be planned and carried out entirely from the top of your head. When you experience being overwhelmed, or your outcomes are not as good as they could have been, it may be time for managing in a more structured and thoughtful way.

For example, when you start thinking about moving an office, you probably realize that it can be quite complex. There are many dependencies, such as if you committed to be out of the current space by a certain date, you have to make sure you can go somewhere, ideally to your new space. If the new space is not ready, you have to find another temporary place and/or storage. If you cannot find a mover or schedule phone and other installations, you may need to renegotiate the exit date. If the new space is not entirely ready, you need to carefully plan where and how people will operate. As you can see, there is a lot of complexity in even a simple move. This is a project. Managing it like a project and in the right way will improve your chances for success. Projects require a disciplined yet flexible approach. 
Not managing projects the right way leads to unnecessary rework and costs, delays, unsatisfied customers and hostile relationships. Think about the times that you or your customers have been impacted by late delivery of project results or by having to do unnecessary rework or by having yourself and others affected by confusion and chaos that could have been avoided by better project planning and control. Think about the time, effort and money that could have been saved. Think about the relations that were disrupted, in some cases irreparably so. In the unlikely case that you have no personal experience, think about high profile projects like the Challenger space shuttle in which poor project management practices led to loss of life or the “Big Dig” in Boston in which poor project planning, communications or control resulted in huge costs and delivery delays.

Managing projects well increases the probability of success and leads to better results, lower costs, less effort, shorter time, better relationships and the ability to continuously improve performance across multiple projects. At the same time, it is necessary to not over manage. Too much of anything is counter productive. In managing projects, the right balance between discipline and flexibility is best. 

Most projects are managed by people who are drafted because they have a combination of being available, have subject matter expertise, and are natural coordinators and/or good communicators. Many of these incidental project managers do a great job despite having had little or no training in project management. That is because much of project management is good common sense and because good project managers and performers combine acts of heroism, the acceptance of delays and other shortfalls, good leadership and management skills and the ability to adapt well in moment to moment project performance. 
Imagine how much better they might be with a more solid foundation.
Projects, Their Outcomes and Project Management

Projects are efforts to achieve objectives, within finite time and cost expectations. Projects are contrasted with operational activities – the repetitive things performed regularly over time. In some way the dividing line between projects and operational activities is not clear; often an operational activity is a series of small projects. However, what is clear is, healthy projects have a finite end that is reached either when the project objectives have been met or when the project is cancelled.

In this paper the term outcome will be used to mean any project result, whether it is a new or changed product, event or process. Projects produce outcomes like newly design car models, an annual budget, a great party, or a new procedure. The use of the outcome and its value after the project delivers it are the underlying justification for the project. 

So, what does it mean to manage a project? It is the application of a broad set of skills to properly initiate, plan, execute, control and close a project. The primary skills are scoping (i.e., describing and agreeing on project objectives and requirements), scheduling, and estimating. Added to these core skills are managing risk and uncertainty, managing quality, communicating, managing ourselves, and collaborating with others, including suppliers of goods and services and everyone else who works on or is affected by the project. The people who are involved or interested in a project are referred to as stakeholders.

To put projects and project management into practical context, it is useful to take a systems view. This view recognizes that everything is operating in a system of interacting people, organizations, things and processes. Change or activity anywhere can have an effect elsewhere. The more one can predict the effect, the greater one’s control of the system’s performance. In complex systems, no one can ever predict the effect of actions with 100% accuracy. A project is a complex system. Project management itself is also a complex system.

Figure 1, below, is a picture of project management as a system. The Unified Project Management Methodology (UPMM™) is one of many views in use today to describe the various activities in managing projects. 
Figure 1: Project management as a system
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A single project is managed from Originating, the time someone communicates an idea that may someday become a project, through Closing, the completion of the project, if in fact the project becomes a project and is completed. 
Surrounding the performance of a single project are activities that support and direct the organization and its ability to perform multiple projects in a complex, changing environment. These activities include Ongoing Improvement, the effort to learn from past experience and improve the way you perform and manage projects; Portfolio Management & Governance, the decision making needed to select, initiate and continue the right projects and to manage the optimum use of scarce resources; and Multi-project Management, the process for looking across all of the projects being performed and managing them as a group to avoid conflicts and promote synergy. 
Effective portfolio management and multi-project management are among the most critical factors for successful projects. They address many of the root causes of chronic problems in projects, such as the chronic over burdening of resources and constant priority shifts that create confusion and impact productivity.
Collaboration and Consulting represents the critical need for teamwork, communication, coordination and the management of knowledge and information.
Communication - Critical Success Factor

