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Introduction
Do you have a burning desire to be a brilliant project manager? Are
you relatively new to project management and keen to develop your
skills quickly? Or are you an experienced professional looking for a
refresher? If your head is nodding then you’re just the kind of person
this practical guide is for.

In this book we’ve distilled down what we think it takes to be a
brilliant project manager. We’ve drawn on the good, the bad and the
ugly – and the eccentric. But above all, we’ve thought long and hard
about what we’ve learned from rolling up our sleeves and getting our
hands dirty. Between us we’ve got over 30 years of hands-on project
management experience. That’s plenty of time to learn lessons at the
school of hard knocks!

“The worth of a book is to be measured

by what you can carry away from it.”
James Bryce (1838–1922)

Barker & Cole’s home truths

Experience alone is unlikely to make you a brilliant project manager. You’ll

also need to do your own research and get good advice along the way.

The buck stops here
You’ve probably noticed that projects don’t always run according to
plan. In fact, you may have concluded that spiralling budgets, missed
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deadlines and half-baked deliveries are the norm rather than the
exception. It’s certainly true that failures are commonplace and some
surveys put the rate as high as 70%. So what keeps going wrong?

Much of this is down to projects being inadequately planned and
poorly managed. Responsibility for this has to be placed at the project
manager’s door. This might seem a harsh assessment when external
factors contribute to failure, but project managers are ultimately held
accountable for the fate of their projects. Failures can’t solely be put
down to inexperience either, since even hardened project managers are
seen leading their projects down paths that can only end in disaster.

There are project managers – we’ve dubbed them brilliant project
managers – who consistently succeed. This select group has the
winning knack of regularly delivering the goods and we’re going to
share the techniques they use. The good news is: none of it is compli-
cated advice. What we have to offer is based on a combination of good
old-fashioned common sense, practical experience of what works well
and knowledge of the pitfalls to avoid.

4 brilliant project management
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What’s in this book?
Project management can seem a solitary trade at times but you’re not
alone. Many of the day-to-day issues you’ll come across have already
been tackled before and Brilliant Project Management passes on this
experience.

the road to brilliant project management 5

Barker & Cole’s top tips

Next time you’re preparing for a meeting to discuss a new project, take

an hour out beforehand to dip into Brilliant Project Management.

Our advice has been packaged as a guide book to project management.
You can dip into the topics that interest you most or read it from cover
to cover. Like any guide book, we’ve had to be selective about the sub-
jects we explore. However, we’ve focused our attention on what you’ll
find of most practical use and can immediately apply. We’ll show you
the tricks of the trade and the traps to avoid. Best of all, this advice is
tried and tested in the real world of project management.

We’ve got plenty to say about the traditional project management
topics, as well as the people side of the job that often gets overlooked.
Project managers don’t just struggle with the intricacies of plans and
risk logs, they struggle with people too!

The topics we cover in this book

Core project management skills

Planning projects, dealing with risks and issues, delivering quality,

resource planning and management

People-related skills

Providing leadership, running effective meetings, facilitation techniques

�
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We recognise that becoming a brilliant project manager takes much
more than reading a book; there’s no substitute for practical experi-
ence. But as you develop your skills, we hope you’ll turn to this book
for a reminder of the good practice it’s so easy to forget during the
daily cut and thrust. We say this based on our experience of writing
this book, gaining so much from another look at familiar ground
during the process. In fact, our catchphrase soon became: ‘Wow! This
is good advice; we should be doing this ourselves!’ Most of the time, we
were only joking.

6 brilliant project management

Learning lessons

Benefiting from experience

Five reasons why it’s great to be a project manager

1 Work is interesting and challenging. You’ll be kept busy solving one

problem or another, and there’s never a dull moment!

2 There’s plenty of job satisfaction. Especially when you see something

through to completion.

3 Variety is the spice of life. No two projects are exactly the same and

there’s always something new to learn.

4 It’s a people business. You get to work with all sorts of interesting

types.

5 You’ll never be short of work. The world will never run out of projects

that need managing.

Before you set off
The journey to brilliant project management is an absorbing one, with
plenty to see and do along the way. But you don’t need to travel alone.
We hope you’ll find us useful tour guides for at least part of the way.
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the road to brilliant project management 7

Barker & Cole’s final word on starting off . . .

A skilled specialist accepted a job as a project manager. Years of

watching others in action – both good and bad – provided her with

plenty of ideas about how to do a brilliant job. Mentored by an experi-

enced colleague, she took to the role with enthusiasm. The project was

fraught with problems, went over budget and was delivered very late –

but it was like being on an intense training programme. Within 18

months she was trouble-shooting problematic projects and mentoring

junior managers.

Managing demanding projects is a great way to learn quickly. It
may seem hard at the time but there’s no substitute for on-the-
job training in challenging circumstances.
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Introduction
Too many projects start life doomed to failure. Poorly defined business
requirements and unrealistic delivery deadlines are all too common.
Projects start unravelling from day one with the project manager
acting like an innocent bystander to an accident that was waiting to
happen. There are many reasons why projects fail, but more often
than not an important root cause is in the initial planning process – or
rather lack of one.

A brilliant project manager knows that putting together a credible
and robust plan is one of the foundation stones of effective project
management. Although planning is as much an art as it is an exact
science, prior experience and common sense both have a big part to
play. There are also some sound guiding principles that anyone can
pick up and run with.

Your planning skills will be called upon from the moment you take
over a project. The chances are you’ll inherit either an unrealistic plan
or nothing concrete at all. Don’t be surprised if deadlines and under-
pinning assumptions delivered in the initial project package are
peppered with unfounded optimism.

Not all is lost, though, and paradoxically the worse the starting
point is, the greater the opportunity for turning things around.
Brilliant project managers have to be able to rescue projects in dire
straits and in fact they delight in achieving this. The road to recovery
starts with building a credible project plan.

“A good plan today is better than a perfect plan

tomorrow.”
George S. Patton (1885–1945)
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Before we look at what makes a good plan and how to go about pro-
ducing one, let’s start at the point at which things begin to get
interesting: the point at which a project is handed to a project
manager.

Taking on a project
For a brilliant project manager, the definition of the start of the project
is simply when responsibility is handed over. Most projects will
already be up and running in some shape or form when you take over,
and in the worst case scenario your new project will already have a
chequered past. Even if you join a project relatively early on, it’s likely
some work will be under way or completed. Perhaps somebody’s
already recruited a couple of team members ahead of your arrival and
they’re cracking on with what they see as the immediate priorities.

At the start of a new assignment you’ll need all your wits about
you. Taking on responsibility for a new project is a defining moment
for a project manager. There’s always a short honeymoon period when
it’s reasonable to question – in a constructive way – what’s gone on
before and to recommend corrective action. It’s vital to use this initial
handover period to best advantage and to carry out a rapid health

12 brilliant project management

Does my project have a chequered past?

You’re in trouble when…

� The project has changed its name at least once to try to leave its past

behind and to restore its good reputation.

� You’re the latest in a long succession of project managers.

� Other project managers seem far too pleased that this particular

project has fallen to you.

� Your project has already been running for a very long time without

delivering anything.
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check. When you uncover shortcomings, you’ll also need the skills to
get your project back on track as quickly as possible.

the art of planning a project 13

A quick project health check: five good starting questions

1 Are the project’s objectives clear and measurable?

2 Has anyone documented what the project needs to deliver – and

have your customers signed up to this?

3 At first sight, do existing commitments to deliverables, timescales

and resources look realistic?

4 If work is already well under way, is there a clear audit trail of sig-

nificant decisions taken and underpinning assumptions?

5 Is your team working together productively and does everyone know

what they’re expected to deliver?

Although it’s impossible to legislate for all handover scenarios, there’s
a reliable technique for embarking upon a new project with eyes at
least partially open, rather than tightly shut. This starts with making
sure there’s a robust and appropriate project plan in place – and if not,
developing one as soon as possible.

Barker & Cole’s home truths

Taking over a project that’s ‘pretty much finished – with just a few loose ends

to tidy up’ can be the ultimate doomsday scenario. Others can be prone to

wishful thinking when assessing what it takes to complete a project.

What makes a good plan?
The plan captures in one concise document what you’ve been asked to
do and how you intend to deliver. It documents all the key points
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relating to a project ranging from its objectives and deliverables right
through to the key milestones and resource requirements. A good plan
is one of the foundation stones for any project and should inspire con-
fidence in all concerned.

The mere act of creating a plan is an excellent health check in itself.
Producing one is the quickest way for you to diagnose problems and
begin addressing them. In a well-defined and properly set-up project
this should be a simple process. For projects built on a foundation of
sand – and there are plenty of them – this will prove to be a chal-
lenging task.

An imperfect plan is better than none at all. It’s useful to publish a
warts-and-all document as an opening gambit even if it has obvious
flaws. Your audience can then help you to refine it. This is usually a
more productive approach than spending an inordinate amount of
time trying to produce something close to perfection first time round.

A plan is much more than a schedule

The difference between a project plan and a project schedule confuses
manyprojectmanagers. If youaska randomcross sectionof them toshow
you their project plan, most will whip out their schedule – usually in the
form of a popular type of bar chart known as a Gantt chart. There’s a big
difference between these two key documents and what they’re used for.

A schedule usually lays out project tasks and timings, and perhaps
lists important milestones. The schedule enables a project manager to
monitor and control progress as work proceeds. A brilliant project plan
contains the project schedule, but a lot more besides.

The table opposite shows you what you should expect to find in a
plan.

14 brilliant project management
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the art of planning a project 15

Section Typical contents

Overview A summary of the project’s key features including its
objectives and how to meet them.

Objectives and key
requirements

A clear description of the project’s objectives spelling out what
the project needs to achieve to fulfil its business case. Plus a
list of the corresponding key requirements that must be met.

Approach A description of how the project is going to be tackled,
including the stages it will be broken into and any standards
to be adhered to.

Major deliverables
and key milestones

A summary of the project’s outputs and their delivery
timescales.

Scope A clear description of the boundary that will be drawn
around the scope of the project, identifying the key items
that are both inside and outside the scope.

Resource needs A summary of all of the resources that are required to
complete the project, broken down by type of resource.

Organisation/roles
and responsibilities

A list of the major project roles, the extent of their
responsibilities and how the people resources will be organised.

Internal and external
dependencies

A list of the project’s important dependencies. Some will be
within its control, while others will involve third parties.

Assumptions A list of the assumptions that have been used in preparing
the project plan.

Implementation
strategy

A description of how the project deliverables will be put into
service.

Schedule A diagrammatic view of major project phases, milestones,
activities, tasks and the resources allocated to each task.

Risk and issue
management

An initial log of the project’s key risks and issues, together
with how they’ll be managed.

Quality assurance
and control strategy

A description of the processes that will be used to make
sure the project’s deliverables are fit for purpose.

Configuration
management

The procedures that will be used to manage the versions of
the various project deliverables.
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The rest of this chapter is devoted to looking at each of these five areas
in turn. Although as a project manager you’re most likely to be quizzed
first about delivery dates!

1 Clarifying project objectives

In planning a project, it’s essential that the customers have a good
understanding of its underlying objectives and the most important
requirements. If your customers are not clear about what they want to
achieve, your job of putting together a plan is made more difficult. It also
raises serious questions about the wisdom of proceeding any further.

This might seem an obvious point but it never ceases to amaze us
how many projects fail this simple test. At the beginning of a project,
you’ll often be faced with hazy objectives and requirements. If that’s
the case, getting these fundamentals clarified must become an
important early aim of your project, before it goes any further off track.

We’re not suggesting that objectives and requirements need to be
defined in fine detail from the outset. However we do believe that, before
work starts in earnest, it’s important for you and your customers to

16 brilliant project management

Five critical elements of any good plan

1 Project objectives and supporting key requirements.

2 Project scope.

3 Major deliverables.

4 Resource needs.

5 The project schedule with key delivery dates.

Planning essentials
Within the contents of the comprehensive plan we’ve suggested, there
are specific areas that deserve particular attention. These topics repre-
sent the foundations of your plan and correspond to the five minimum
areas that any plan should address.
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achieve a shared understanding of the ‘Big Picture’. So on a construction
project, for example, it’s a distinct advantage to know whether you’re
building a bungalow or hotel before starting work on the foundations!

It’s important to distinguish between a project objective and a project
requirement. Objectives describe the desired outcome for the project as
a whole; for example, ‘to build a house that will be attractive to, and
affordable for, first-time buyers’. Requirements, on the other hand,
specify what needs to be delivered; for example, ‘the house must have
two doubles and one single bedroom’.

the art of planning a project 17

It shouldn’t happen to a project manager (but it did) . . .

A project manager was assigned to an IT project that had been running for

several years. Considerable effort had been devoted to drawing up a complex

statement of requirements. The project’s major deliverable – for some con-

siderable outlay – was to be the NEF system. Eager to find out more about

what lay behind the system, she located the section on objectives in the

weighty requirements documentation. It contained one sentence: ‘The objec-

tive of the NEF project is to deliver the NEF system.’

Running a project without a clear understanding of the underlying

business objectives is like playing a game of chess without being

introduced to the term ‘check-mate’. You’re going to have trouble

finishing the game.

It’s not unusual to find that customers have developed a detailed view
of what they want without giving a great deal of thought to what
they’d like the project to achieve. You may even find that some cus-
tomers see any discussion of the project objectives as stretching
beyond your remit: ‘Leave the whys and wherefores to me, and just
concentrate on delivering what I want.’

It’s in your own best interests to avoid being swayed by this view.
If the project objectives are nailed down, it’s easier to help your cus-
tomers check that the key requirements cross-match and support the
objectives. In the final analysis, the project will be measured against
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the customer’s expectations. It’s much easier for customers to say,
‘This isn’t what I asked for,’ when they have not been pressed to clarify
what they wanted in the first place.

Finally, if your customers can’t spell out their rationale for the
project, it can still proceed – in these circumstances many do and some
succeed. However, pinning them down will dramatically increase the
odds of a positive outcome.

2 Pinning down the scope

All projects need a sound statement of scope. This describes the
boundary to be drawn around what the project will and will not
deliver. Quite often project sponsors actively want to avoid defining
scope too tightly – they feel it will stifle their creativity and limit their
ability to flesh out requirements. However, there’s a balance that must
be struck here and it’s important to avoid being too woolly.

18 brilliant project management
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the art of planning a project 19

Barker & Cole’s top tips

Spell out what’s not going to be addressed by the project as well as

specifying what is within scope. Don’t rely on everyone making the same

assumptions about what is ‘obviously’ implied.

Having a clear definition of scope doesn’t lock anyone into a par-
ticular path come-what-may, but it does provide a sound baseline to
manage change against. This allows a project manager to make sure
everyone understands the impact of scope adjustments and should
not be confused with trying to prevent change. This way, the project
team is able to identify any extra work required and to agree any
additional costs. A clear definition is mutually beneficial.

On any project there is a risk of ‘scope creep’ – the gradual process
of the work expanding without the implications being managed effec-
tively. Everyone has personal experience of this phenomenon: ranging
from the wildly expensive home improvement project that started life
as a quick makeover, to the bank-balance-busting shopping trip that
began life as a quest for a single item of work clothing.

You should also clearly state what’s not included in the asking price
from day one, rather than finding a difference in expectations after
the event, with all the recriminations that will inevitably follow. For
example, if your house-building project isn’t going to fit out the
kitchen, clearly say so from the outset. It’s in everyone’s best interests
to avoid fundamental misunderstandings from the very start.

3 Defining major deliverables
No sane person would entertain the idea of engaging a construction
company with the simple remit to ‘build a house’. At the very least there
would have to be a statement of the expected deliverables such as: a
three-bedroom house with two bathrooms and a landscaped garden,
plus supporting items like architect’s drawings and a garden design.

This basic principle should be applied to every project – make sure
all the tangible things are defined and agreed up front. It shouldn’t be
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hard for you to define your project this way. If this is a difficult task,
you’ll get a timely warning regarding your lack of understanding
about what needs to be delivered.

20 brilliant project management

Barker & Cole’s top tips

Do a sanity check of your major deliverables against your objectives to

check they’re aligned. Every one should relate directly or indirectly to the

project objectives – and vice versa.

The benefits of focusing on deliverables rather than activities can be
seen from the very start. A project based on tangible deliverables is far
easier to manage. It allows you to be precise about what needs to be
delivered and helps you to track progress in a concrete way.

4 Realistic resources

Your project sponsor will want to keep a close eye on costs and one of
the key questions will be: how much? You’ll be under immediate
pressure to keep a lid on resources and costs, or perhaps even achieve
a reduction. There’s certainly nothing wrong with fiscal prudence but
this pressure will occasionally border on the farcical. Be wary of
demands to reduce costs when the budget is already optimistic or
perform other similar acts of financial wizardry.

It’s important to resist early pressure to adopt an unrealistic
budget. While it’s unlikely you’ll be asked to slash the budget without
reason and the argument put forward may be persuasive, be wary of
accepting it at face value. For example, the customer may insist, ‘We
don’t want a gold-plated solution.’ In reality, this type of discussion is
rarely about overly elaborate requirements, it’s more about miracu-
lously achieving reduced costs without any consequences. Roughly
translated into real project-speak this means: ‘We want everything
we’ve asked for but at a discounted cost.’

