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n his quote: ªI love deadlines. I love the 
whooshing noise they make as they go 
byº, Douglas Adams epitomises how 
project mangers must feel when their 
projects don't go to plan.

With so many changes in the 
revenues and bene®ts arena, the use of project 
management to ensure a project delivers what 
is required, on time and on budget, is essential. 
Business change, such as new software systems, 
the Local Housing Allowance, shared services, 
customer service centres and reorganisation, all 
need competent project management if they are 
to be a success story. 

Poor project management can have dramatic 
consequences. The implementation of a new 
software system resulted in the demise of the 
Child Support Agency (CSA), with the National 
Audit Of®ce citing the project as: ªOne of the worst 
public administration scandals of modern times.º 
The software was allowed to go live with 52 known 
errors, causing the service to go into meltdown.

So, how do you ensure that your project 
is classed as a success, and doesn't end up 
with the poor publicity that the CSA attracted? 
It is important to understand that projects 
are a one off. They are not part of the day-to-
day work and should be treated as such. The 
purpose of a project is to produce a unique and 
prede®ned outcome at a speci®ed time, using 
predetermined resources. 

CONSULTATION AND 
INPUTS
User consultation and input is essential. While 
the term stakeholder is often overused, it is 
perhaps particularly important in determining 
what the project is ultimately trying to achieve. 
It must be clear to all stakeholders what the 
objective, outcomes and deliverables of the 
project are. A project brief is required, and this 
brief requires input from users, managers and 
developers alike. I have seen managers develop 
the project brief alone and without discussion. 
While this is often done with the best intentions 
± to save time by not bothering other individuals ± 
it is usually a recipe for failure. So-called experts 
are not always the right people to determine the 
requirements of the project. 

Involvement from senior management is 
critical. Their involvement as a project sponsor 
ensures their commitment and allows decisions to 
be directed and taken at the right level.

ROLES, RESPONSIBILITIES 
AND REQUIREMENTS
Projects can be adversely affected by stakeholder 
con¯ict. This can be especially true when the 
objective crosses departmental boundaries. An 
excellent example of this is the implementation of 
customer service strategies, shared services and 
the impending local government reorganisation.

Before any project starts, roles and 
responsibilities have to be made clear ± those 
roles must be agreed and accepted by the 
individuals concerned. Internal politics need to 

be managed as projects can fail due to poor 
management of individuals who were unclear 
of their roles and responsibilities. The terms 
of reference therefore have to be agreed by 
everyone before the project commences. The 
document can be a full project brief or for smaller 
projects minutes from the meetings outlining the 
requirements will suf®ce, but scalability to the 
size of the project should be taken into account. 
The requirements should detail what the critical 
success factors are. The basis of the requirements 
can be summed up with three questions: What 
are the objectives of the project? Why is the 
project necessary? How will the project achieve its 
objectives (detailing milestones and deliverables)?

COSTING AND TIMING
How often have you been involved in a project 
that has overrun or cost more than was originally 
budgeted for? Poor estimation of time or cost 
often occurs because of a need to complete 
a task by a ®xed date, regardless of the reality 
of achieving that date. Often projects can form 
part of a tendering process with the need to win 
work. This can lead to under-bidding by potential 
suppliers, reducing costs, time and resources to 
such an extent that the result is that the project 
may not be viable.

Where budgets allow, projects may have more 
resources applied to them to achieve a deadline 
or milestone. However, some tasks within a 
project will always have a ®xed duration of time, 

regardless of the resources applied to them. Even 
when the project is overrunning there can be an 
unwillingness to change the timetable or report 
bad news, as this can be seen as a failure. Cutting 
costs in a project will undoubtedly incur different 
costs further downstream. 

SKILL SETS
Using the correct skill sets of individuals within 
the project is essential. Often, a technical 
manager is appointed as project manager. 
He or she may not have the right skills to 
effectively manage the project. Users have the 
knowledge and experience of what the project 
is supposed to deliver, while technical staff have 
the knowledge of the methodology to deliver the 
user's requirements. To ensure these skill sets are 
used effectively, the roles must be clearly set out 
before commencing the project. 
For individual team members' roles, the following 
should be documented and communicated:

�L��responsibilities;
�L��supervision;
�L��must be consulted;
�L��may be consulted;
�L��must be noti®ed; and
�L��approval needed.

PLANNING
`If you fail to plan, you can plan to fail' ± an old 
adage, but a true one. Time taken in detailed 
planning saves time in the long run. Often there 
is a need to start a project as soon as possible, 
regardless of whether there has been any project 
planning. The planning process can be seen to 
delay physical work, but remember the plan is 
not the project, it is only a tool alongside other 
tools which are being used to reach the desired 
objectives. The plan must be realistic in achieving 
the objectives and not the required timescale. If 
the plan reveals that it's physically impossible to 
deliver the objectives, then the objectives need to 
be changed.

COMMUNICATION
Communicate, communicate and communicate 
again! Another old adage, but essential in any 
project, large or small. Good communication 
increases mutual understanding ± it is a two-way 
process and reduces hidden agendas. 
Before commencing the project, a communication 
plan should be in place. 
It should answer the following questions:

�L��what is to be 
communicated?
�L��who is responsible?
�L��why it is being 
communicated?
�L��who is going 
to receive the 
communication?; and
�L��when is it to be 
communicated?

RISK MANAGEMENT
Underestimating risks of the project can lead 
to project failure. Good risk management 
prevents surprises and allows for controlled 
change. 
Risk management contains four stages:
�L��identi®cation, where via brainstorming, all 
risks are discovered;
�L��quanti®cation ± what is the impact and 
probability? Will the risk cause a hiccup or 
catastrophe?
�L��response ± what to do with the risk; avoid it, 
mitigate it, transfer it, or even understand that 
it is not avoidable and make the decision to go 
ahead with the project anyway; and
�L��monitoring ± the risk register is not a 
stagnant document and must be reviewed at 
periodic intervals.

Any business change that we will see in 
the future will only be accepted and successful 
if it is well managed, communicated, and 
inclusive. This can only be done by using the 
principles of good project management.••

ªIt is important to 
understand that a project 
is a one off and should 
be treated as suchº
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