Effective communication is a critical, if not the most critical, contributor to project success. Communication is critical to every aspect of project management and performance. 
There is a famous fairy tale about the Sleeping Beauty? The beauty, a princess, was put to sleep by a sorceress who was inadvertently overlooked when everyone else in the kingdom was invited to the young princess’ birth celebration. The sorceress was so angry that she put a curse on the baby. Leaving a powerful person out of a meeting or a decision to find that he or she has “put a curse” on your project is only one example of the need for effective communication. 

Simple facts get distorted or overlooked until they become the center of large conflicts or errors. Those who assume that consensus has been reached regarding the definition of objectives, requirements, or other critical issues may discover later that no real agreement had been reached. Huge amounts of time may be spent in meetings that provide no meaningful results.

Effective communication is candid, clear, at the right level of detail, timely, relevant to the interests and needs of the participants, involves the right people, and ensures mutual understanding of content and conclusion. Much communication is informal and oral; however, written communications are needed to document issues, understandings and action plans. Meetings should be well planned and their results documented.

Communication is integral to project origination and initiation, when project champions describe their ideas and opportunities to those who authorize, influence and execute projects and create the dialogue needed to reach consensus regarding each project's definition and disposition.

Communication continues to be critical during project planning when both the outcome and the way the project will be carried out to produce the outcome are negotiated and described in detail. Communication during project initiation and planning focuses on why a project should be done, what impact it will have, who will be involved, who will have what authority, responsibility and accountability, how they will be organized, what procedures they will follow, how much the project will cost, how long it will take and how much risk and uncertainty are involved. 

During the project as it is being executed and controlled and as the plan is being kept up to date, data may be collected, summarized and distributed to keep people abreast of project progress (or lack thereof) at the appropriate level of detail. Timely, accurate and candid information are the key requirements for project and functional managers to control and direct project work. Senior managers and clients need information to set strategic direction and to make decisions to continue or end the project. Changes and issues should be identified, evaluated, prioritized, scheduled and addressed. 
When the project closes, communication plays a key role to make sure that the outcome is acceptable. This is perhaps the most important communication in the project. Communication at closing is also to make sure that responsibility for the outcome is properly transferred, and that lessons learned are identified and made known throughout the organization.

Each project needs a consciously planned communication process with clearly defined expectations, roles and responsibilities. Written documentation should be kept to a minimum but there is a need for critical information to be in writing. A project may primarily use email and informal documents or use any degree of formal documentation supported by standard forms and templates. The amount of documentation and its form depends on the nature of the project and its environment. 
Key Principles for Managing Projects

Project managers think about managing their projects in any number of ways, often depending on their education and experience, personality and the role they play in their projects. Many professional project managers believe that there is a right or “best practice” way to manage projects, regardless of the type of project or the role and experience of the project manager. This way is flexible and open to adaptation to current circumstances.

When projects are executed without a stable foundation, project managers run into problems. Proper planning sets the foundation. There are a set of key principles. These principles serve together as the foundation for successful projects. They are applied as the project is initiated, planned, executed, controlled and closed. There is interplay between the principles.

Each of the principles for project success is discussed below. At the heart of the matter is the idea that by taking a realistic approach it is possible to more effectively manage expectations so that it is more likely that project stakeholders will be satisfied, if not entirely thrilled, by the project and its results. 
Being realistic is enabled by planning effectively which in turn is supported by and supports the management of relationships and expectations. Acknowledging and accepting uncertainty, along with expecting and planning for change and considering the other work being performed while a project is being performed all support realistic planning. Objectivity and situational management are foundation principles that support the others. Continuous improvement should be applied to project management, like every other business process, to recognize the need to wring out the deficiencies and approach perfection in a practical way.