Having got an agreed budget, the first priority for a project manager
is to identify and manage those costs that’ll be assigned to your
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project; primarily anything you’ll need to buy or hire to build the
project’s deliverables. This may include the cost of equipment pur-
chased or funds needed to cover the expense of hiring external project
team members. Since these costs are a direct result of your project,
you’ll be expected to prepare an accurate budget for them and then to
be held accountable for the expenditure.

You can afford to take a more relaxed view of any general overheads
that are not directly connected with your project; for example bills for
heating and lighting. We’re not advocating that a project manager
should intentionally ignore known costs but effort spent chasing
wider costs is effort lost to other project management tasks. You’ll
rarely be expected to factor in these costs and doing so only opens up
a can of financial worms. Leave well alone!
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Key costs to consider when you’re preparing your budget

1 People costs charged to your project including external contractors

and consultants.

2 Equipment purchased or hired to deliver the project. For example

machinery or supporting technology.

3 Facilities your project needs and has direct responsibility for. For

example rented temporary accommodation.

4 Expenses incurred when the fruits of your labours are first handed

over. For example training, marketing and one-off deployment costs.

5 Costs your customers will incur to keep what you have delivered

operating from day to day.

We know it’s not easy to deal with a situation where a realistic budget
is out of kilter with expectations. In order to defend what might be
seen as an unreasonable proposal, you’ll need to have a clear audit
trail of how cost estimates have been arrived at. This should include a
detailed breakdown of how you arrived at the overall cost and high-
light any key assumptions used.
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Identifying resource costs for the project plan is just the start of the
process. Careful resource planning and management is an important
part of brilliant project management. That’s why we’ve dedicated the
whole of Chapter 5 to this topic.

5 An achievable schedule

After the handover preliminaries are complete, the first question
you’ll be asked is, ‘When can we see your project plan?’ or the
project schedule, as we now know it. Primarily your customers will
want to know when you expect the project to deliver, but they’ll
also want some proof your dates were not just plucked out of thin
air.

It’s important to resist the temptation to come up with a crowd-
pleasing initial offering with wildly optimistic delivery dates. After the
warm glow from the backslapping and congratulations fades you’ll be
left with a millstone round your neck for the remainder of the project.
It’s far better to set out your stall with a schedule that’s realistic and
well thought out.

You need to understand your customers’ timing expectations, but
the schedule shouldn’t be built around these exclusively. Too many
planning exercises are doomed from the beginning because they start
from an imposed delivery date and work backwards. In contrast, a
brilliant plan is based upon three key elements:

� Deliverables – what your project needs to deliver.

� Resources – the resources required to deliver your project.

� Dependencies – those dependencies between your items of work.

You should develop the schedule around a clear, logical structure for
delivering the project. The first step is to break up the project into
manageable chunks of work. For example in a construction project:

� put down the foundations;

� lay the brickwork;

� add the roofing;
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� fit the windows, and

� finish off the interior.

This structure will usually be based on the major deliverables and it
must reflect the sequence of delivery or any interdependencies.

It’s important that you get the level of detail in the schedule right.
The current phase should be sufficiently detailed to enable work to be
tracked and reported on at least weekly. However, it will usually be
sufficient to have activities for later project phases defined at a higher
level of detail. Sufficient planning is required to provide reasonable
confidence in the schedule, but a lot of work trying to define distant
project activities is unlikely to be the best use of your time.
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Top tips for developing a realistic schedule

1 Develop a schedule for the complete project. It should include a

summary of all of the activities through to the project end. This may

not be easy since early project phases may have a significant impact

on the rest of the project. However, the schedule without an end is

likely to be an accurate prediction: the project will never end.

2 Provide clear visibility of the project’s key deliverables. Your schedule

should show how and when the project’s key deliverables are to be

produced. The delivery of each key product should be flagged as a

significant project milestone.

3 Design the schedule to make tracking and reporting easy. As the

schedule is being developed, make sure it’s structured to facilitate

progress reporting too. Then you can publish a copy with progress

reflected in it or extract the information for inclusion in a report.

Although you’re the custodian of the project schedule, it’s important
to involve your team in its development. This is an excellent way to
build commitment to the deadlines. Your project will be at serious risk
of derailment if your team believes it’s been put together without
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team members’ input. When the going gets tough – which it will –
your team might well spend more time finding fault with the schedule
than getting on with the job.

Lastly, before final publication, commission a peer review from
outside the team. There’s much to be gained from asking a friendly
colleague to run over the schedule with a ‘fresh pair of eyes’. Select
someone with the right experience who hasn’t been involved in the
planning process itself to provide an assessment of the schedule’s
overall completeness, clarity and feasibility.
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It shouldn’t happen to a project manager (but it did) . . .

A project manager joined a project in dire straits – there was no chance of deliv-

ering to the agreed milestones. The company’s finance director and programme

manager demanded a new, realistic project plan (schedule) immediately. The

project manager built a new schedule based on realistic timescales, using esti-

mates provided by the delivery team. Milestones were tight but achievable.

The project team presented its plan and was shocked by the programme

manager’s response: ‘Don’t ever insult me like this again! I’m going to leave

the room for an hour to calm down; I can’t trust myself at the moment. When

I return make sure your revised dates don’t have the same effect.’

It’s no fun feeling the heat when your schedule is unpopular. But

you’ll suffer a worse fate if you get bullied into committing to a

schedule that’s simply unachievable.

Summary
There’s an enormous temptation at the start of a project to roll up your
sleeves and get cracking – perhaps to start work on a highly visible,
meaty project task and make an immediate impression as a doer. This
is just like a builder starting to lay bricks before the architect is con-
sulted. In contrast, when George Washington famously decided to fell
a tree, he spent plenty of time sharpening the axe before a quick burst
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of activity completed his mission. We’re strong advocates of this meas-
ured and planned approach.

Time set aside for producing a plan is likely to be the best invest-
ment you can make on inheriting a project. For a start, never, ever
accept your new project is in good shape unless you can see it with
your own eyes and prove it with hard facts. Make sure you begin by
giving your project an immediate health check by taking a close look
at the plan – assuming there is one – and double-checking it’s built on
solid foundations.

Don’t be shocked if you discover the plan’s in poor shape or non-
existent. Don’t be overly surprised if the objectives aren’t clearly stated
or if the deliverables are vague and woolly. This type of situation is not
as rare as you might think, and it’s not the end of the world as long as
you take immediate action. Make building a credible plan your top
priority.
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Barker & Cole’s final word on the art of planning a project . . .

� When taking on a project think ‘Buyer Beware!’ Seize the moment to

undertake a comprehensive project review.

� Don’t strive for the perfect project plan – but do invest time in

resolving any critical issues.

� Put the emphasis on what needs to be delivered – rather than what

needs to be done.

� When? How much? Don’t be bullied into giving crowd-pleasing com-

mitments that are unachievable.

� Sharpen the axe! Make sure you’ve got a plan you and your team

believe in.

M02_BARK2328_01_SE_C02.QXP:M02_BARK2328_01_SE_C02  17/10/08  09:13  Page 25



 

M02_BARK2328_01_SE_C02.QXP:M02_BARK2328_01_SE_C02  17/10/08  09:13  Page 26



 

Chapter three

risk andissue
management

transforming admin into
action
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Introduction
According to a famous Irish bar philosopher, there are three types of
people: those who make things happen, those who things happen to,
and those who say, ‘What happened?’

This homespun, tongue-in-cheek psychology can be accurately
extended to project managers. There are those who make sure risks
and issues are managed, those who react to events as they happen,
and those who say, ‘What’s happened to my project?’ In some cases,
project managers who’ve failed to manage risks and issues will be
blissfully unaware of their role in the disaster. Very much like a bad
driver whose thoughtlessness causes a motorway pileup and who
exhibits innocent amazement at the carnage unfolding in the rear-
view mirror.

Even the best managed projects rarely run exactly to plan.
Inevitably events will occur that have the potential to derail your
project unless they are dealt with effectively. Risk and issue manage-
ment is a key tool in anticipating and dealing with these events.

It shouldn’t happen to a project manager (but it did) . . .

System problems at a large financial institution caused a major outage

and loss of revenue, and the proverbial really hit the fan. During the

ensuing witch hunt the project manager who recruited the culprit

bragged, ‘I had my doubts about him at the interview. I asked him about

“Lots of folks confuse bad management with

destiny.”
Frank McKinney Hubbard (1868–1932)

�
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Managing risks and issues
It’s surprising how many people in a project team struggle to define
the meaning of ‘risk’ and ‘issue’. In the context of a project:

� a risk is an event that may occur and if it does will threaten the
successful delivery of the project;

� an issue is a situation that if left unresolved will have the same
effect.
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his weak points and he admitted that he was prone to being careless at

times.’

Some people revel in letting everyone know they saw it coming, while

conveniently overlooking the consequences of their own inaction.

Barker & Cole’s world of simple definitions

A risk is something bad that might happen; an issue is something bad

that has happened.

Risk and issue management is an approach to anticipating and dealing
with events that can cause significant deviations from the project
plan. On another level, risk and issue management helps you to pin-
point your plan’s weaknesses and gives a useful insight into your
project’s overall health.

It’s more than admin

Considering the importance of risk and issue management, it’s disap-
pointing that many project managers see it as a tiresome
administrative exercise; a list of extremely unlikely events with dire
consequences created at the start of a project. The list – or log as it is
often called – is immediately filed away in the hope that when things
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go awry the log can be pulled out with a triumphant shout of, ‘I told
you so!’

This totally misses the point of the exercise. A brilliant project
manager makes risk and issue management something that’s revisited
repeatedly throughout the project lifecycle.
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You know your risks and issues are just there to pad out
your project file when …

� The project name is incorrect because the list has just been lifted

from a previous project.

� They were last updated on the second day of the project.

� Everything is at risk, even whether day will follow night.

� They’re kept a closely guarded secret from the rest of the project

team.

Process overview

There’s a well-established process for handling risk and issues. This is
straightforward and involves only three steps:

1 Identification. Pinning down the key risks and issues that threaten
the success of your project.

2 Action planning. Assessing what can be done to deal with them.

3 Monitoring and control. Keeping risks and issues under review and
adjusting your approach when needed.

It’s essential for you to drive this process on behalf of your team.
However, any project team member should be encouraged to flag
potential issues and risks for assessment. The whole team also has a
role to play in seeing through the actions that are agreed.

The risk management process is an iterative one. After the initial
identification and assessment of risks and issues have been made,
mechanisms should be put in place to keep them under regular review.
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This will include looking out for new risks and issues, and reassessing
those that have already been captured.

In the remainder of this chapter, we’ll explore each step in the
process in more depth.

Step 1: identifying key risks and issues
You’ll often see risks and issues described in vague and generic terms.
A fair number of project managers also treat the identification of risks
as a test of their imagination. What unlikely, totally uncontrollable
event can they dream up?
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Barker & Cole’s top tips

Don’t spend time worrying about things that are outside of your control.

Focus your attention on risks and issues you can influence directly.

A good number of important risks and issues will be immediately
apparent – especially to a seasoned project manager. Particularly valu-
able will be your prior experience of managing similar projects, since
many risks and issues are likely to reoccur. As you work with your
team to draw up a list of potential risks and issues, it’s good to keep
three basic questions bubbling away at the back of your mind:

1 What threats are there to a fit-for-purpose delivery? This includes con-
cerns about over-engineering as well as falling short of what’s
required.

2 What threats are there to keeping to agreed project costs? Here we’re really
thinking about overruns since underspend is not that common.

3 What threats are there to planned delivery timescales? Again, overrun is
the typical concern, since projects don’t have a habit of finishing
ahead of schedule.

You’ll also benefit from some systematic techniques for teasing out
those risks and issues that aren’t staring you in the face. Once an
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initial pass of the more obvious risks and issues has been undertaken,
we recommend validating and expanding this list using the following
three techniques.
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Techniques for identifying risks and issues

1 Assumptions review. Consider how safe each important assumption

underpinning your plan is.

2 Lessons learned. Look at what’s gone wrong with other (similar)

projects in your neighbourhood.

3 Checklists. Work through lists of things to think about and other

handy mnemonics.

Assumptions review

Wouldn’t it be great to have 20–20 hindsight? Invariably something
comes along and temporarily derails your project that seems fairly obvious
in retrospect. Unfortunately many things that seem obvious after the
event aren’t that obvious at the time. One excellent way of anticipating
problems is by reviewing project assumptions. This is a simple and sen-
sible way of identifying project risks, and perhaps some issues too.

In preparing a project plan, you’ll always need to make some
assumptions. More often than not, major risks and issues arise when
these are misplaced. They also lurk in what are thought to be facts, but
turn out to be assumptions in disguise.

Barker & Cole’s world of simple definitions

A project assumption is more or less anything that has not already

happened.

So, first have a careful review of your project facts to check they’re
sound. Then, ask yourself how safe each assumption is. If the answer
is something like ‘not very’, add it to the pile.
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Lessons learned

Nearly all risks and issues have hit other projects before. It’s one of the
few times that you can reap benefit from the suffering of others. If
nothing else you’ll surely have your own lessons to draw upon.

Not many project managers are keen to own up to or document
their mistakes. So you’ll be lucky if you find any ‘lessons learned’
reports. In any event, there’s no substitute for simply talking to other
project managers and comparing notes. Also people tend to be more
candid if the meeting is informal.

For each lesson that you come across, ask yourself whether it
applies to your project. If so, add it to your list.

Checklists

When you think you’ve got a pretty good starting list together, you can
use checklists as a prompt to identify additional risks and issues.
Checklists provide a series of categories to consider and here’s one
example:
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Schedule

Technology

Organisation

Resources

Methods

Compatibility

Lifecycle

Over-engineering

Users

Dependencies

Suppliers

You may be able to find checklists designed with your particular
type of project in mind. If you can’t lay your hands on any tailored
checklists, there’s nothing to stop you and your colleagues con-
structing your own. It’s a good way to share your experience.
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Risks and issues logs

Once you’ve got your risks and issues identified, you’ll need a place to
record them. Logs are used to document specific information about
each element. Here’s the minimum set of information that we believe
you should hold about your risks and issues.
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Log item name Description Risk log Issue log

ID A unique identifier (simply used as a
reliable cross-reference)

� �

Raised by The person who identified the risk or
issue

� �

Date raised The date on which the risk or issue was
logged

� �

Description A clear description of the risk or issue
and its impact

� �

Probability Probability score; the likelihood of a risk
occurring

� �

Impact Impact score; impact on the project of
the issue or risk (if the risk occurs)

� �

Score Risk score; measure of the size of the
risk (taking into consideration its
likelihood and impact)

� �

Action(s) The actions agreed to deal with the risk
or issue

� �

Owner The person assigned overall
management responsibility and
ownership for the risk or issue

� �

Escalate Whether or not escalation within the
organisation is required (yes/no)

� �

Risk/issue
x-reference

Cross-reference where an issue has
arisen from a previously identified risk

� �

Open/closed Whether or not the risk or issue is current � �
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There’s other information that could be recorded for each risk and
issue, but in our experience these are rarely used in a meaningful way.
Additional items simply create ‘noise’ and an unnecessary overhead in
maintaining the logs.

One final word of caution: neither too much nor too little!
Experience shows that project teams are reluctant to trawl through
logs crammed with every risk and issue imaginable. Rather than
looking for the gems buried within, they’ll simply ignore the logs
entirely. So don’t allow anything onto your logs unless it really merits
attention.

Step 2: action planning
Once you’ve identified your risks and issues you’ll need to plan some
positive action, or the whole exercise will have been an interesting but
ultimately pointless undertaking. Having picked up a fair number of
sick projects in our time, we can’t emphasise enough the importance
of the old medical adage: prevention is better than cure.

With risks, your first objective is to identify ways of preventing
them from happening. These actions are known as preventative actions.
The key to avoiding risks is simply to ask yourself what could be done
to prevent each risk from happening.

For an issue, it’s too late to do anything preventative – for that’s the
very thing that differentiates it from a risk. So instead you have the
job of planning actions that can deal with the consequences. These
actions are known as contingent actions and they should resolve – or at
least contain – the issue.

As a further refinement, it’s also possible to plan contingent actions
for risks. These are the actions that you would take if your preventative
measures fail to stop the risk occurring. You could always take the ‘I’ll
cross that bridge when I come to it’ approach, but this is not always
wise. Fire safety illustrates this nicely. Most offices now employ sen-
sible preventative measures to guard against fire; for example making
furniture from materials that are not readily combustible. However,
contingent measures are also usually in place; for example sprinkler
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systems and rehearsed file drills. Clearly it would be somewhat late in
the day to start installing a sprinkler system at the first whiff of smoke.

Prioritising risks and issues

Since risks and issues do not all have the same level of importance, you
need to find a way of identifying those that deserve the most attention.
There are many ways of doing this, and we’ve seen many impressively
sophisticated means of weighting various factors and calculating
scores. However, for most projects, the following simple scoring mech-
anism provides you with a good way of prioritising risks and issues.
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Risk and issue scoring

Risk score � Probability of occurrence � Impact if risk occurs

Issue score � Impact of issue

There are complex statistical techniques to analyse risk probabilities
and to model outcomes. However, we prefer to use the following
simple rating system.

Scoring system

Probability of occurrence Project impact
1 – Very unlikely 1 – Negligible

2 – Fairly unlikely 2 – Minor

3 – 50/50 chance 3 – Moderate

4 – Fairly likely 4 – Serious

5 – Almost certain 5 – Disastrous

For example, a risk that was fairly unlikely and would have a serious

impact on the project if it occurred would get a risk score of 8 (2 � 4),

while an almost certain risk that carried a moderate impact would get a

score of 15 (5 � 3), and so on.
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Having scored your risks and issues using this technique, you can then
simply sort them by score. Those with the highest scores deserve your
immediate attention.

Step 3: monitoring and control
As we’ve said, risk and issue management is not something that you
just do at the beginning of the project. Quite the contrary: it’s some-
thing that is part and parcel of day-to-day project management.

It’s good practice to incorporate a review of risks and issues as part
of tracking project progress. For example, you could make this a
standing agenda item at your check-point meetings. You should
review both risks and issues already logged, and assess anything new
identified by you or your team.

Even a brilliant project manager can’t deal single-handedly with
each threat to project success. Furthermore, you’re unlikely to be best
placed to deal with them all directly. However, it’s essential that
there’s always a single point of ownership that can’t be passed on. The
owner must be actively involved in assessing the relevant risk or issue
and agreeing the course of action required.
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Barker & Cole’s home truths

Key project management tools – such as the risks and issues log – can

lose their freshness as quickly as a baguette. If they’re not regularly

updated they soon become stale.

In some circumstances, resolution of a risk or issue may prove imposs-
ible, or it may not be directly within your sphere of influence. If this is
the case you must consider escalating resolution to someone more
senior. A brilliant project manager is judicious in choosing when to
escalate – you don’t want to be seen as someone who can’t resolve
problems. However, there’s no point banging your head against a brick
wall over resolving matters you simply can’t influence.
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Most organisations expect appropriate escalation and generally you
won’t be thanked for holding onto risks and issues that need more
senior attention. One important point to note, though, is that use of
escalation does not abdicate your responsibility from tracking the risk
or issue. A big cheese might have her name against a risk or issue in
your log, but that doesn’t mean that anything meaningful is being
done about it!

Are your logs trying to tell you something?

From time to time, it’s a good idea to take a step back to consider your
risks and issues logs in their entirety. They provide a useful pointer to
the overall health of your project. A large number of significant risks
and issues is a sign of a project in trouble. It suggests that more radical
action is required than simply trying to address each risk or issue in
isolation.
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A final tip is to take a look at how the risk and issue logs have
evolved over time. As a healthy project progresses, you’d expect that
risks would be reduced – or at least contained. You should also see evi-
dence of a good track record in closing down issues. So increasing risk
scores, and issues hanging around on the logs indefinitely, should be
a cause for concern and further investigation.

Summary
A brilliant project manager won’t end up looking around in amaze-
ment wondering, ‘What happened?’ If you manage your risks and
issues you’ll be giving yourself the best possible chance of side-step-
ping the avoidable things that threaten your project. Remember: if you
don’t attack risks and issues they’ll attack you!

We know that risk and issue management will never have a glam-
orous image, but it’s often unfairly tagged as a one-off administrative
exercise. It’s a process that should be applied throughout the project
to keep threats firmly in your sights. To do this effectively you need to
use a simple, systematic approach so that you don’t overlook anything
important.

Don’t finish your project wishing you’d done a better job of antici-
pating events and taking early corrective action. Too many project
managers end up kicking themselves and wishing ‘If only’ because a
problem was so obvious with hindsight. With a little extra thought
and attention, these risks and issues could have been nipped in the
bud.

A brilliant project manager avoids being a victim of chance and cir-
cumstance. No doubt you’ll have a reputation as someone who makes
things happen. But in this context, you’ll also be known as someone
who makes sure that certain things don’t happen!
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Barker & Cole’s final word on risk and issue management . . .

� It’s not an add-on – it’s an intrinsic part of brilliant project manage-

ment.

� Your risks and issues should be clear, succinct and above all else

specific to your project. Make sure you can see the wood for the

trees.

� A progress review isn’t complete without a trawl through your logs.

� Concentrate your efforts on the biggest risks and issues, not the ones

that are easiest to deal with.

� Use your log to give your project a regular health check.
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Chapter four

delivering

quality
getting fit for purpose
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Introduction
Mention the word ‘quality’ to some project managers and you’ll hear
an audible groan. The term comes loaded with connotations of gold-
plated solutions, unrealistic customer expectations and misdirected
effort.

Project managers understandably respond to the pressure to deliver
on time and somewhere close to budget. Quality can often end up as
the poor relation to these two very obvious measures of success.
However, once the project team has packed up and an organisation
has to live with the fruit of its labours, what usually matters most? For
the majority of projects, we believe that the quality of delivery is by far
the most important dimension.

Imagine you’re running a project to build a house and direct most
of your attention to timescales and costs. It’s unlikely that your cus-
tomer will say, ‘The roof leaks and the foundations are suspect, but the
house was finished when you said it would be and you came in on
budget. Good job!’ However, if quality plays an important part in your
plans, the client might say, ‘OK, you kept me waiting for two months
and it cost me a bit more than I expected, but the house is just what I
wanted. For a builder, you’ve done a pretty good job!’ In our experi-
ence, the euphoria of an on-time and on-budget delivery is very
short-lived if the results are substandard.

You might have heard people talk about the ‘cost of quality’.
However, we think it’s more a case of the ‘cost of no quality’. You prob-
ably know of a piece of work that was carried out as a rushed job to

“It’s not enough that we do our best,

sometimes we have to do what’s required.”
Sir Winston Churchill (1874 –1965)
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meet some critical deadline, which then turned out to be not so critical
when all kinds of problems were found. No doubt considerable time
and expense were then expended putting things right. This kind of
experience illustrates why compromising on quality is usually coun-
terproductive. Far from being an unnecessary overhead, chasing
quality will keep you on track to hand over a solution that delivers
lasting customer satisfaction.
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You know quality is an irritating point of detail when . . .

� The person responsible for quality on your project was given that role

because they didn’t seem capable of doing anything else.

� You rely entirely on an external ‘quality team’ to make sure what you

deliver is up to the job.

� Quality checks are put on the ‘only do if time left’ list – behind organ-

ising the end-of-project party.

What does quality mean?
The term quality means many things to many people. Sometimes it’s
used in the ‘gold-plated’ sense we referred to in the opening of this
chapter. However, for a project we apply a more pragmatic definition:
meeting expectations and requirements.

Plumbing in the hotel industry provides us with a neat way of illus-
trating this slant on quality! Say we have the job of supplying taps to one
of the finest hotels in the world, which is seeking to attract customers
who are used to the finest things in life. The specification for the taps
would include practical things like the ability to turn on and off, and
long-term reliability. Being a very upmarket hotel, gold plating or some
other sign of opulence would also be essential. Now imagine that we’re
supplying taps to a budget chain of hotels. The ability to turn on and off,
and reliability, would still be relevant requirements – but the require-
ment for any luxurious embellishment would be an expensive frivolity.
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So, in our world, quality hinges on what extent something is fit for
the purpose for which it is intended – not that it has any special worth or
extra degree of refinement. In fact, by our definition, both over-engi-
neered and under-engineered solutions are poor quality. Ultimately
this requires a good understanding of what the customer needs, not
just what the customer wants.
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Barker & Cole’s world of simple definitions

Quality is all about delivering something that’s fit for the purpose for

which it’s intended.

Agreeing what’s fit-for-purpose
The biggest problem with the pursuit of quality is in making it a tan-
gible, measurable concept. After all, how can you be expected to deliver
quality if it’s specified in vague terms? Delivering something that’s of
good quality or appropriate quality is as difficult as clapping with one hand.

We know from experience that it can be difficult to reach agree-
ment as to what fit-for-purpose really means. This is because a project
manager may well disagree with the customer’s view of what’s essen-
tial. This isn’t to say you shouldn’t be prepared to debate the necessity
of their requirements, but you must remember that ultimately it’s the
customer’s final decision as to how fitness for purpose is specified.

Getting a clear and reliable definition of what constitutes fit-for-
purpose on your project is crucial for its success. We therefore want to
take a closer look at exactly what we mean by fit-for-purpose in the
project context. Much hinges on reaching a reasonable agreement
with your customer about the essence of what is needed.

Barker & Cole’s home truths

Poor quality leaves behind a bitter taste that lingers longer than the

warm glow generated by achieving a tight deadline or a cheap price.
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Fit-for-purpose baseline

Put simply, your objective is to deliver your project with your customers
accepting that what you’ve supplied is fit for its intended purpose. To
achieve this you’ll need to agree a specific set of deliverables before
you start work. This needs to be more than just a simple list and
should be a rich description of all of the important features.

It’s usually difficult to establish the fine detail of what’s required
for a project – especially in the early stages. Your first attempts to nail
down what the customer wants are likely to be sprinkled with extra
features that can’t be accurately claimed as essential. Your role is to
help your customers to sort out the genuinely mandatory (the must-
haves) from the really important and nice-to-haves.

A useful technique for steering your customers through this dis-
cussion is to introduce some kind of prioritisation. You can then let
your customers list everything, even the bells and whistles, as long as
they attach their rating of how essential each item is. The next step is
to work with them to agree which are absolutely essential for the project
to meet its objectives.

Reaching a perfect agreement isn’t a reasonable expectation: it’s
not necessary either. As long as the specification isn’t inundated with
superfluous extras, there’s no problem with accepting a few extra
treats. It’s far better to let a couple of extra features creep in – even if
you’re convinced they’re not entirely necessary – as long as the bulk of
the requirements are pitched correctly. After all, in the end it’s your
customers’ call as to what’s deemed essential and what’s not.

The resulting mandatory requirements equip you with a minimum
fit-for-purpose baseline. As a brilliant project manager, you’ll want to
deliver considerably more than this.
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Fit-for-purpose baseline top tips

� Ensure the people who agree the quality baseline are also involved in

the project sign-off. This will achieve a consistent view on what’s fit-

for-purpose.
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Negotiating around quality

One of the biggest problems you’ll face is an inflated set of mandatory
requirements – in fact this happens on nearly every project. It’s not
unknown for everything to become essential. This distorts the defi-
nition of what fit-for-purpose means, and increases costs and
timescales. It also removes scope for manoeuvre if times get tough,
because too many treats are seen as non-discretionary.

Sometimes this happens innocently, when customers confuse what
they’d like with what they really need. Other times, the reasons are
more calculated. Keep an eye out for typical problems in this area:

� Lack of experience in stating what’s needed. There’s a good chance that
the people responsible for providing requirements will be doing
this without much experience. So they’ll need some guidance on
how they should go about describing what they need. They’ll also
need to understand the implications of loading on requirements
that aren’t strictly necessary.

� Different perspectives from the top and bottom. Most projects have to
serve a variety of masters, striking a balance between achieving
high-level goals and delivering something useful for people
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� The definition of a mandatory requirement is that if it’s not met, the

whole delivery has to be rejected. Use this acid test to encourage your

customers to be reasonable about what’s listed as essential.

� Agree the relative priority of optional add-ons. Treats aren’t of equal

importance and you may have to sacrifice some in favour of others.

� Help your customers to understand the cost of items that are of mar-

ginal benefit. Encourage them to consider dropping anything that’s

poor value.

� Anything included in the fit-for-purpose baseline is non-negotiable. If

time or cost pressures become acute, some treats will have to be

dropped.
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working at the coal face. People at an operational level tend to
overstate what they can’t live without and more senior personnel
tend to see too many things as just nice-to-have.

� Taking a negotiating position. Given that most projects are known to
falter in one way or another, many customers anticipate their
project will fall short of whatever’s agreed up-front. Therefore they
(craftily) overstate their requirements, so they can be negotiated
back to where they wanted to be in the first place.

Whatever the reason, it’s important to coax customers back into real-
istic definitions of what they really need and what they’d like.
Facilitate a meaningful discussion on this and try to tease out the
facts. However, remember that it’s the customer, not you, who makes
the final call on what fit-for-purpose means for a project. Accept that
the interpretation of quality inevitably involves some degree of subjec-
tivity. After all, you won’t be able to persuade the owners of Dubai’s
seven-star Burj Al Arab Hotel – reputedly the most luxurious in the
world – that lavish bathroom fittings are a nice-to-have optional extra!
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It shouldn’t happen to a project manager (but it did) . . .

The explanation of the importance of prioritising requirements went down

extremely well with one receptive customer: ‘This is a much better way of

doing things.’ The project manager approached the rating of the requirements

list with confidence. She started at the top and worked her way down. The

first requirement was rated as a ‘mandatory’. This was quickly followed by

‘mandatory’ for the second. And the third, and so on, until all the require-

ments were universally rated as essential and non-negotiable. The customer

was delighted with the requirements prioritisation exercise.

Like giving up a bad habit, it’s easier to gain agreement to the theory

than to put it into practice.
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Measuring quality
There’s an old saying that ‘if you can’t measure it, you can’t manage
it’. On a project, if you have some clear and well-thought-out
measures for assessing what’s fit-for-purpose, it’s going to be easier to
spot things going wrong and to act accordingly. So how do you go
about doing this?

Our starting point is that a project’s success will largely be assessed
by the things it delivers, rather than the activities it does to deliver. So,
quality measures must focus on project outputs. These include both
the final deliverables and any intermediate ones that are required
along the way.

The most basic question is whether all of the planned deliverables
have been produced. The next level of assessment is to take a close look
at what’s been produced to see whether they conform to specification.
A great way to do this is to use quality criteria. These are tests that
should be applied to a deliverable to see whether it’s fit-for-purpose.

We recommend you phrase your quality criteria as succinct and
specific questions. These will encourage an objective and focused
assessment of what’s been produced. For example: ‘Have the foun-
dations been dug to sufficient depth to support the planned
two-storey building?’

Quality criteria should be defined up-front as part of specifying a
project deliverable. That way, the people who are working on your
project will know how their efforts will be assessed. This in turn
increases the probability that what they turn out will be fit-for-
purpose.
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Barker & Cole’s top tips

When you’re defining your quality criteria, don’t just think short term. It’s

easy to overlook some of the things that might matter once the project has

been wrapped up. For example, you might want quality criteria to check

the ease of maintenance once the project team has been disbanded.
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Quality reviews
A key principle of project quality control is that measures are taken at
frequent intervals – especially early on. It’s essential to reduce the cost
of any rework by intercepting problems when they’ll be both easier
and cheaper to correct. Bizarrely many projects never have enough
time to get things right first time, but always find enough time to do
it all over again.

As a general rule, we recommend you arrange three quality reviews
during the production of any important deliverable:

� Before anyone even starts work. Get the key players together to review
the specification of the deliverable and the quality criteria that will
be used to assess its fitness for purpose. It’s amazing how much
misunderstanding and ambiguity this uncovers. Far better to have
a hand-wringing session before work starts, than trying to rectify
a major misunderstanding once work is well under way.

� At the earliest point during construction when the first sensible measure of
quality can be taken. This is an ideal opportunity not only to check
that things are heading in the right direction but also to clear up
any outstanding issues in connection with the deliverable specifi-
cation or its quality criteria.

� As development of a deliverable is completed or is nearing completion. A
final checkpoint that will, hopefully, reveal only minor deviations
from specification. If major deficiencies are uncovered at least
they’re known about sooner rather than later.

If the deliverable passes its quality review, work can proceed as
planned. If the deliverable falls short, you’ll need to agree the rework
required and then make sure that this is incorporated in the project
schedule.

One tip is to arrange for quality reviews to be built into the flow of
work. There are usually several points in a project where deliverables
are handed over like the baton in a relay race. At each of these hand-
over points we recommend the deliverable is verified as fit-for-purpose
by whoever is on the receiving end of the delivery. This person will
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have a vested interest in ensuring the quality is right and this is their
best opportunity to draw attention to any flaws.
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It shouldn’t happen to a project manager (but it did) . . .

One project team introduced metrics into its quality control process and

started rating each delivery to track quality trends. All went well for a time.

The metrics provided a useful tool for spotting problems early. Then suddenly

the metrics indicated a sharp and unexpected decline in one area. After inves-

tigation by the project manager, it transpired that a few individuals were using

the marking system to settle personal vendettas. They were routinely marking

deliveries from certain of their colleagues harshly – no matter how good the

quality of the work.

Quality reviews are like knives: useful devices but dangerous

weapons in the wrong hands. Make sure they’re always objective

and constructive.