1. Be realistic – Base project performance on a plan that can be followed and achieved 

2. Plan effectively – Take a structured and disciplined approach to planning that promotes realism, effective communications, and sound relationships based on well managed expectations 

3. Manage relationships – People are the single most critical element and the most complex to manage

4. Manage expectations – Use risk, issue and change management and effective communications

5. Acknowledge and accept uncertainty – Uncertainty is the only certainty

6. Expect and plan for change – Plan for and manage the dynamic nature of projects

7. Consider the other work being performed – How the project impacts and is impacted by its environment

8. Be objective – Apply fact based open-mindedness to avoid unnecessary and unproductive conflict

9. Take a situational approach – Adapt management style to project needs

10. Continuously improve – Learn from of the way projects are managed.

1. Be realistic 
There is a very simple and profound principle that many people forget when they manage projects. It is impossible to do the impossible. Of course, what is thought of as being impossible may really be possible. This is where effective planning comes into play. Planning enables the project team to play the “what if games” needed to find the optimum way to proceed. It enables the team to test the feasibility of achieving the project objectives, give the expected conditions.

Develop a “realistic” plan that can be used as a baseline in managing the project as it progresses and changes. Unrealistic planning leads to an inability to fulfill commitments. Late and poor quality outcomes cost money and destroy customer confidence. Constant overwork causes burn-out and high turnover. Proper planning makes it possible to determine the feasibility of achieving a project’s objectives within time and cost constraints, given available resources (people, money, machines, facilities and supplies) and the way the project is to be performed.

Saying "no" or at least "not now" is a major prerequisite for effective project management. People are often overwhelmed by an unlimited flow of work. Saying "no" to clients and senior managers is not easy. There are thousands of ways to creatively say no. Some are: "Your deadline is understandable. Let's see how we can work together to get it done." "It would be great to be able to deliver for that price and in that schedule. Let's see what features we can eliminate to make it possible." These tend to lead to more successful outcomes than "Are you joking!?" or "There's no way".

2. Plan Effectively

Project planning is the most central and critical part of project management. Planning is where communication, collaboration, and team building come together with the management of risk and uncertainty. Planning sets the stage for the project. It results in a project plan that should be used as the baseline for directing and controlling project performance. Planning begins as soon as anyone begins to describe the project. Planning is needed to support project decision making, including the decision to initiate the project. 
Planning is often by-passed or “expedited” to “get to the real work”. This is a mistake. Planning is part of the real work. In a project some years back a project team built a real house that met stringent building codes in three hours, coordinating equipment and multiple suppliers. The only way this was possible was to do a significant amount of planning beforehand to minimize chance and make sure everything went “perfectly”. Of course, over-planning and expecting the plan to be rigidly followed is as ineffective as not planning. 

The plan includes the definition of the outcome, the way the project will be performed and the estimated cost, time and resources needed for the project. There may be several iterations of planning. This is done to give project stakeholders increasingly accurate estimates and schedules as more becomes known about the project and its requirements. Iteratively refining the plan is the means to address the all too common problem of having to live with a definitive estimate that is made before any in-depth definition of requirements, staffing and other drivers of the estimate. Refining the project plan at key points in the project’s life is a step towards realism and a key element in managing expectations. 

Planning consists of the following steps:

· Identify objectives and requirements

· Establish the standards and procedures to be used in the project

· Identify and describe the activities 

· Estimate and schedule the work 

· Optimize

· Keep the plan up to date

In this paper we will not describe how to do each of these planning steps. We will identify key planning principles and why they are important.

Planning steps are not performed in a simple sequence. Each step’s outcome is influenced by the outcomes of previous steps and may influence those outcomes as well. For example while an estimate of the work is needed to create the schedule, creating the schedule and applying resources might require changes to the estimates and objectives. Optimizing the plan might require adjustments to the objectives and requirements. Planning is a complex, iterative process.

Risk and uncertainty are realities. The plan should include allowances for contingency, issues and changes. Estimates and schedules should be presented along with the assumptions upon which they are based and in ranges that clearly communicate the degree of uncertainty. 
Identify objectives and requirements 

Planning begins with the clear definition of the objectives and requirements to obtain buy-in from everyone involved. Accept the fact that it is often not possible to define requirements so that they will not change during project life. That is one of the reasons that it is important to accept and control change. 
Objectives and requirements drive estimating and scheduling. Project objectives are associated with the triple constraints which are discussed below under Manage Expectations. 
Establish the standards and procedures to be used in the project

The principle here is to make sure that there are standards and procedures scaled to the needs of the project and agreed upon by the project team. Avoid bureaucracy while ensuring the right degree of flexible and practical structure. It is necessary to agree among the stakeholders how communication, procurement, issues and change control, and quality control will be handled so as to avoid confusion and conflict during the project. 
Identify and describe all the activities and deliverables

The key principle here is to identify all of the work in layers of detail and describe it in terms of a series of outcomes or deliverables. The result is called a work breakdown structure (WBS). The WBS is a task list that identifies major activities and then breaks them down into the activities, tasks and steps that make them up. If a project is one of a class that is often repeated, it is best to use a standard WBS while improving and tailoring it for each individual project.