Right people, right skills, write quality

It’s totally counterproductive to receive misleading feedback – be that
misguided and irrelevant critiques, or a glowing bill of health that
subsequently proves misplaced. To find out how well your project is
really doing you’ll need to ensure that the right people undertake your
quality reviews.

Be sure that you get the right match between the reviewer’s skills and
experience and the type of review being requested. For example, a
common pitfall is to provide a customer with a document to review that’s
full of jargon. Then when things fall apart they’ll say that it seemed OK to
them at the time, but they weren’t really sure what they were looking at.

It’s the project manager’s responsibility to make sure that either
deliverables are presented in a way that matches the reviewer’s skills
and experience, or some practical help is given during the review
process by someone who can highlight and explain the most
important review points.
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Encouraging a thorough review

Having got the right people involved, it’s essential to ensure each
reviewer is thorough and doesn’t resort to a quick run through. People
tend to be busy and don’t always devote enough time to the task. This
leads to vague comments like ‘it looks alright to me’ or even worse the
dreaded ‘nil-return’. The value of a review is directly proportional to
the effort put in and gentle cajoling will pay dividends.

Implementing a degree of formality to reviewing deliverables, par-
ticularly documents, is a good way of encouraging thorough reviews.
The key is to ask for a sign-off as this creates a different mindset for
the reviewer. Consider the two following options for requesting a doc-
ument review:

1 ‘Can you give this a look over and let me know if you spot anything
wrong. If I don’t hear from you, I’ll assume it’s OK.’

2 ‘I need your review of this report using the attached comments sheet
and sign-off by email. Once it’s signed off it will be baselined and any
subsequent changes will be subject to our change control procedures.’

The first brief will probably result in a cursory glance; the latter is
more likely to result in a thorough review of the document.
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Barker & Cole’s top tips

Even if a review is undertaken through correspondence, try to get

everyone together for a final run through of comments received.

Interaction will help flush out any issues and put maximum pressure on

each reviewer to perform an active review.

The people producing the deliverables must always be involved in the
review process to ensure everyone understands the outcome. All
points raised during a review must be acted on or there must be a solid
reason why not.

It’s also a good idea to agree the relative importance of the prob-
lems and issues that are identified. This will enable the project team
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to invest its time in fixing what really matters, rather than being
diverted to superfluous fine-tuning. However this is one occasion
where we like to see a degree of pedantic criticism (e.g. highlighting
grammatical errors in a written document) as long as this is not the
only type of comment received. It tells you that the reviewers have
been paying attention!

External assurance
Although you’ll always want to see the pursuit of quality integrated
into your projects, it’s wise to consider additional quality assurance
checks run by people outside of the team. In fact, within some organ-
isations or industries external reviews are a mandatory requirement.

A fresh pair of eyes on a project is always a welcome addition.
Scheduling external quality assurance checks also encourages you to
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take a step back from the day-to-day whirlwind of management and
take another look at intrinsic quality with the help of an independent
viewpoint. Even if no formal assurance team is available, you could
always ask another experienced individual you respect to provide an
informal review of your project.

Sometimes formal assurance points will be predetermined. If not,
you’ll have to decide where they’ll be most effective. The key to this is
to identify the largest ‘pinch points’ in the project. The litmus test for
any assurance point is to think about where the effort is most likely to
be outweighed by the cost of not undertaking the review.
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Factors to consider when you’re planning your external
assurance points

� Mandated assurance points. Are any assurance points mandated

within the organisation or industry? If not, are there any industry best

practices for assurance that provide a useful pointer?

� Points of ‘no return’. Are there any points where the consequences of

having to backtrack, now or at a later date, would be serious?

� Points where funds are committed. Are there any scheduled pay-

ments or other financial commitments? What checks should be made

before funds are committed?

� Natural break points. Most projects consist of a number of distinct

phases. Are any of these break points a useful place to take an assur-

ance review?

As with internal reviews, the value of any external quality assurance
review depends on the skills and experience of the reviewers involved.
Unfortunately many organisations seem to have a policy of using quality
assurance departments as a retirement home for individuals whom they
believe have outlived their usefulness anywhere else. Nevertheless a
positive attitude to working with an assurance team can pay dividends.
They’re often unfairly maligned, just like project managers!
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Summary
Issues with timescales and costs are easy to spot and therefore get
immediate attention. Shortcomings in quality are not always as
obvious and can lurk beneath the surface. Often they emerge only
when the final delivery is rejected by the customer, having been
labelled as substandard.

Your customers will judge your project by whether what it delivers
is fit-for-purpose. It’s important to agree what’s mandatory for the
project and translate this into a baseline that defines what’s truly non-
negotiable. You’ll also need to help customers pin down what they’d
like the project to deliver and to encourage them not to over-inflate
their essential requirements.

Brilliant project managers know the cost of failing to meet cus-
tomer expectations. They also recognise it’s far more cost-effective to
invest effort up-front to prevent this from happening in the first place,
rather than dealing with the consequences of handing over something
that’s not up to the job.

Brilliant project managers also realise that their long-term repu-
tation stands or falls on what they deliver. So, unless you’re planning
on putting on your running shoes the day before your project delivers,
work with your customers to define quality and make achieving this
your primary goal.
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Barker & Cole’s final word on delivering quality . . .

� Quality doesn’t have to be a vague, intangible concept. Define what

fit-for-purpose means in specific and measurable terms.

� Be prepared to accept that your customers have the final word on the

difference between what they want and what they really need.

� Build quality reviews into your daily routine. Check your deliverables

are fit-for-purpose at every step along the way.

�

M04_BARK2328_01_SE_C04.QXP:M04_BARK2328_01_SE_C04  17/10/08  09:14  Page 57



 

58 brilliant project management

� Be open to the contribution that an external quality assurance team

could make.

� There’s no point in delivering something that no-one wants – even if

this is achieved quickly or cheaply. Never let time and cost pressures

compromise your minimum fit-for-purpose baseline.
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Chapter five

resourcemanagement

from estimating to
completing
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Introduction
One of the biggest myths around is that project managers regularly
deliver on time and within budget, successfully managing all their
resources with only minor hiccups en route. Not surprisingly, it’s
mainly project managers themselves spinning this tall tale, with the
phrase ‘on time and to budget’ featuring heavily in their CVs.

Fortunately, project management hocus-pocus is not protected by
the Magic Circle, otherwise we couldn’t reveal that this is often just a
clever sleight of hand. Yes, let’s put our cards on the table: many proj-
ects overrun in some way, ending up delivered late or over budget.

What is surprising though is the somewhat defeatist attitude some
organisations take towards project costs and timescales. Perhaps
because projects consistently overrun, some customers attempt
damage limitation by insisting on starting with the lowest number
possible, however optimistic. This is in the forlorn hope that they can
use this opening gambit to constrain the final outcome.

Even within organisations that seem to take a lenient view of
missed deadlines or blown budgets, brilliant project managers prefer
to take a rigorous approach to resource management. They find this
makes life easier because projects that are in good shape are easier to
manage. Conversely, they know that spiralling costs and receding
completion dates would undermine general confidence in their ability
to deliver.

“I have no money, no resources and no hopes.

I am the happiest man alive.”
Henry Miller (1891–1980)
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Dealing with low expectations
When an organisation readily accepts slipped deadlines and cost over-
runs – and such places aren’t as rare as you might think – it’s easy to
slip into the same easy-going rut. At first it’s a good life. There’s a
relaxed attitude to delivery and everyone works with the urgency of
the day-after-mañana. However you’ll find that your project becomes
steadily more difficult to run.

Soon it becomes clear how time consuming and ultimately frus-
trating it is to constantly replan. Eventually it becomes tempting to
give up any semblance of management and let the project deliver
itself. Which, of course, is a recipe for disaster! It’s much more produc-
tive when your effort is invested in planning, organising and tracking
resources, rather than constantly reacting to one crisis after another.

So, even if you’re working in an easy-going place where nobody
gets hot under the collar about deadlines and budgets, don’t simply
fall into line behind your colleagues. However others are behaving, it’s
still important for you to have a good grip on resource management.

It’s not only about money
Resource management is not just focused on money; it’s about all
kinds of resources, especially people. It’s about knowing what
resources are needed to complete a project. It’s also about managing
those resources to bring about a successful delivery. This includes
understanding lead times, identifying bottlenecks and arranging for
resources to be in the right place at the right time.
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Barker & Cole’s world of simple definitions

Resource management is the art of knowing what resources you need

to deliver successfully and then getting the best out of them.

Resource planning is an integral part of your overall project planning.
You can’t manage your project if you’re not managing your resources.
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In the remainder of this chapter we’ll take a look at tools and tech-
niques for managing project resources, starting with the first job of
preparing estimates.

Don’t underestimate the importance of
estimating
Estimating is at the heart of resource planning. You’ll be using esti-
mates to arrive at your best prediction of the resources required to
deliver your project. You’ll need to know both the types and quantities
of these resources. A brilliant project manager will also have a good
feel for how reliable these estimates are.

Before we look at how to prepare estimates, it’s worth considering
who should provide them. As with other aspects of planning, the
golden rule is to involve the people who’ll be doing the actual work,
but don’t simply leave them to their own devices. You’ll need to guide
them in this task to get the quality of estimate you’re after.

When it’s not possible to prepare estimates with the people who’ll
be doing the work, you’ll need to identify who’s best placed to help
you with this task. Unless you really understand the detail, don’t
simply produce the figures yourself. If you take this shortcut, you’ll
end up with an educated guess rather than an estimate, and it will
probably all end in tears.

resource management 63

Barker & Cole’s top tips

When you need an estimate, ask for optimistic and pessimistic figures.

This gets people thinking. An average of the two numbers is a reason-

able starting point for your estimate.

Estimating accuracy

Estimates produced in the early days of projects are prone to be inac-
curate. Initial predictions can be out by a factor of 200–300%. Typically,
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the precision of estimates will improve throughout the course of the
project.

Before launching into a resource estimating exercise, it’s important
to establish the level of accuracy you want to achieve – and whether
it’s really achievable. For example, if you’re involved in preparing a bid
for a fixed-price project, you’ll want to have a relatively high degree of
confidence in your quote. If, on the other hand, you’ve been asked to
provide an early ballpark figure that can be refined later on, you might
be able to live with a minimum–maximum range.

The level of accuracy required determines how much time you’ll
need to invest in the estimating exercise. No matter how much effort
you put in, the results will not be sufficiently accurate if they’re based
on vague requirements. So if you need tight, reliable estimates, you
also need clearly defined and agreed requirements. If you’re after a
starter for ten, it’s not necessary to pin down requirements to the same
degree.

At this point, a word of caution is needed. Customers have a habit
of seizing on ballpark figures and then immediately treating them as
fixed-cost commitments. Or similarly, only the lower end of a range of
costs sticks in their minds. You’ll also find that any assumptions,
attached conditions or caveats are somewhat conveniently forgotten.
It’s no wonder projects overrun in these circumstances.

A brilliant project manager must hammer home any assumptions
and caveats. Having been burned when a minimum–maximum range
is quoted, we favour budgeting on the basis of the upper end of the
estimate. There’s often initially a drawback with this approach – a
sharp intake of breath from the customer – but longer term, there’s
less likelihood of disappointment.
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Barker & Cole’s home truths

Estimates are normally quoted with a plus and minus percentage. The

minus option never materialises.
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Estimating techniques

The best estimating techniques to use will be dependent upon the
specifics of your project and the field you’re working in. For some proj-
ects, sophisticated estimating tools will be available. For others, gut
feel and prior experience will play more of a role. But, whatever kind
of project you’re responsible for, we’d recommend you work through
the following process.
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1 Determine how you want your resource estimates organised and

presented. In particular, organisations often have standard resource

categories that a project manager needs to follow. For example, it’s

common to find that costs need to be broken down by capital and

operating expenditure at least; and people resources by specific job

roles.

2 Break up the estimating exercise into manageable chunks. Your esti-

mators will find it easier to provide meaningful resource estimates if

they are presented with bite-sized pieces of work to consider. Try to

relate these units of work to specific project deliverables.

3 Get estimates for each piece of work. Make sure you know how the

estimators arrived at their figures and that you’re happy with any

assumptions they’ve used along the way.

4 Produce your summary estimate. Aggregate the estimates for the

various pieces of work, to provide an overall resource projection.

Highlight any key assumptions that have been used.

5 Validate your estimates. Check your figures by finding at least one

other way of arriving at resource estimates for your project. For

example, compare this project to a previous one that’s similar. You

could also get an independent review from another project manager.
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Common estimating pitfalls

Whether you’ve got a sophisticated estimating tool or are using the
back of an envelope, there are some common pitfalls that are just
waiting to trip you up as you prepare your resource estimates. Keep an
eye out for the following.

66 brilliant project management

Top estimating tripwires

� Bowing to pressure to replace carefully estimated figures with more

palatable numbers provided by someone senior.

� Treating the project scope as fixed and agreed when it’s woolly and

not signed off.

� Thinking that estimates inherited from someone else are rigorously

researched and carefully calculated.

� Taking estimates provided by project team members at face value.

Not factoring in excessive caution or optimism – or perhaps simple

inexperience.

� Missing out chunks of work completely or not understanding all the

steps required to complete a task.

� Estimating the effort required from highly skilled people, when a

mixed-ability team is actually going to do the work.

Building resource contingency
At the start of a project it’s not possible to fix what will be delivered, how
long it will take and how much it will cost. The best you can hope for is
to set one or two of these in concrete. For example, you could fix the costs
and timescales but vary what you deliver to fit within those constraints.
Alternatively, you could fix the deliverables and vary the time and cost.

Resource contingency is something that’s added to estimates to
guard against things requiring more work than expected or simply to
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reflect the fact that an estimate isn’t that reliable. Contingency is
usually built into individual work packages or added en bloc to one or
more general pots.

It’s common to incorporate contingency at both levels.
Understanding how much is already built into individual, detailed
estimates is part of deciding how much additional contingency you
should allow for the project as a whole.

Work package contingency

The first kind of contingency is about ensuring realism regarding the
amount of effort required to complete each individual piece of work.
Depending on the nature of the work involved and who’s prepared the
estimates, you might add varying levels of contingency to selected
work packages. Optimistic Oliver who’s been looking at a risky piece
of work might get a 50% loading on his resource estimates, while
nothing is added to Cautious Caroline’s estimate for repeating a bit of
work that’s already a known quantity.

This kind of contingency gives you a more realistic resource
estimate for completing your project, on the basis that each indi-
vidual work package within the overall project proceeds broadly to
plan.

Pots of contingency

More general contingency is added to deal with significant events that
could impact on your project. For example, an unfortunate misunder-
standing about scope might be uncovered. This contingency is usually
placed in a central pot, but it can be held in other ways such as by
resource type or project stage.

Your contingency will often be challenged by your customers or
whoever is paid to worry about the costs. If cutbacks are proposed, you
need to be prepared to explain why the contingency is needed and
what the implications would be if it is taken away.
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You should review your contingency as the project progresses. This
involves accounting for any contingency that’s been used and
reviewing what you need for the rest of the project. As a healthy
project unfolds, contingency levels should go down.

Use your contingency wisely

When a task is handed out it must be accompanied by an estimate.
However, if you include the contingency from the beginning, you’ll
find that the work expands to fill the time allocated and the cushion
will be immediately lost. This ‘wriggle room’ should be used only if
things don’t go according to plan. Sometimes it won’t be needed,
sometimes it will, and sometimes it won’t be enough. Overall, you can
expect the use of contingency to even out over time.

Your central contingency funds should be used only once you’ve
exhausted all other options. They should be used for managing signifi-
cant adverse events – but not for outright catastrophes. For example,
if you discover your customer is expecting a fully carpeted house for
the price quoted, you could meet the additional costs out of your
general contingency funds. On the other hand, if you find that the
house has a major structural problem, you’ll need to deal with this as
a major project exception.

Preparing a resource schedule
Once you’ve got to the point of having estimated what kinds of
resources are required to deliver your project and how much of each type
of resource is needed, you’re ready to start building a resource schedule.
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Barker & Cole’s home truths

Customers have short-term memories when it comes to removing con-

tingency. When you can’t keep on track they’ll forget they left you with

no room to manoeuvre.
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Your resource schedule is all about making sure that you get your
resources in the right place at the right time. This might sound simple,
but there’s quite an art to this – especially when you take into account
that it’s unlikely everything will go according to plan.

A resource schedule describes how much of each resource you
intend to use over time. You can think of it as a table with a row for
each resource type and a column for each week or month of your
project. Each table cell will record how much resource you plan to use
for that resource type, in that week or month.
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Example: an excerpt from Rob the Builder’s resource schedule . . .

Month 1 Month 2 Month 3 Month 4 Month 5

Capital costs

Digger – £10,000 – – –

Expenses

Architect fees £5,000 £2,000 – – £2,000

Materials £1,000 £10,000 £5,000 £2,000 £2,000

People

Labourers 1 2 4 4 4

Carpenters – 2 – 1 –

Plasterers – – – – 2

By looking down a column, you can use your schedule to show what
particular resources you’ll need in any given period. Each row also
provides a picture of how a type of resource gets used over time.