Taking a layered approach enables planners to more likely identify all of the work that needs to be done. Clearly, leaving anything out at planning time will make the plan less accurate since work that must be done, must be done whether it is planned for or not. 
Associating each activity with one or more outcomes makes it possible to manage the project by determining if the outcomes are done. Outcomes are concrete and can be evaluated for completeness and correctness, as opposed to subjective opinions about whether a task is done or not done.

Project management tools are designed to work with work breakdown structures. The activities are entered into the tool and are the base for the rest of planning and project control. The WBS is very useful to communicate progress in levels of detail, with sponsors and clients getting information at the top level and others getting information about activities at lower levels of detail.
Estimate and schedule the work

Realism in project planning is founded on estimating the work to be done so that there is a strong likelihood that the outcome will be delivered when and for the price expected. Project managers are expected “push back” when faced with a desired target date that is based on factors outside of the project (e.g., the market place, desire for profit or reduction of expenses, legal regulations, etc.). Even though a target date may be stated as a directive - “It must be done by the date”, smart project managers know that it should be interpreted as a question - “Can we deliver an acceptable outcome by the date?” The same is true of the desired budget. It is an objective. It is best to put these objectives aside for the moment and focus in on what it will take to deliver the desired outcome, given most likely conditions. Then, the manager will be in a position to set realistic expectations. The realism principle in planning is that it is better to know in advance whether something can be done than it is to find out when everyone is anxiously waiting for it to be done. This is the key to managing expectations.

The basic principles of effective estimating and scheduling are to 1) base the estimates on past experience and expert knowledge as much as possible, 2) recognize that estimates are not actual results and therefore there is uncertainty, 3) base schedules on a logical flow or sequence of the work, 4) base estimates and schedules on realistic expectations regarding the availability of resources., and 5) do not expect the plan to be right the first time, refine and optimize it by playing what-if games that identify different sequences and application of resources. 

Unfortunately, project management tools do not estimate or sequence project activities, they do not know the project resources nor do they do a very good job of automatically scheduling and rescheduling even after they are given estimates, sequences and resource information. Estimating the project cost and schedule requires knowledge of the work to be done and of the resources to do it. The knowledge comes from past experience, which can be from the personal experience of project planners or from data collected in past projects. If there are many similar projects performed over time, it is very effective to keep records of past project performance and to use them in estimating future projects. This data takes the form of prototypical project task lists (i.e. Work Breakdown Structures), with task sequences identified and past cost and duration results. However, it is important to carefully account for differences between past projects and those being estimated.

Sequencing is a very important part of planning. It is in sequencing that the activities are analyzed to determine the best logical flow among them based on dependencies. Many project planners do not spend enough time analyzing these dependency relationships among the activities and end up with plans that are either overly optimistic because they assume that activities can be done in parallel when in fact they cannot, or pessimistic because they do not take advantage of those activities that can be done in parallel. 
Another common reason for overly optimistic plans is the assumption that resources will be available when in fact they will or may not be. Planning requires realistic assessment as to whether the staff and other resources will be available at the right time. Do not assume that people who are working on multiple tasks while they are assigned to your project will be available 100% of their time. Also, do not assume that projects that are supposed to end before your project needs the resources assigned to them. Make it a part of your planning to assess the likelihood of resources being what and where you expect them.

Project management tools like Microsoft Office Project help to make sequencing and evaluating the resource requirements easy, but, as stated, they do not do the estimating and scheduling for you. 

Optimize 

In order to have both a realistic plan and one that makes the best use of resources the plan is optimized to come to the right combination of outcome quality, cost and time with the client and/or sponsor deciding on priorities between these triple constraints. This means that the outcome, target date, budget, available resources, tools and techniques and the project environment may all be adjusted to find a realistic and optimum plan to achieve objectives. Remember, pushing back and justifying why you may have to say no is part of the process to manage expectations and ensure project success.

Keep the plan up to date

Planning doesn’t really end until the project is over. The plan is supposed to be an accurate reflection of the work to be done. It is used as a baseline for determining if expectations are being met and for identifying action needed to keep the project on track. As the project progresses, the project manager should evaluate and refine the plan so that it continues to accurately reflect the project. Good project management tools enable project managers to reflect the current plan for the rest of the project against the baseline plan and to change the baseline if necessary.

3. Manage relationships 

People are the single most critical element and the most complex to manage. In project management jargon, the people who work on, manage, sponsor or are otherwise affected or interested are called stakeholders. Stakeholders come together to form teams and teams perform projects. 
Relationships are complex. In projects they are even more complex because people work only temporarily together in the project team. Relationships are very complex when project team members are from different organizations and different cultures. Vendors and members of functional groups and departments often work on projects and frequently have responsibilities outside of the project. 
Effective teams have members with the right set of skills and experience required for the project. Team member skills and experience have a direct impact on how long a project will take, how much it will cost and on the quality of the outcome. Effective teams value and promote clear roles, responsibilities and accountability. Uncertainty, unnecessary rework and things “falling through the cracks” are all reduced when roles and responsibilities are clearly stated and agreed upon.

Manage people through a set of “contracts”. The contract need not be legally binding but should be in writing. It can be anything from an email message to a formal role and responsibility document, depending on the project’s need. The contract states what is to be delivered, by when, for how much, by whom, and under what conditions. Accountability means that when commitments are made status regarding them is reported with ruthless candor and regularity - nothing is hidden. Blaming is replaced with objective analysis of the impact and cause of problems. This promotes continuous improvement of performance and continuous update of the plan to help manage expectations. 

People have personalities. Some people may work better with certain other people, depending on personality and other personal factors, including culture. Use personal differences as a means to create a project team that looks at the project from as many perspectives as possible, to overcome the weaknesses of some with the strengths of others. Interpersonal conflict can be managed through effective kick-off meetings, team building and open communications throughout the project.
4. Manage expectations 

Project success is often defined as the degree to which the project satisfied the sponsor’ ad client’s expectations. Effective communication and realistic planning combined with risk, issue, and change control methods are the means to manage expectations. See Figure 2 for a sample of the kind of reporting that helps to manage expectations by showing the way a project is changing. 
Figure 2: Comparison report generated using the Compare Project Versions tool in Microsoft Office Project 2003.
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Everyone needs a realistic view as to what to expect from the project. The more there is open and honest communication about the real needs of the project stakeholders and the probability of satisfying them, the better. 
Project objectives are the expectations regarding what is to be delivered, when and for how much. The triple constraints are project target date, desired budget and the definition of the outcome. One or more of these constraints is usually flexible. In some cases the most important thing is hitting the target date and the exact nature of the outcome and the cost are flexible. In other cases, the cost is entirely fixed and the other two are flexible. When two are fixed, life becomes more difficult. When all three are fixed, the project becomes exponentially more difficult, if not impossible.

The requirements describe the project’s outcome at a level of detail that directs project performers to deliver the right outcomes to satisfy the objectives. For example, in a project to move people from one office to another, the objectives may be to accomplish the move by a certain date, for a cost not to exceed a certain amount while not disrupting business (or pleasure) as usual. The requirements would include the number of people to be moved, the description of the new environment, who gets windows under what circumstances, the way telephone numbers will or will not be transferred, the need for new or transferred technology, etc.

Defining requirements often requires a series of definitions at different levels of detail over the early life of the project. Prototyping, story boarding and other techniques that enable project clients and sponsors to make sure they and the project performers have a stable and accurate understanding help to create realistic expectations.