There’s a close relationship between your resource schedule and
your project schedule. In fact they need to be developed in tandem
since one doesn’t make sense without the other. Most planning tools
will help you to generate the resource schedule.

In particular, project managers know that resourcing constraints
will have an important influence on timelines. This is a fact that’s
overlooked by some who come unstuck after publishing a schedule
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first and only then start to think about how the project is going to be
resourced.

A difficult balancing act

In preparing a resource schedule there are trade-offs to be made
between resources and timescales. While remaining committed to
supplying something that’s fit-for-purpose, a project manager needs to
strike the right balance between the cost of delivery and the time
required to achieve this. Typically, constraining resources is likely to
lengthen timescales and vice versa. Barker & Cole’s quality see-saw
illustrates this trade-off:
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Cost
Time

Q

With quality remaining pivotal, if you put pressure on costs you can
expect timescales to go up and when you put pressure on timescales,
costs go up.

Your starting point is to understand your customer’s priorities.
Often they’ll have a particular delivery date in mind and sometimes
they’ll put specific constraints on the budget. Using these priorities
you’re looking to get the optimum balance between resources and
timescales. You may need to discuss some of the options with your
customers. Make sure you get beyond the idea that they want your
project to be both cheap and quick!

Book early to avoid disappointment

A brilliant project manager is always forward thinking to ensure
resources are on hand when needed. This involves making an early
booking and reconfirming availability nearer to the planned start date.
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Inevitably things will not always go according to plan and a project
manager must deal with unexpected changes in resource availability.
This is especially true where people are concerned, for example when
they’re delayed on another assignment. Be ready to work around these
problems, but avoid the temptation to reassign work to whoever
happens to be available. If you use the wrong type of resource for a job,
it’s a recipe for rework.

Always keep a close eye on resources that are in high demand com-
pared with their availability. This might be an expert with a particular
set of valuable skills or some equipment that has limited capacity. You
might have to base at least part of your resource schedule around the
availability of these resources.
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Barker & Cole’s home truths

Regular overtime and weekend working by week two of a project is a

sure sign that the resource schedule doesn’t stack up.

Even when you book ahead you may run into resource bottlenecks. If
that happens look again to see whether there’s an alternative resource
that you could use. Also investigate whether there’s a way of
reordering the work to smooth out your resource demands.

Lead times and ramp-up

It can be easy to overlook the time it takes to get resources on board
and fully effective. However, these two things have undone many
resource schedules. Lead time is the time that it takes to get a resource
on board. Ramp-up is the time it takes for a resource to be fully effec-
tive.

Lead times might range from a couple of days for recruiting an
internal team member to weeks for an external consultant or even
months for a new product to be procured by a government depart-
ment. Sometimes it’s not just the type of resource that matters but
how much you need. You might be able to source one expert with
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some niche skills in a few days but if you need a dozen of them you
could be searching for weeks or months. It’s essential that you make
a realistic assessment of the lead times for each of your resources and
then build this into your resource schedule.

Youmustalsoallowforthefactthat,oncearesourcearrives, it’sunlikely
to be fully effective from day one. The most common example is the need
toinductanewteammember,butramp-uptimealsoextendstothingslike
equipmentcommissioning,software installationandofficefacilityset-up.

When looking at inducting new team members, it’s important that
you also account for the time that will be lost to existing team
members as they spend time bringing the new arrivals up to speed. Be
careful not to underestimate this effort – it can be considerable.

Avoiding resource overload

A brilliant project manager won’t start off with a resource schedule in
which all the resources are fully loaded for the duration they’re used,
especially people. This is because resources rarely operate at their full
capacity.

Be sure that you understand how much effective time you can really
expect from your team members. By the time holiday, training, sick-
ness and socialising are taken into account, somebody assigned to you
full-time might average only the equivalent of four days’ work a week
at best. So if your resource estimates suggest you require a team of five
people, in reality you’re probably in need of six or seven.

However keen you are on sweating your resources, there are things
a brilliant project manager must factor into a realistic resource plan:
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� Official and unofficial public holidays. If you are running a multi-

national project, don’t forget that these holidays vary considerably

around the world.

� Booked leave or unplanned leave. Check who’s going on holiday and

when. Include a pro-rata allowance each week or month if firm dates

are not available.
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Resource tracking
Once you’ve worked hard on your resource schedule and your project
is under way, it’s important to track actual against planned resource
usage. Not just because you ought to know how much your project has
cost, but to help you to refine your resource plan going forward.

Most people have a natural tendency to want to please and may just
tell you what they think you’d like to hear rather than what’s really
happening. It’s essential that you have plenty of contact with your
team members, even if this is informal. That way, you’ll be able to
compare official news on progress with what you can see happening
for yourself.

Your actual against planned resource usage should feature as a stan-
dard item in your progress reports. An interesting point to note is that
spending less than forecast is not necessarily a good sign. This could
mean that work is not starting on time and this might be an early
warning that you’re falling behind schedule.

Completion is everything

A brilliant project manager keeps a close eye on what the resources
used to date have actually achieved. Our motto here is: ‘Progress is of
interest. But completion is everything.’

You’ve probably had experience of a task that seemed to be pro-
gressing well, with its owner confidently reporting a rapidly increasing
percentage complete figure – until about 90% complete is reached. At this
point, progress gets stuck at around the 90% mark – week after week.
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� Sick leave and training. Make a realistic allowance to cover sick leave

and training.

� Admin and other overheads. Nearly all jobs entail a degree of non-

project-related admin and non-productive tasks. Don’t underestimate

the time that these can take.
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There’s a danger in relying on percentage complete as a measure of
progress. People tend to be over-optimistic about what it takes to
finish off the last pieces of outstanding work, which are usually the
most problematic. Instead, measure progress in terms of what’s been
finished. And you need to make sure that ‘finished’ means that absol-
utely no more work needs to be done. Again, people have a habit of
glossing over the outstanding finishing touches and are prone to
saying something is complete when it isn’t.
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Barker & Cole’s home truths

If a task is described as ‘about 90% complete’, it doesn’t necessarily

mean that it’s close to being finished.

Reporting on finished work only is a much more accurate way to
measure progress, although at times it will appear that nothing’s
getting done. However, there’s no risk of myriad nearly finished tasks
falsely creating an impression of significant progress.

Measuring outstanding work

A useful technique for providing a warning of extra work is to ask
your team to report on the outstanding cost to complete. The key prin-
ciple here is that the amount of outstanding work is a much better
indicator of progress than the effort you’ve spent to date. Let’s illus-
trate this with an example.

You’re told that a task is going to take ten days’ effort to complete and

that four days will be spent on that task this week.

At the end of the week, you ask for a progress update and are told:

� three days were spent working on the task;

� there are eight days of outstanding work remaining.
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These metrics are a valuable source of information about project
progress. First, they tell you whether resources are being used
according to plan. Second, and crucially, they tell you whether you’re
getting through the work at the rate you forecast.

Summary
You’ll be remembered primarily for the quality of what you deliver, but
this doesn’t mean that you can sit back and adopt a casual approach
to resources and timescales. Your customers will certainly attach great
importance to keeping within budget. For your own benefit, sound
resource management leads to a far more productive and less frus-
trating day at the office.

You’ll be able to trace much of your success here back to a well
thought out resource schedule and flexibility in dealing with changing
circumstances. The final ingredient is using completion as a true
measure for tracking progress.

It would be dishonest to pretend that it’s unusual for projects to
overrun in some way – whether taking longer or spending more than
planned. It’s usually because resource management has been poor. So
if you want to keep your customers satisfied, and you’re looking for an
easy life, don’t loosen your grip on project resources.
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So you now know that:

� only three days out of the planned four days were spent on the task;

and

� only two days of productive work were actually achieved (since this is

the amount by which the outstanding work has been reduced).
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Barker & Cole’s final word on resource planning and
management . . .

� Whatever others are doing, set your own gold standard for rigorous

resource management.

� Estimates are the bedrock of resource management. Get these wrong

and you’ll be building on quicksand.

� Contingency is your lifeline – retain control over it and use it wisely.

� Book your resources well in advance and confirm your reservation

before the start date.

� Make sure your expectations of productivity are realistic. Even the

best workers go on holiday and occasionally pause for a chat with

their colleagues.

� Be sceptical about reports of progress. Demand to see the finished

goods!
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Introduction
If you can’t work well with people you’ll never be a brilliant project
manager. So much of a project’s success revolves around how the
people in a team perform – and a project manager plays a pivotal role
in this. Project management isn’t simply a technical discipline con-
ducted in some dark corner. A large part of the role involves building
effective working relationships with a whole range of people – and
sometimes in challenging circumstances. A mantra for us is: project
managers manage people not activities.

There’s a prevalent view that managers don’t need to be popular;
that in fact they’re more effective if their teams don’t like them.
Autocratic, dictatorial, kick-up-the-backside project managers have
lived by this philosophy for many years. For some, this has brought
considerable success. But success built on trepidation is short-lived
and rarely repeatable. We agree that project management isn’t a popu-
larity contest. However, as a project manager you won’t be brilliant
without the respect and support of your team and other key individ-
uals around you.

For us, the litmus test for project managers is whether or not they
can repeat success. Whether or not they can repeatedly build effec-
tive teams – sometimes using personnel regarded as average
performers. For this to happen, you must develop a reputation based
on respect – respect for your knowledge of the job and how you carry
out your role. You also need to possess at least a core set of likeable
characteristics!

“The very essence of leadership is that you have

to have vision.

You can’t blow an uncertain

trumpet.”
Theodore Hesburgh (1917– )
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Start with a smile
Quite often teams have low expectations where the behaviour of their
managers is concerned. Therefore simple displays of good manners are
a fine start. You’d be amazed how productive cheerful ‘good morning’
and ‘good night’ salutes are. It’s very simple and surprisingly effective.
Make sure you’re polite to everyone though, not only the movers,
shakers and beautiful people.

Of course, it takes more than a cheerful ‘hello’ in the morning to get
your team firing on all cylinders. There are many effective techniques
that are simple to use and we’ve grouped them into three topics:

� Building a project team – recruiting and inducting new team
members.

� Motivating the team – techniques for improving your team’s pro-
ductivity.

� Providing leadership – setting direction and building a loyal fol-
lowing.
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It shouldn’t happen to a project manager (but it did) . . .

A cynical employee we came across was not a big fan of project managers,

yet was heard purring with delight about a new recruit. What was the secret

to this unparalleled turnaround? The new sheriff in town brought doughnuts

to the weekly team meetings!

Small tokens can make a big impression. It’s amazing how produc-

tive a simple gesture can be.

Barker & Cole’s home truths

First impressions count. If you get off to a poor start with your team, it’s

very hard to recover confidence and support.
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Building your project team
Project managers rarely inherit a fully fledged and effective team.
More often than not they inherit one that’s already misfiring or they
have to start by building from scratch. The practical constraints you’ll
encounter when assembling your team will make this a challenging
task. Some of the following might sound familiar:

� Budget constraints preventing much-needed recruiting. Or conversely a
generous budget fuelling unrealistic expectations of a fast ramp-
up.

� Projects being used as a dumping ground. Other managers using your
new team as a convenient home for staff that they’re not really
sure what to do with.

� Selfish managers who monopolise the best staff. They hold onto the star
performers even when their skills and experience are desperately
needed elsewhere.

All this is invariably against a backdrop of an acute sense of urgency
to get a team up and running. It’s essential not to be panicked into
making rash decisions. Building the right team – as far as it’s realistic
– is one of the factors critical to the success of any project. Avoid the
temptation to recruit indiscriminately or to think anybody is better
than nobody.

Team recruitment

It’s essential to have a controlled approach to recruiting, making
sure you always have the right people on tap when they’re needed.
Your recruitment activity should be driven by your resource
schedule and your expected lead times. Whatever happens, don’t
miss out a key stage in your project just because the right resources
aren’t on board. It’s surprising how many projects commit hara-kiri
by starting the main building works before the foundations are
laid, just because the right resources weren’t on hand when
needed.
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Team recruitment tips

� Make recruiting key team members a priority. In the very early stages

of a project it can be tempting to put off recruitment activity. However,

without a team in place you’re never going to deliver. So give serious

consideration to clearing the decks for team recruitment – even if this

means some short-term pain.

� Take an objective and constructive look at the staff on offer. Be wary

of second-hand assessments of personnel on offer. Form your own

views on their capabilities and the extent to which they meet your

requirements. Remember that many so-called under-achievers flourish

in a project environment when given the right direction and support.

� Think about the mix of people that will work well together.You’re unlikely

to need a team consisting solely of superstars. Look for a productive mix

of people with bright ideas, people who are good starters and finishers,

and people who can keep slogging away even when things look bleak.

� Look for a positive attitude.You can nurture and develop someone who’s

a bit short of the skills that you need, if they’re full of enthusiasm and

committed to doing their best. However, someone who’s cynical and

obstructive will just be a drain on the project team whatever skills they

possess. So, if you have to make a choice, favour attitude over skills.

� Don’t think: anybody is better than nobody. Don’t be tempted to take

on someone who isn’t quite right for the job. Invariably a dispropor-

tionate amount of time is wasted trying to fit a square peg into a

round hole. If in doubt say no.

� Remember the practical things that make a person effective. Things

like a desk, a chair, tools for the job, a security pass and computer

user accounts. Sounds obvious, but time after time we’ve seen new

team members turn up and find that no preparation has been made

for their arrival.
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But by far the most common recruiting mistake is panic buying of
masses of extra resource to meet an impossible target. It’s a fallacy
that ramping up project resources late in the day is a solution to
meeting a deadline that’s in danger of being missed. This course of
action tends to be counterproductive.

The time that’s spent on securing and inducting a new resource is
usually underestimated. The considerable drain on current team
members as they bring the new people up-to-speed is also often over-
looked. The net effect is that recruitment of additional resource can
actually result in a reduced team capability for several weeks, as the
new team members are found and absorbed. A project would usually
be better off focusing its resource on completing the job at hand as
efficiently as possible, rather than being distracted by an eleventh-
hour recruitment drive.
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It shouldn’t happen to a project manager (but it did) . . .

A project was falling behind and resources were severely stretched. As dead-

lines approached, the project manager released two under-performing staff

and things improved. Later on, another team member was let go and the

project eventually went in on time and under budget.

Recruiting is not the only way to improve average performance.

Motivating your team
A friend of ours once conducted an unusual survey. Towards the end
of an office social event, he asked: ‘How near to your full capacity do
you operate at?’ For a number of reasons the responses he received
were candid and a consistent picture emerged. Everyone was oper-
ating at well below their maximum capacity – all at between 40% and
70%. This was hardly a scientific assessment, but we believe this straw
poll corresponds to what we’ve seen in the workplace.

On the positive side, this anecdotal evidence tells us that everyone
has significant scope for working more productively if they’re suitably
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motivated. In fact you may well have seen this effect on a project, with
a fast-approaching deadline being the classic example. Suddenly the
whole team seems to step up through several gears and all sorts of
things that have been trundling along miraculously get finished. The
trick is to achieve something near this level on a consistent basis, not
just in response to a project crisis. As a brilliant project manager, you
should make increased team productivity a primary target.

Conversely, everyone has the capacity to work even slower if they’re
demotivated. A manager can single-handedly scupper any chance of an
improved work rate and this sometimes happens. It’s an unfortunate
fact of project life that motivating a team can require persistent and
well-considered effort, but demotivation can be achieved in an instant.
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Top five tips for demotivating

1 Be inconsistent for no apparent reason. Like being cheerful and

easy-going one day, grumpy and vindictive the next.

2 Ask team members for their opinions on important decisions and

then consistently ignore their advice.

3 When the team has to work extended hours to meet an important

deadline, make sure you leave the office early.

4 When something goes well, take all of the credit for yourself. Even

better, when something goes badly, find a culprit immediately.

5 Make promises you have no intention of keeping and then shrug

them off as misunderstandings when delivery time comes.

Simple motivational techniques

It’s easy to over-complicate motivational techniques and, like a yo-yo
dieter, find yourself switching from one fad to another with only
patchy results. We also believe that you should motivate people in an
honest and open way, not as a devious attempt to manipulate them
while they’re looking the other way.
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First, make sure that you avoid anything that demotivates. Put
yourself in your team’s position and ask yourself what you could do to
undermine its morale. Then avoid doing these things like the plague!
Once you’ve mastered avoiding demotivation it’s time to ask yourself the
following simple questions – even better, get feedback from your team.
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� Have I set clear objectives for all of my team members? Motivation is

about being prepared to put effort into doing something specific. If

team members are uncertain about what’s expected, their pro-

ductivity will plummet.

� Do the team members have a good understanding of what’s going on

in the project? They’re more likely to increase their contribution if they

have some grasp of the bigger picture. This extends beyond simply

being told the minimum your project manager thinks you need to

know.

� Is the workload across the team consistent with its capacity and is it

properly balanced? If someone is overloaded they’ll usually just give

up or work themselves into the ground in a futile attempt to achieve

the impossible. Both of these are a killer for motivation. So is having

one part of the team sitting idle while others are working day and

night.

� Are team members appropriately involved in decision making in the

project? If individuals feel that they can influence events they are far

more likely to pull their weight. However junior you might be, there’s

nothing much worse than having your input consistently ignored.

Motivating individuals

While it’s possible to motivate your team as a whole, project managers
also recognise the importance of motivation at the individual level.
This requires an understanding of what makes each individual in your
team ‘tick’ and selecting the best motivational techniques to use.
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With most people, a little investigation will soon begin to highlight
what gets them going. You might find this out in general conversation,
by observing them in action or simply through a bit of trial and error.
Although motivation is a very individual thing, there are common
motivators you’ll come across in the workplace:
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� Sense of achievement. Basking in the glory of having got something

of importance done.

� Seeing something completed. Gaining satisfaction from having seen

something through to the bitter end.

� Enjoying a challenge. Having the satisfaction of achieving something

that you or others regard as difficult or demanding.

� Career progression. Undertaking something that furthers your longer-

term career interests, even if the immediate task at hand is not that

attractive in itself.

� Peer pressure. Feeling the need to meet the expectations of your col-

leagues.

� Intellectual reward. Enjoying the mental stimulation of a task that

requires some thought or imagination.

Longer-term motivators

Some motivational techniques achieve a result that’s immediate, but
won’t have lasting impact. For example, giving someone a pay rise can
be a good short-term motivator, but rarely has a positive effect in the
long term. People soon get used to a certain salary level and the bonus
becomes a norm. Short-term techniques like this have an important
place in the project manager’s toolkit, but don’t rely on them exclus-
ively.

You’ll need to develop long-term, sustained enthusiasm within the
team and this is rarely achieved with one dramatic action. It requires
the cumulative effect of numerous smaller measures, often seen as
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something-and-nothing in their own right, but with a greater joint
impact. It’s possible to refine the way in which you manage people
and organise your project work so that almost everything you do has
a positive motivational aspect.
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Practical suggestions for building interest and enthusiasm

� Set expectations. Start with being clear about how you expect your

team to behave and the standards you’re looking for.

� Set targets that are challenging yet achievable. Set some objectives

that are acknowledged as difficult to achieve and a ‘stretch’. Most

people respond to a challenge.

� ‘Feel the heat.’ Arrange for team members to have a direct stake in

important activities, rather than just a supporting role. For example,

not just preparing the materials for a key presentation, but having a

practical role in the event itself.

� Find small but enjoyable rewards for staff. For example, offering to

pay for a meal out for a team member (plus partner) who’s had to

work extended hours.

� Organise informal social events. Something designed to create social

interaction in a way that doesn’t happen at work, such as an evening

out bowling.

A project manager sets the tone for the project. If you have a gloomy
outlook from the start your pessimism will be contagious and it will
trigger a self-fulfilling prophecy. Contrast this with a brilliant project
manager who believes the project is tough but doable if everyone pulls
together as a team. So above all else, set an example by being
enthusiastic and highly motivated yourself.
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Providing leadership
So, you’ve built the right team and got them motivated. But do they
know where they’re going and how they’re going to get there? More
importantly, does the project manager know? If you don’t have clear
sight of the ultimate project goals and a firm idea of how to get there,
it will be impossible for you to provide effective leadership. The end
result will be a team that’s either sitting idle or rushing off in different
directions.

A solid plan is the foundation for effective leadership, but much
more is required to inspire your team. A brilliant project manager
needs to work in a way that creates confidence and brings out the best
in individuals. You can learn and develop much of this behaviour and
here are important areas for you to focus on:
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� Setting an example. Through the way that you behave you should set

standards that you want others to follow.

� Never giving up. You need to be prepared to stick at things until

they’re complete.

� Being honest but tactful. Honesty is the best policy, but don’t pursue

this in a way that undermines your working relationships.

� Acting even-handedly. Treat everyone equally and fairly, even if you

have your favourites.

� Being persuasive. You need to get your facts straight, to put together

a solid line of reasoning and to be convincing. Remember that the

way you deliver your argument can be as important as the argument

itself.

Dictatorship or democracy?

There are many different styles of leadership ranging from the auto-
cratic to the consultative. It’s essential for your leadership style to sit
comfortably with your character traits. If you’re an easy-going fan of
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consensus reaching then an aggressive management style will be
unconvincing. Similarly, if you feel you must call the shots without
much room for debate, a more consultative style of working is not for
you.

However, brilliant project managers are able to adapt their manage-
ment style to suit their projects. This involves being awake to the
culture of the organisation you’re working in, the nature of the project
you have to deliver and the immediate project priorities. A valuable
asset is being able to recognise the situations in which you need to
adjust your leadership style.

While you need to be careful about generalisations where people
matters are concerned, it’s our view that a consultative approach is far
more productive most of the time. People rise to the challenge better
when they feel involved. However, there’s a big difference between
being consultative and running your project by committee.
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A project manager needs to listen to the team, but ultimately makes
the decisions. A brilliant one knows when to go against the popular
view. Being totally driven by the team can be as counterproductive as
not listening to it at all.

Hands-on or hands-free?

Another aspect of leadership style is the extent to which you are a
‘hands-on’ or ‘hands-off’ manager. Many project managers are promoted
up through the ranks and have an almost uncontrollable urge to be
hands-on – especially if they’re true experts in the field. They believe it
will be quicker to do the jobs themselves and they will be done better too.

It can be very hard for a new project manager to let go. Often they’re
right in the simplest sense about comparative abilities, but it’s impossible
to deliver anything apart from small, simple projects single-handedly. It’s
important to stop working on the project and to start managing it.

We’re not arguing in favour of a totally hands-free approach and
there are times when the team will appreciate your expert interven-
tion. But do this too often and you’ll run the risk of being seen as
dabbling and interfering. A brilliant project manager is aware of the
pros and cons and only intervenes judiciously.
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Hands-on or hands-off?

Advantages Disadvantages

Hands-on � Good first-hand knowledge
of what’s happening at
ground level.

� Can intervene directly and
quickly.

� Can undermine team
members through persistent
intervention.

� Can be easily sidetracked
away from project
management responsibilities.

Hands-off � Team members are told what
to do rather than how to do
it.

� Can concentrate on core
project management tasks.

� Can become out of touch
with what’s happening on the
ground.

� Can appear remote from
team members.
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You’ve got to get the balance right. You need to be sufficiently hands-
off so that your team feels a strong sense of responsibility for delivery,
but not to the extent that problems are allowed to get out of hand or
you lose touch with your project.

Crisis? What crisis?
No matter how well a project is planned and managed, it’s inevitable
that something significant is going to go wrong at some point. Perhaps
the neighbourhood’s lights go out when one of your diggers severs a
buried power cable. It’s at times of crisis that a project manager’s
people skills are put to the test and any chickens thinking about a bed
for the night finally decide to come home to roost.
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Barker & Cole’s world of simple definitions

A project is a unique piece of work, with a defined beginning and end.

And at least one major crisis.

Crises show up how well a team is organised and motivated. They also
provide a good test of leadership skills. With help from the team, a
brilliant project manager will deal with each crisis and emerge with a
stronger team and an enhanced personal reputation.

Where a dictatorial project manager is in command, at the first
sniff of a crisis a witch-hunt will be launched and the culprit hunted
down. This can create a temporary fear factor, where team members
work harder to avoid a repetition. However, for someone trying to
motivate their team and to achieve sustainable success, a crisis pres-
ents an excellent opportunity to build respect and goodwill: essential
assets for a brilliant manager.

When it hits the fan, instead of looking for a culprit, concentrate on
solving the problem. Don’t ask ‘Who’s responsible?’, ask: ‘What needs
to be done to fix the problem?’ Don’t look to offer up a sacrificial lamb
to senior management, show leadership by demonstrating you’re in
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charge and actively looking for a solution. In fact, in times of crisis it’s
especially important that you demonstrate that responsibility rests
with you as project manager.

More often than not, relatively small problems are blown out of all
proportion and on closer, considered inspection there’s a solution or at
least a way of working around the problem. So it’s essential to remain
calm and to concentrate on working out the way forward. Your hand-
ling of an alleged crisis will be remembered by your team.

Summary
People skills are as important to being a brilliant project manager as
the ability to produce a sound project plan or to maintain a slick risks
and issues log. That’s because so much to do with project manage-
ment involves dealing with people. One minute you’ll be coaxing a
reluctant team member to get on with the job, the next trying to
placate a demanding customer; and all this while trying to juggle
project responsibilities.

Forget the popular notion that it’s only hard-nosed, take-no-pris-
oners project managers who get results. Many kinds of leadership
styles are successful, and it’s important that you work in a way you’re
comfortable with. However, there’s much to be gained from taking a
consultative approach – and this isn’t the same thing as decision
making by committee. An important part of project leadership is
showing that you’re ultimately responsible for everything that
happens on your project, and this includes taking all the important
decisions.

Don’t ignore the obvious motivators and demotivators, and always
remember that your team is made up of individual characters. What
gets them up in the morning and what can you do to get the best out
of their talents? You’ll need to find the answers to these questions if
your team’s going to reach the levels of productivity that are possible
– but not the norm.

It’s amazing how word spreads when a project manager is good to
work for and ‘alright I suppose’ (team members will never publicly
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admit to much more than this). This gives you an added extra: the
kind of team members you’ll want in your team will be keen to work
for you.
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Barker & Cole’s final word on leading effective teams . . .

� You’re only as good as your team.

� When it comes to productivity, don’t settle for the norm – you can do

much better than that.

� One size doesn’t fit all. Don’t be afraid to experiment with motiva-

tional techniques until you find what works best.

� Don’t steal glory and don’t pass on blame.

� Remember there are times when nobody is better than any old body.

� If you don’t know where your project’s going, your team certainly

won’t!
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Chapter seven

productive

meetings
running the best
get-togethers in town
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Introduction
There’s a prevailing image of the project manager as someone who
calls endless, pointless meetings. To many, it appears as though project
managers spend much of their time locking up their key personnel
and taking everyone away from doing real work.

However, few people doubt the importance of the free flow of infor-
mation in an organisation. Whenever we’ve conducted staff surveys,
‘communication problems’ are regularly at the top of the gripe list in
some form or another. So you’d think that getting people together
would be seen as a positive step. Clearly there’s some sort of discon-
nection here; something’s definitely going wrong.

Project managers use many ways to communicate. These include
informal face-to-face conversations, email, direct phone calls, meet-
ings and workshops. However, it’s common to find that team
members invariably reserve their most scornful wrath for the endless
procession of meetings, meetings and more meetings that they’re sub-
jected to. It’s a communication mechanism that’s both heavily used
and heavily criticised.

We very much agree with the popular complaints about meetings.
However, we think they have a bad press. While we all have plenty of
personal experience of meetings that were simply a waste of time,
there’s nothing fundamentally wrong with them. It’s just that organ-
isations typically don’t do meetings very well. Most sessions are poorly
prepared for, poorly executed and lack the right follow-up. This all
conspires against any prospect of them being effective. This is a great

“A meeting is an event where minutes are taken and

hours are wasted.”
Anon
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shame because projects desperately need well-run meetings as part of
their staple diet for success.
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Meetings will play an important part in any project you manage – for
good or for bad. Some simple but effective measures can make all
the difference between frittering away time for no particular gain
and moving your project along at pace. Therefore, productive
meetings are pivotal to brilliant project management and that’s
why we’re dedicating a chapter solely to this much-maligned
subject.

Meetings come in many flavours
Under the generic umbrella of meetings we include anything from an
informal, ad-hoc meeting in the corridor through to a large-scale pres-
entation – with all the standard project management type sessions in
between. The core of any project meeting is its objective – its raison
d’être. In a project environment a meeting typically serves one of three
broad purposes (or a combination thereof):

� To plan or review progress. Planning, reviewing progress and replan-
ning are at the heart of project management and can be done
either one-on-one or as a team event. We prefer interactive group
sessions for any significant planning work or major project
reviews.

� To make decisions. Decisions are continually being made on projects
and many of these require getting the right people together with
the right information to arrive at an informed conclusion.

Barker & Cole’s home truths

Too many meetings are like ceilidhs (an informal social gathering at

which there is Scottish or Irish folk music, singing, dancing and story

telling) without the music, singing and dancing.
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� To do constructive work. People regularly need to be brought together
to work on deliverables. For example, to agree and prioritise
requirements at the start of a project.

If a meeting does not have at least one of these broad objectives, the
alarm bells should start ringing.
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Barker & Cole’s top tips

Be sparing in calling lengthy meetings involving large numbers of

people. Ten people at a three-hour meeting equates to the best part of

a working week!

Although there are many flavours of meetings – informal, formal,
regular, irregular, planned, ad hoc, one-on-one, large scale – we rec-
ommend they all adhere to the same basic structure and disciplines:

� preparation: laying the foundations for a productive session;

� execution: running the meeting to achieve its objectives;

� follow-up: reaping the benefits of the meeting.

Let’s look at each of these in turn.

It’s all in the preparation
If you are a meeting voyeur, it becomes clear within a few minutes of
the start of any get-together whether it’s going to be productive or not.
In fact the fate of the meeting is normally determined long before the
meeting starts, because it’s all in the preparation.

It never ceases to amaze us how little effort goes into preparing for
meetings. Many meeting organisers decide to wing it and this is one of
the most common reasons why meetings fail to serve a useful purpose.
It’s inexcusable to call a meeting without clear, specific objectives and a
supporting agenda. Achieving the detailed objectives of a meeting is the
measure of its success and the agenda provides the path for getting there.
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Here are some simple steps for organising a meeting.
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Organising meetings: it’s as easy as 1–2–3

1 Set objectives and an agenda. Never organise a meeting without

deciding what its purpose is. If you’re not sure what you want, then

you’re not ready to meet.

� Decide what you want to get out of the meeting. Ensure your

objectives are specific and that they’re achievable with the time

and participants available.

� Design an agenda that will achieve your meeting objectives. Don’t

forget to include items to introduce and to summarise the

session. Be realistic about how long each agenda item will take.

� Circulate the objectives and agenda in advance, and ask for com-

ments on these beforehand. Ensure there’s sufficient time for

attendees to undertake any preparatory work that might be required.

2 Get the right people to attend. Clear objectives and an excellent

agenda will be no use if the wrong people turn up.

� Make sure the attendees you need are available.

� Keep the number of attendees tight and consistent with the kind

of meeting event being organised.

� Make sure you and your attendees can cover the roles of chair,

scribe and timekeeper.

3 Pay attention to the physical arrangements. Physical arrangements

might seem trivial but can cause havoc if not sorted out properly.

� Choose the right meeting location. Sometimes you’ll want to

make the location as convenient as possible. Other times you’ll

want to take people away from the distractions of their work

environment.
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Avoid delegates and no-shows

One of the most difficult aspects of preparing for a meeting involves
getting the right people to attend. Your starting point must be to make
sure not only that all the required individuals are invited but also that
they show up without sending delegates in their place.

Delegates are one of the great plagues of modern meetings. You’ve
invited all the right people, but a couple of gofers or lackeys turn up who
are poor substitutes. It’s a bit like your ideal partner sending a friend on
your first proper date – it can be an improvement but rarely is.

Where there’s any risk of delegates or no-shows, canvass the key
attendees and ask them in person whether they’re coming. If they
waiver, use your personal skills to persuade them to attend. Having
done the right preparation, you’ll be able to explain to them why they
specifically have been invited, what role you need them to play in the
meeting and what the implications are if they’re not able to attend.

Key roles and responsibilities

In preparing for a meeting you need to sort out the principal roles in
advance. These are:

� Chair. Responsible for the overall running of the meeting. Take on
this role yourself in all but exceptional circumstances.

� Scribe. Responsible for the meeting minutes. Assign this to a
trusted meeting attendee.

productive meetings 101

� Ensure your meeting venue has the space and equipment you

require. You may well need to bring along some things yourself.

(Have you noticed that whiteboards always seem to be stocked

with an impressive array of pens that don’t work?)

� Set up the venue to reflect the kind of meeting you’re organising.

For example, if you want to have a round-table discussion, a room

laid out in lecture theatre style will work against you.
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� Timekeeper. Responsible for tracking progress against the agenda’s
planned timings. Ask for a volunteer to take on this job.

The chair orchestrates the meeting and must be effective because this
is the most critical role. It’s important to keep focused, but fair-
minded and tolerant. This is a tricky balance to achieve and we’ll be
looking at the facilitation aspect in detail in the next chapter.

It’s tempting to see the scribe role as a menial administrative func-
tion. However, it’s usually a job that requires a fair degree of skill. The
scribe needs to have a keen eye – or rather ear – for what merits
recording. There’s then the challenge of capturing the essence of
decisions and actions while the meeting is in full flow. The scribe also
needs to have the confidence to speak up to pause the meeting if clar-
ification is required or something has been agreed that simply doesn’t
make sense.