The “push back” and clear arguments for realistic plans discussed under Effective Planning above are the means for managing expectations.
5. Acknowledge and accept uncertainty-Manage Risk 
Uncertainty is the only certainty (OK, maybe death and taxes are certain too). Because there is uncertainty, it is not possible to predict project outcomes with 100% accuracy. If you want to improve the probability of success of your projects, assess and plan for uncertainty. 
We can be very precise. Precision is about the degree of detail presented in the estimate. For example, plans may promise delivery on an exact day and hour. But, precision doesn’t mean accuracy. Accuracy is the degree to which an estimate is correct. Variance is the measure of accuracy. It is the difference between the actual outcome and the original planned outcome of a project. The longer and more complex the project and the more uncertain project stakeholders are about the project objectives and requirements, the greater the potential variance. 
While everyone agrees that uncertainty is pretty certain, there are large numbers of people who seem averse to address it in their plans. There are some who think that talking about things that can go wrong is being negative and defeatist. Some seem to believe that discussing negative possibilities will bring them on. Still others just don’t have the time. Some project plans are padded by adding extra time and money across the project. This pretty much guarantees that the project will take longer and cost more than it needs to. One of Parkinson’s Laws says that the amount of time and effort it takes to do something will expand to fill the time and resources available. Further, since sponsors and clients know that the plan is padded they will force time and cost reductions and force unrealistic plans. On the other hand, some project management gurus say that the typical plan is in excess of 50% optimistic. This guarantees late and over budget results.

Effective project planning addresses risk and uncertainty. Planners identify contingency plans and reserves to protect the sponsors and others from false expectations and unacceptable losses. Risk is a significant factor in the decision to perform a project. This means including an assessment of the possible events that could disrupt the project, analyzing the probability of their occurrence and their estimated impact and building appropriate responses into the plan. Because projects are dynamic, risk must be managed across the project’s life. A continuously updated checklist of the things that often go wrong is a very good starting point for managing risk. 
Effective project managers know that by identifying and analyzing risk possibilities they can eliminate or reduce the likelihood of negative events, minimize their impacts and more effectively manage expectations. They can also maximize the probability and impact of positive events. The pros identify contingency reserves so they can manage their projects to most-likely as opposed to best or worst case scenarios while being able to take risk into consideration.

Every project plan should clearly indicate the degree of possible variance (the difference between expectations and actual results). The degree of variance can be derived from an informed guess or based on a statistical probability using sophisticated risk management tools. 
6. Expect and plan for changes and issues

Projects are dynamic. There are always issues that must be addressed and resolved and changes that come up as the project progresses. In the course of a project, changes may be made to the definition of the objectives, the requirements, availability of resources and the environment. Every assumption made in planning the project is subject to change. 

Project teams should try to keep the number of requested changes to a minimum by more effectively defining project objectives and requirements in the first place. They should also build in some allowance for the effort and time required to evaluate, control and make estimated expected changes. There is always some change.

Uncontrolled change in outcome specifications is a primary cause of project overruns. Change control does not seek to eliminate changes. It seeks to make it easier to make necessary changes and less likely that unnecessary changes will be made. Change control requires that, once objectives and requirements are agreed upon and a plan is created, any changes that come up are documented, justified, estimated and decided upon by a person or group with appropriate authority.

Issues are the questions, concerns, and problems that arise in projects. Issue control records the issues and ensures that they are addressed. As with changes, it is wise to include estimated time and effort for addressing issues. 
Consider the other work being performed 

Projects are not performed in a vacuum. 
“…today’s manager is a juggler – responsible for keeping numerous balls in the air and never disappointing the audience. Those balls are often small and medium size projects that need to be completed on time and on spec so the manager can then get on to the next projects. All this is combined with the need to fulfill other ongoing responsibilities.”

Apply portfolio management and multi-project management. Be conscious of the conflicts, impacts and dependencies among projects and other activities. For example, in managing an office move, the plan will be far more effective and accurate if other projects that might affect the project or be affected by it, such as the implementation of a new computer system, are considered. This will help everyone avoid potential problems, like trying to install a new system in the middle of a move. It will also maximize efficiency by sequencing projects based on common sense logic.

Conflicting demand for resources is a major cause of late projects, chronic overwork and stakeholder dissatisfaction. To manage this, a multi-project schedule that clearly accounts for the availability of resources is needed. Maintaining a multi-project schedule is an administrative effort that is best accomplished through the use of a project management tool like the Microsoft Office Enterprise Project Management Solution. Without a multi-project database, there is a high risk that projects will be scheduled based on overly optimistic assumptions. Reduce this risk by making sure to consciously assess the real availability of project resources. To have a realistic schedule it is necessary to have an accurate sense of when resources will be available and what else they will be doing while they are assigned to the project.
Be Objective 

Objectivity is the only known cure for effectively managing the inevitable decisions, conflicts and problems that arise during projects. Objectivity implies a fact based, open minded approach. Effective decision making is the means to manage conflict and solve problems.