For a small meeting it might be possible for the chair to take on the
role of scribe. However, for anything more demanding you should be
wary of trying to combine the roles. It’s simply too difficult to take
good-quality notes, while simultaneously controlling the dynamics of
the meeting and sticking to the meeting agenda. Besides, by working
as a double act, a chair and scribe can exert the required control over
how the meeting is conducted.

Life is pretty straightforward for a timekeeper. They simply need a
watch and to remember to keep an eye on it. They also need to be
willing to speak out when a pre-agreed time is approaching. The time-
keeper doesn’t need to worry if a call for time comes at an unfortunate
point in the meeting. It’s the chair’s role, with input from the other
attendees, to make a decision on how to deal with time pressures. The
timekeeper can also be the chair’s best friend, providing the perfect
reason to close down a rambling discussion and to move on.

Consider hi-tech options

Technology offers some practical alternatives to meeting face-to-face,
with most organisations having access to telephone or video-based
conferencing facilities. These can certainly save considerable time and
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expense where meeting participants are scattered around the country
or even around the world.

However, we’ve found that these kinds of sessions work best when
the participants have already formed an effective working relation-
ship. For initial meetings we recommend being there in person if at all
possible. We’ve also found that conference calls are best interspersed
with in-person ones, even when everyone’s on first-name terms. Some
useful business can be done in the margins of face-to-face meetings,
with the opportunity of an additional social event where people have
travelled and are staying over. There’s also evidence that constant use
of tele- and video-conferences can encourage an ‘us and them’ men-
tality that erodes team spirit.
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Top tips for preparing a meeting

� Make sure there’s plenty of contingency for each agenda item.

Agenda items always take more time than you think, and besides,

you’re unlikely to get lynched for finishing a meeting a little early.

� Punctuate your agenda with well-planned comfort breaks. You’re

unlikely to keep a group productive for more than 11⁄2 hours. Also

remember you’ll do well to contain a break to anything less than 15

minutes.

� Don’t invite more than seven other participants if you want to hold a

truly interactive session. Any more and people will be inhibited from

contributing and the meeting will probably end up being dominated

by one or two fearless talkers.

� Don’t avoid key players because they’re troublesome or don’t agree

with you. But avoid going into hostile territory alone or under-prepared.

� A meeting room that’s too hot or cold can single-handedly scupper

your preparations. Locate those heating controls or move the meeting

somewhere else!
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Orchestrating a successful meeting
You’ll usually be acting in the role of chair and therefore be wielding
significant influence over how each event unfolds. Even when the
right preparation has been done, it’s important the meeting gets off to
a flying start. The opening is likely to set the tone for the meeting as a
whole. Make sure you’re the first one in the room, and greet everyone
as they arrive – especially if it’s likely to be a controversial or con-
tentious meeting. The informal pre-meeting niceties need to be
managed too!

Start proceedings off by welcoming everyone in a bright, positive
way without going overboard. A smile and a friendly greeting can create
a good atmosphere that will spill over into the meeting proper. It’s also
an opportunity to introduce yourself to anyone who doesn’t know you.

Next, set the key meeting ground rules up-front. It’s easy to
alienate people if you come across like a scolding schoolteacher, so be
careful to outline the meeting etiquette deftly. For example, there’s no
point in antagonising someone from the start just because their
mobile is switched on. So, as you turn off your own mobile, make the
observation, ‘I always forget to turn this thing off!’ You’ll find that
most reasonable people follow suit.
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Top five ways to kill a meeting early on

1 Arrive ten minutes late.

2 Start off with a lengthy chitchat about your favourite hobby – sport

is a popular option.

3 Raise doubts about the purpose of the meeting.

4 Announce you’ll be leaving halfway through; preferably handing over

to someone who is reluctant to take on this responsibility.

5 Start the meeting proper by immediately going off-piste and dis-

cussing an item that’s not on the agenda.
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Ultimately, developing the skills required to be an effective chair
comes with practice, but it helps to stick to a few, very simple rules:

� Always open by summarising the purpose of the meeting and
reviewing the agenda.

� Keep focused on the topics on the agenda.

� Keep close to the times agreed for each agenda item; and certainly
start and end the event on time.

� Encourage active participation from all attendees.

� At the end of the session, summarise and confirm all the agreed
decisions and actions.

Although the chair will set the pace and lead by example, it’s very
important to have other people in the meeting who are sympathetic
and supportive. For example, if you need a controversial idea or
decision to be discussed, it’s more effective to have someone else in
the meeting primed to raise the point. You’ll then be able to influence
the direction of the discussion, without simply being seen to dominate
the meeting.
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Barker & Cole’s home truths

Domestique is French for ‘servant’ and is used as a cycling term for a

team player who sacrifices individual performance to help the team.

Every project manager needs a collaborator – to use another French

expression – someone who arrives on time, keeps to the designated eti-

quette and completes their actions in a timely fashion.

Our final tip for the meeting chair is to make use of a meeting ‘car
park’. This is an area – usually on a flipchart or whiteboard – that can
be used to park points raised during the meeting that are perfectly
valid, but which fall outside of its scope. The car park is a useful
device for enabling the meeting chair to keep the session on track,
but without being seen to ignore contributions. However, for this to
be effective, it’s important that the car park is always visible and
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agreement is reached on how each parked item will be dealt with
outside of the meeting.
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Reap what you’ve sown
Many see the end of a meeting as job done, but it’s rare for it to be a
neatly self-contained event that doesn’t have resulting actions. So in
reality, the benefit of a meeting lies as much in what happens after it
as during it. It’s therefore imperative for you to ensure that decisions
and actions are followed up.

The follow-up process actually begins in the meeting itself, with the
scribe taking minutes. At this point, perhaps an image of a nitpicker
taking meticulous notes springs to mind; someone producing a blow-
by-blow account of a session you didn’t want to sit through in the first
place. Embedded in the text will be a couple of vague actions you can’t

It shouldn’t happen to a project manager (but it did) . . .

A project manager started work on a huge programme for a telecoms

company in Ireland. Programme meetings were held in a lavish boardroom

setting and attended by all the key project managers involved – close to 30

at times. The project manager’s boss impressed on him the importance of his

first meeting appearance, and they spent time rehearsing his maiden update

together. The project manager paid great attention to every detail imaginable

in the run up to the meeting. Nothing was left to chance.

The day of the project manager’s big moment arrived. As he approached

the boardroom – ten minutes early at 09:50 – the businesslike tones from

within sounded ominous. Like a bolt of lightning it hit him! The meeting

started at 09:00 each week, not 10:00! He’d mixed up the start time with

another weekly meeting and so missed his slot.

As the old saying goes: you never get a second chance to make a

good first impression. Never take the simple stuff for granted!
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remember agreeing to. It doesn’t need to be like this. Minutes are your
friend and provide important control documents for your project.

Only three types of entry are valid in minutes:

� Decisions – documenting any key agreements made. The entry
needs to record only who made the decision and the decision itself.

� Actions – specifying any follow-up task assigned to an individual at
the meeting. The entry needs to document the action, the individual
who has overall responsibility for the task and the date by which it
must be completed.

� Supporting notes – summarising any supporting information that is
essential for providing the context for the recorded decisions and
actions. To be used rarely, or at least sparingly.
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Barker & Cole’s top tips

Ensure each meeting action states precisely what needs to be done and the

date it needs to be done by – and someone present at the meeting takes

ownership. Vague action points are a recipe for confusion and inaction.

Where the minutes might be contentious, get them agreed during the
meeting. It can be perceived as a bit tedious to review each key point
– either as it’s recorded or en masse at the end. However, this technique
is great for confirming a shared understanding of what’s been agreed
and can save hours of work dealing with post-meeting disagreements.

We’ve found that prompt issue of minutes makes a big difference to
the likelihood of the agreed actions being followed through. By
prompt we mean ideally the same day, but no later than close of busi-
ness the next working day. As we’ve already outlined, minutes don’t
need to be an onerous chore and putting off writing them up under-
mines the whole point. It also sends out the wrong message about
your own commitment to action. Book time after the meeting with the
scribe to get minutes issued while the discussion is fresh in your mind.

Having got the minutes out in a timely fashion, it’s then essential
that you track progress on the agreed actions and chase them up if
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required. You’ll need an effective mechanism for doing this and an
actions log sitting alongside your risks and issues log is a useful tool.

You’ll soon find that active meeting follow-up creates a virtuous
circle. Once people see that their meeting commitments are not going
to be quietly forgotten, they’re more likely to get on with whatever
they agreed to. Next time around they’ll also think that little bit
harder about what they sign up to at one of your meetings.

Think big by thinking small
It’s extremely easy to overlook, or underutilise, the power of small,
semi-informal meetings. Think back on how much you achieved at
less formal events; perhaps chance conversations in the corridor or the
lift. People seem more relaxed, perhaps less on their guard, when the
setting is informal.

We’re not suggesting you adopt a totally Machiavellian approach to
your chance encounters, but we do promote better use of seizing the
moment or dropping in to see people. All we’re recommending is a
quick, automatic mental check of the business potential in these situ-
ations and a more systematic approach to exploiting the opportunity.
As you can see, our basic meeting principles are scalable and can be
used on anything from a large workshop to a one-to-one.
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Barker & Cole’s world of simple definitions

Where two or more people are gathered, anything more than a social

chitchat is a meeting.

This approach is especially useful when you’re dealing with senior
management or anyone with a meeting phobia. Senior managers
rarely have time for lengthy meetings, and you can chase your tail
trying to pin down their availability. In our experience, it’s far easier
to wait for a chance encounter or to fashion one. Wait for the cus-
tomary greeting of ‘How’s it going?’ and hit them with what you
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want. We strongly advise having one request in mind, not a barrage –
ask for too much and you’ll get nothing. Look upon these meetings as
coming across a reluctant genie – someone who can grant your dearest
wish but isn’t going to make the first move.

However, a word of warning: beware of falling into the trap that
semi-informal meetings don’t need the same kind of rigour as ‘proper’
meetings. You need to be suitably prepared if you’re going to get a
decision or some action agreed. Ask yourself what you’re looking to
achieve. What’s your precise objective for this encounter and what’s
the best tack to take? If you’re not prepared, your ad hoc meeting may
well prove to be a backward step.

Also, always make sure that anything of significance is documented
at the next available opportunity. Often a friendly follow-up email that
captures the important points you discussed will suffice. If these dis-
cussions are not recorded they can become counterproductive; you
may well become a victim of conflicting memories and at the mercy of
hearsay.
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Barker & Cole’s top tips

Review recurring meetings periodically and check whether they’re still

really necessary. Don’t fall into the trap of holding regular ‘project meet-

ings’ without good reason.

Summary
Have you ever heard anyone say: ‘The agenda was clear, the right
people attended and we started on time. The chair was focused and
everyone contributed. How did it all go wrong?’ The discipline needed
to run successful meetings isn’t hard to master but it can be difficult
to apply consistently.

Meetings are going to play a major part in your project and for you
to be a brilliant project manager it’s important they’re highly produc-
tive. The foundation for success lies in the preparation. Ensure you
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arrive at your well-chosen meeting venue with a solid agenda and the
right people in attendance. Make sure that your meeting roles are
sorted out in advance of the event.

Once the meeting is under way be alert to how effectively your
chair, scribe and timekeeper are doing their jobs – even if that’s you
wearing three different hats! Make sure you stick to the agenda and
that all important actions and decisions are recorded. Don’t overrun.
Build up a reputation as someone who runs a tight ship, not someone
who shoots from the hip.

Meetings are not only an important part of brilliant project man-
agement, they’re your showcase as a project manager. Many people
will only see you in action during these sessions. If your meetings are
tight and focused, not only will you get what you need out of them,
your reputation as a project manager will be justly enhanced too.
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Barker & Cole’s final word on productive meetings . . .

� Always put the time needed into meeting preparation – it’s the only

way of ensuring that your meetings will be effective.

� No meeting should go ahead without an agenda, supported by a

statement of its purpose and objectives.

� By default, take the role of the chair at meetings and make sure you

have the right people acting as scribe and timekeeper.

� Meeting follow-up starts with the production of a set of punchy,

action-oriented minutes. Get these issued without delay.

� Have a system in place to ensure you always follow up on meeting

action points.

� Above all, create a virtuous circle for your meetings. Get a reputation

as a brilliant project manager who runs the best get-togethers in

town.
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Chapter eight

facilitation

skills
the show must go on
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Introduction
It’s said that ‘two heads are better than one’ and most would agree
that it’s easier to develop a new idea or to solve a difficult problem
when you’ve got someone to work with. On a similar theme ‘a
problem shared is a problem halved’ and ‘many hands make light
work’. These popular adages illustrate the great potential of team-
work. If channelled effectively, groups of people can pool their
collective knowledge and experience to impressive effect.

To tap into the immense potential of teamwork you’ll need to be a
facilitator and an enabler. By this, we mean someone who uses their
people skills to make it easy for your colleagues to achieve their
maximum contribution – both individually and as part of your team.

You need to get collective, collaborative working happening in all
kinds of ways. This will range from everyday events like one colleague
bouncing an idea off another, through to larger-scale, set-piece events
such as project meetings and workshops. Whichever way, a brilliant
project manager smoothes the path and makes it all possible. So
although facilitation isn’t traditionally found in the job description,
we see it as one of the core competencies for brilliant project manage-
ment.

Facilitation is a discipline in its own right, with its own specialist
set of tools and techniques. Although it’s not necessary to become an
expert in the field, it’s essential you’re capable of facilitating project
meetings and workshops. In this instance, your capabilities will make
all the difference.

“Gettin’ good players is easy. Gettin’ ’em to play

together is the hard part.”
Casey Stengel (1890–1975)
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As with the other people skills we’ve covered, facilitation is a well-
documented subject and your competency will grow with practice,
experience and further research. Our aim here is to review the funda-
mentals of facilitation from a project perspective and to run through
the practical techniques that we think every project manager should
master.

Project managers as facilitators
Some people earn their living working exclusively as facilitators.
Typically they’re independent of projects – often brought in from
outside the organisation – dipping in and out when needed. They tend
to be used to lead important workshops and high-profile meetings.

However, in our experience, relatively few organisations employ
their own full-time facilitators and only a small number bring in inde-
pendent specialists on an occasional, as-needed basis. In fact, the vast
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majority of organisations don’t use recognised facilitators at all. You
might be lucky enough to have a specialist like this to run some of
your key events. More often than not, though, you’ll be expected to do
this job at the same time as contributing to the discussion in some
useful way.

We don’t see this as a problem. Although the Facilitators’ Union
will see our comments as close to outright heresy, we usually prefer to
handle our own facilitation. A brilliant project manager is quite
capable of facilitating and has the added advantage of a first-hand
understanding of what’s good for the project in the widest sense. It’s
the best of both worlds and the organisational logistics are much
simpler too!
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It shouldn’t happen to a project manager (but it did) . . .

A senior project manager was asked to deliver a session on the

‘Fundamentals of Facilitation’ as part of an internal training programme.

Two junior project managers were drafted in to help deliver the material

– as training-within-training. Despite their nerves, the two newcomers

got the presentation off to a flying start. They were just about to hand

over to their senior colleague when a mobile phone rang. They watched

in amazement as their mentor disappeared out of the room to take the

call.

Experienced managers aren’t necessarily brilliant facilitators. If you

don’t have a natural aptitude, you’ll need to put effort into developing

your skills.

As we’ve said, though, there’s much more to facilitation than running
meetings. In fact, there’s a touch of facilitation in everything you do
as a project manager. For example, there are elements of facilitation in
sorting out a dispute between two team members, just as there’s a
good measure of enabling in building an effective team. However, there
are three everyday project situations in which your facilitation skills
will be vital:
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1 When new ideas need to be generated. For example, when customer
requirements need to be captured at the start of a project.

2 When a problem needs to be solved. For example, when the team has
produced a flawed product and you need to work out what’s gone
wrong and how it can be fixed.

3 When you need to get people with different views to reach agreement. For
example, when you’re faced with a number of possible designs for
your project and each has its enthusiastic supporters and vocif-
erous detractors.

In the remainder of this chapter we’re going to explore the principles
behind facilitation and then pick out some practical techniques that
can be used in these common project situations.

Key principles behind successful facilitation
You’ll need to use your facilitation skills in all kinds of situations and
fortunately there are some basic underlying principles that will always
point you in the right direction. In any given circumstance, we recom-
mend you set yourself four fundamental goals, each of which is
critical to successful facilitation and deserves a closer look.
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Four fundamental facilitation goals

1 To provide a process. To provide an appropriate and reliable method

for working through the problem or decision in question.

2 To get people working collaboratively. To get the right people together

and to get them in the right frame of mind to work together productively.

3 To introduce a degree of challenge.To ensure opinions, conclusions and

decisions are given the right level of scrutiny before they’re accepted.

4 To have some initial ideas. To kick-start the process when there’s a

shortage of inspiration, or when things start to stutter and stall.
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Providing a process

The starting point for facilitation is to provide a suitable method for
working on a particular problem or issue. By taking responsibility for
defining the mechanics of how a piece of work is going to be done,
you’ll enable your attendees to focus their attention on the specifics of
what needs to get done. You’ll also put yourself in a good position to
steer your colleagues towards an end result that’s fit-for-purpose.