Jonathan Swift in Gulliver’s Travels described the endless warfare between the Big-endians and Little-endians, who fought over the question of whether to open an egg from the big or little end. 
Figure 3: Continuums are Natural
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Most conflict arises out of people holding beliefs that seem to be opposed to the beliefs of others. Taking a view that is grounded on the belief that there are no absolutes (except the belief that there are no absolutes) enables flexibility. As implied in the Yin-Yang design in figure 3 above, continuums, not either-or linear systems are natural. People who hold to their beliefs without questioning them and testing their foundations tend to create impasses and unnecessary conflict. Flexibility enables project teams to gain from conflict.

Questioning one’s beliefs and being open to change, while adhering to one’s principles, is not being weak and wishy-washy. It is a sign of strength and wisdom. 
Take a situational approach

Project management is the application of principles and techniques to the planning and control of project work. Managing projects is complex. It does not lend itself to cookbook approach that can be followed to the letter to get the right result. It requires the ability to scale the degree and style of management to the situation. 

The situation is defined by the complexity, uncertainty, size, and criticality of the project, the nature of the people involved, their relationships, and the project’s environment. The environment includes things like regulatory requirements, standards and procedures, cultural and geographic factors, among others.

When projects are small, simple and familiar, it is possible to be very informal and to do a lot of the planning intuitively. An ad hoc approach is often quite appropriate. The plan can be expressed as simple list of activities. Because there are few participants and they are familiar with one another, communication and control is easy and natural, requiring little writing. Because the beneficiaries of the project (sponsors, customers, users of the outcome, attendees at the event, etc.) take an active part in the project and are quite flexible in terms of what they will accept as an outcome there is little need for formal contracts and testing. 

The larger, more critical and more complex the project, the greater is the need for formality. Formality implies discipline in the form of written agreements, structured plans, regular formal communications, clear accountability, formal testing and acceptance criteria clear roles and responsibilities, and formal decision making.

There's some ancient wisdom about how to keep horses. If you put a horse in a tight pen either it will kick its way out or become too docile. If you keep the horse in an open, unfenced area it will wander away. If you keep a horse in an area that gives it enough space to exercise and have a sense of freedom, it will be satisfied. When it reaches the fence it will turn and go in a different direction because it is not worth the effort to jump the fence. Not to say that people on projects are like horses, but the formal guidelines and techniques in project management work similarly. If the rules are too rigid, there won't be enough room for the adaptation that performers and managers need to succeed. If the rules are too loose, there is inefficiency. Strike the right balance – no excess; no insufficiency 

To strike the right balance requires guidelines, procedures, education and training, readily available examples, templates, knowledge, expert coaching and support and an appropriate toolset.
7. Support continuous improvement 

The way projects are managed (i.e., the project management process), is a business process. Like all business processes it should be continuously improved.

Organizations learn in much the same way people do. Project management includes a learning process. Each project performed is an experience for learning how to perform the next project more effectively. Evaluate performance periodically throughout the project and upon each project's completion. Publish the results to inform others of pitfalls and best practices. Make these results readily available using appropriate tools. For example, Microsoft Office Project 2003 provides a customizable project guide that enables an organization to make its best practices available at the touch of a button while using the program for managing projects. See figure 4 for an example of the project guide.
Figure 4: The customizable Project Guide in Microsoft Office Project 2003 help standardize project management practices.
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Look across multiple projects to discover trends and use the trends as a clue in the search for the root causes of performance shortfalls and to identify which best practices to include in the guidelines and procedures used in managing projects.
Conclusion

Managing projects is complex. It takes time and effort. It is based on good common sense but can be made more effective by following best practices and adapting them to the current situation. Managing well makes performing projects easier and more likely to be successful. 
This paper is a starting point. The next steps are to learn more of the skills you need to sharpen, collaborate with your fellow stakeholders to decide on how best to manage your projects and determine the tools needed to support effective project management.

For More Information

For more information about project management and Microsoft Office Project 2003, see www.microsoft.com/office/project 
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