On the flip side, the consequences of not providing a process are
likely to be costly. Valuable time will be lost debating how the work
should be tackled and the friction caused among the participants
might result in an immediate setback to a successful outcome. Even
worse, the team may try to tackle the task in a hit-and-miss
fashion, disappearing off on tangents and stumbling into dead
ends.

The process you introduce will provide a series of logical steps for
resolving a problem or making a decision. It will be tailored to your
project situation and may be influenced by relevant standards – or
simply best practice in your particular field or industry. Above all else,
it must be simple to understand and easy to use.

There are some straightforward questions you can ask yourself, to
help check you’ve picked the right process.
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� Is the process well suited to dealing with the problem or issue? Is it

fit-for-purpose? Make sure your approach is tailored to achieving

your precise objectives. Run through the steps with a colleague to

test it out.

� Is the approach practical considering both the number of people and

the specific individuals involved? Think carefully if you are dealing

with a very large group or with born troublemakers.

� Is it necessary to assign specific, individual responsibilities to the par-

ticipants? You need to be confident of their cooperation, so at least

sound them out beforehand.

�
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The answers to these questions will help you to refine your approach
– or perhaps change it altogether if you begin to have doubts about the
likely success of the process you have in mind.

Getting people working collaboratively

Once you’ve decided how you’d like people to work, the next step is to
think about what you can do to ensure your team collaborates in a
constructive way. The key to this usually lies in getting everyone
actively involved and working together from the outset. It’s important
to establish an immediate rapport or you’ll be facing a long uphill
struggle.

It’s impossible to provide a formula for getting a facilitated session
off to a great start, since the number of variables involved makes each
one unique. However, there are some practical measures worth consid-
ering that can improve your chances of leading a productive session.
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� Is there any risk that things won’t run as smoothly as planned? Make

sure you’ve got a Plan B just in case you go down like a lead balloon.

� Is the process simple to understand and easy to use? There’s no point

in picking a technique that requires completing a specialist degree

course!

Improving your chances of a productive session

� Get the right type of people involved. You’ll need the participation of

people with the right skills and experience. You’ll also need to think

about the personalities involved. Enthusiasm, good communication

skills and an open mind can be as important as good ideas.

� Choose the right facilitation techniques. Select techniques that suit

your material and the participants. For example, if you’re dealing with

a contentious issue, take some of the heat out of the situation by
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As a final thought on getting people working well together, never
underestimate the power of fun! You should always look for ways of
making your facilitated sessions interesting, perhaps even enter-
taining at times but without appearing frivolous. You’ll know from
personal experience what a difference it makes to work on something
that’s captured your interest. This is particularly true where creative
processes are concerned. After all, it’s pretty difficult to come up with
an inspirational idea when you’re trying to stifle a yawn.

Introducing a degree of challenge

Once people get working together and build up a head of steam, it can
be easy for them to get too focused and to develop tunnel vision. They
become blinded to other possibilities and options, especially if some
strong personalities begin to dominate. So a brilliant project manager
needs to be prepared to counterbalance this by introducing a degree of
challenge from time to time.

It’s important for you to use your facilitation role to make sure that
ideas and proposed decisions stand up to scrutiny, before they’re
finalised. You’ll need to do this in a constructive way to maintain the
goodwill of the participants, but once they see that you’re helping them
to improve the quality of their ideas, they’ll be inclined to cooperate.
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using a technique that gets people thinking in a factual and logical

way.

� Get everyone relaxed and interested from the start. A well-chosen

icebreaker is an excellent way to get people comfortable and inter-

acting straight away. Get people talking, thinking and laughing.

� Encourage everyone to contribute from the beginning. Look out for

people who don’t want to take part or feel concerned about doing so.

Find ways of demonstrating that you’re interested in everyone’s

views. Reassure those who feel uncomfortable about speaking up;

establish there’s no such thing as a ‘dumb question’.
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Typically, a few, well-chosen, open questions will get your col-
leagues thinking that bit harder. You can encourage them to look at a
problem or decision from different perspectives. Suggest time is spent
looking at the drawbacks to a preferred option, as well as its positive
points. Think about alternative solutions, however good your first idea
seems. Keep pressing for the team to take a fresh viewpoint.

By introducing a degree of challenge in your facilitation you’ll be
testing the resilience of the ideas put forward. It’s far better to prod
and probe when you can easily fix any shortcomings.
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Barker & Cole’s home truths

When someone says, ‘Just to play devil’s advocate for a minute. . .’ it

usually means that they don’t agree with what’s being said but don’t feel

they can say so outright.

Providing some initial ideas

Most of the time, facilitation is about managing the process and
letting the participants do the hard work. However, there are some
situations where you should roll up your sleeves and contribute
directly to the discussion itself. For example:

� if the discussion needs to be kickstarted or is complex and needs
initial channelling;

� when the creative process is getting bogged down or is in danger of
going off-piste.

Sometimes you’ll need to prepare material that can be used to spark
discussion. This is because people usually find it easier to work from
an initial idea than from scratch – even if that idea turns out to be
not that great. It’s important that you introduce this preparatory
work as a starting point for discussion and not as a done deal. That
way, you’ll maintain the motivation of your contributors – which
might waiver if they sense they’ve been presented with a fait
accompli.

M08_BARK2328_01_SE_C08.QXP:M08_BARK2328_01_SE_C08  17/10/08  09:15  Page 120



 

It’s not always possible to prepare material ahead of time. For these
occasions, or where a stalemate is developing, here are a few, easy-to-
use techniques worth having up your sleeve:

facilitation skills 121

� Introduce a new angle. Reinvigorate the discussion by getting people

thinking about things from another perspective.

� Change the subject, start on a new topic. Car park the current dis-

cussion and come back to it later if necessary when minds are

refreshed. A change is as good as a rest.

� Take a break. At times, all it takes is a ten-minute break to recharge

everyone’s batteries. A creative process can be intense and your

team will need regular refuelling stops.

� And don’t flog a dead horse. Recognise the law of diminishing

returns.

Facilitation techniques for all occasions
As well as there being some useful guiding principles behind facilitation,
there are plenty of practical techniques available to project managers.
Whatever you’re looking to achieve, you can be sure that there are some
handy tools out there that will make your life easier. You don’t even need
to be a paid-up member of the Facilitators’ Union to use them!

There are three facilitation techniques that we use most frequently.
We like them because they’re both simple and effective. They’re also
good, general-purpose tools.

Top three facilitation techniques for project managers

� Brainstorming – a popular technique used to generate numerous

ideas using the combined talent and experience of a group in a facil-

itated meeting environment. �
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These techniques can be used in the three common project situations
we highlighted earlier on: generating ideas, solving problems and
reaching agreement. We’ll outline how each technique can be used in
these scenarios. However, you’ll soon see that they’re more widely
applicable and can easily be combined in all sorts of useful ways.

Generating ideas

The creator of the brainstorming technique, advertising executive Alex
Osborne, is famously quoted as saying: ‘It is easier to tone down a wild
idea than to think up a new one.’ Brainstorming is based on this prin-
ciple.

The aim of brainstorming is to generate lots of ideas to work from
– with the emphasis initially on quantity rather than quality.
Brainstorming is designed to get everyone in a group contributing. It
also encourages participants to build on each other’s ideas.

Brainstorming is a great technique to use when you need a com-
prehensive set of ideas in a relatively short space of time. It also has
the advantage of working well with both small and large groups of
people.
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� Criteria-based decision making – a way of reaching a joint decision

in a group when there are multiple options available.

� Root-cause analysis – a technique for uncovering the underlying

reason why something happened.

Simple guide to brainstorming

1 Clearly define the problem or opportunity to be worked on. For

example: ‘How can we shave 20% off our house-building budget?’

2 Ask participants to voice their ideas. All ideas are welcomed – even

those that seem outlandish.
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Brainstorming is, without doubt, the most widely used and misused
facilitation technique. The most common mistake is to allow dis-
cussion and evaluation of ideas as they are recorded. This interrupts
the free flow of ideas. Part of the success of brainstorming comes from
people building on previous ideas, often by free association. So it’s
essential to emphasise the ‘no discussion’ rule at the beginning of any
brainstorming session and then to enforce it throughout.

We’re keen on one useful variation on the conventional brain-
storming technique. Sometimes we ask participants to record all of
their ideas on sticky notes. When everyone has finished, these are
then stuck on a wall and common ideas grouped together. This
approach cuts out any opportunity for debating ideas before they are
recorded and also stops the whole group following just one line of
thinking.

It’s worth remembering that brainstorming is about generating
ideas. It doesn’t help with analysing the ideas once they’re recorded.
So you’ll usually want to follow up a brainstorming session with a
technique that organises and evaluates the ideas you’ve collected.

Consensus building

It can be difficult and time consuming to get individuals to make
decisions when a number of competing factors need to be taken into
account. This is especially true where the pros and cons are finely bal-
anced, or people have taken entrenched positions and feelings are
running high.

Even a brilliant project manager will regularly come across these
situations during projects. In fact, you’d be right to start worrying if
your team was in total agreement all of the time! Generally, healthy
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3 Record every idea. No discussion or evaluation of ideas is allowed,

and nothing is ruled out.

4 Encourage people to build on the ideas of others.

5 Continue until you run out of steam.
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debate leads to an agreed decision. However, there are times when
things are going nowhere fast and it’s time to introduce an objective
and systematic approach to decision making. It’s also important to do
this in a way that leads your participants towards some kind of group
consensus. Our favourite by far is the criteria-based decision making tech-
nique. It’s quite a mouthful, yet very effective and easy to apply.
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Simple guide to criteria-based decision making

1 Define the decision that needs to be made. For example, ‘What type

of heating system should be installed in our new house?’

2 Identify and describe all the available options.

3 Agree the best criteria for comparing the options and then agree the

relative importance of the assessment criteria – known as weighting.

For example, running cost is three times as important as the lead-

time on delivery.

4 Define a simple numerical scoring range for each criterion. For

example: 1 to 10, where 1 is poor, 5 is average and 10 is excellent.

5 Get the participants to score each criterion within each option. Make

sure that they are consistent in the way in which they award scores.

6 For each criterion, multiply the group’s score by the weighting. Add

up all the weighted scores to calculate each option’s total score.

7 Rank the options according to final score and use the order as a

basis for reaching agreement on the preferred option(s).

This technique’s big selling point is that it breaks up decision making into
simple, logical steps. The participants aren’t able to argue in vague or
emotivetermsaboutwhat’s rightorwrong.Reasonabledebatecanonlybe
had on whether the criteria being used need some refinement or whether
the scores need adjusting. There’s nothing wrong with this fine-tuning –
even after the initial scoring – as long as it’s not used to fix the outcome!
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Criteria-based decision making also builds consensus step-by-step.
First, it gets the participants to agree on what factors really matter
most in making the decision. This is an important step in its own
right. Then the technique requires agreement on each individual
score. So by the time the final result emerges after the last step, no one
is in a position to dismiss an option that’s scored well or to urge the
group to go for something that’s languishing at the bottom of the list.
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Barker & Cole’s top tips

When consensus building, don’t automatically select whatever scores

best without further debate. Review the results of the exercise and

discuss what lies behind the scores before making a final decision.

Solving problems

There are only three certainties in life: death, taxes and problems on
projects. Your project will be peppered with dilemmas, but the biggest
problem with problems is that it’s easy to jump to hasty conclusions.
You end up trying to fix what looks like the real issue, but which later
turns out to be little more than a sideshow; worrying about a small wet
patch on the bedroom ceiling when there’s a gaping hole in the roof.

Root-cause analysis is a really effective way of getting to the heart of a
problem. It helps you to separate out root causes from symptoms. This is
important for long-term success, as a brilliant project manager wants to
deal with underlying issues and not just to implement quick, short-term
fixes. You can make root-cause analysis as complicated as you like, but
we favour use of a simple approach based on asking the question: ‘why?’

Simple guide to root-cause analysis

1 Produce a statement that defines the problem you want to work on.

For example, ‘paper is peeling off the ceiling in the master bedroom’.

Write it at the top of a flipchart or whiteboard.

�
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For this technique to be successful, it’s critical that you start with a
problem statement that describes exactly the right issue. Your problem
statement should be kept factual, objective and without any hint of
underlying causes.

We’ve found that this technique consistently highlights what lies at
the root of a problem. Then it’s up to you and your team to decide on
the most appropriate, cost-effective way forward. More often than not
the solution lies in dealing with the root cause. However, a note of
caution here: there are times when dealing with the root cause costs
far more than dealing with the symptom. So you’ll need to be prag-
matic about the level at which you tackle a problem. Perhaps you
could replace a few missing tiles on the roof rather than lay a com-
pletely new one!

Complementing techniques

The three techniques we’ve described provide you with an excellent
grounding for dealing with most common project situations. Two of
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2 Ask your participants why this problem has occurred. Encourage

them to focus on the immediate causes.

3 Write their answers in a line across the flipchart or whiteboard,

underneath your original problem statement.

4 Now take each new statement in turn and ask them ‘why?’

5 Add the responses under the corresponding statement.

6 Repeat the process.

7 Stop when you start finding that causes are largely repetitive or

they’re things you have to accept as a fact of life. For example,

‘because the house is a hundred years old’.

8 Get the participants to review the underlying root causes and to

agree which should be targeted as project priorities.
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the reasons we like them so much is because they complement each
other and they’re also very easy to combine.

There’ll be times when new ideas need to be generated but people have
different opinions on which are best, and so you’ll need to get people with
different views to reach agreement. On other occasions, when a problem
needs to be solved and you’ve identified the root cause, you might be
stumped for a solution. You might view this as a situation when new
ideas need to be generated.
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Combining facilitation techniques: an example

Imagine that our house-building project has discovered a massive cost

overrun and this looks set to get worse.Your construction team needs to get

to the bottom of what’s gone wrong and find ways of rectifying the problem.

You kick things off with a root-cause analysis to identify the factors

that have contributed to the miscalculation. Having understood the

underlying causes, you then run a brainstorming session to come up

with ideas on how to turn the situation around. Once you’ve identified the

most promising suggestions and developed them a little more, you use

criteria-based decision making to pinpoint the top two or three ideas for

a final team assessment. This combination of techniques is not the only

way to reach agreement but it’s structured, disciplined and highly likely

to produce the right outcome.

After a while, you’ll be surprised at how often you use all these facili-
tation techniques together – sometimes instinctively without even
thinking. Once you feel confident with using our favourite techniques,
you’ll find it straightforward to master others.

Summary
Facilitation is all about helping your project to be creative when it
needs to, to come to decisions when it should do and to remove road-
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blocks when it gets stuck. This gets to the very heart of brilliant project
management as facilitation skills are essential for the day-to-day
running of your project. They’re also invaluable when tensions
develop and you need to get people working collaboratively again.

For any situation there are some golden rules to stick to. First, take the
lead in getting the right people together and provide them with a suit-
able process to work through. Then make sure that everyone contributes,
not just those with the loudest voices. Once your team is beavering away,
help it to reach the correct conclusions and to make sound decisions.
Always be prepared to provide a bit of inspiration where this is in short
supply and to give your team a head start where you can.

If you’ve mastered brainstorming, root-cause analysis and criteria-based
decision making, you’ll always have practical facilitation tools to use in
any project situation. Be imaginative in combining and adapting these,
and supplementing them with other techniques you find work for you.

Facilitation skills give you the means to get the most out of collab-
orative working. They also arm you with techniques for dealing with
difficult people situations. So even if facilitation doesn’t feature in
your formal job description, work hard to make it one of your core
skills.
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Barker & Cole’s final word on facilitation skills . . .

� You’re halfway to success once you’ve provided a process that’s spot

on.

� Don’t leave home without your tool bag of simple and effective facil-

itation techniques.

� It’s not a crime to make working together fun and interesting! Start

your sessions with an icebreaker or something suitably invigorating.

� Go in search of opportunities to practise your facilitation skills. There’s

no substitute for hands-on experience.

� A brilliant project manager is a brilliant facilitator.
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brilliant mistakes
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Introduction
The best way of avoiding mistakes is to do very little at all. Or you
could stick religiously to the tried and tested, and avoid risk that way.
However, neither option is a realistic one for a project manager –
although over the years we’ve known a couple of people who have
given it their best shot!

If you want your project to be productive and creative it’s inevitable
that mistakes will be made. Once you accept this, you’ll see that man-
aging a project is not about avoiding mistakes at all costs, it’s about
learning from them and not repeating them. A brilliant project
manager goes one step further and also searches out lessons that others
have learned.

It’s worth reminding ourselves that what’s gone well provides
lessons too. This involves identifying good practice, and wherever
possible promoting and repeating it. This is illustrated by the way a
brilliant project manager will come armed with a range of good ideas
and techniques from previous projects. This is equally a part of the
lessons learned process, even if it’s not always recognised as such.

Unfortunately the results of many lessons learned reviews end up
sitting in a virtual electronic cupboard attracting cyber-dust. This is a
waste of the time and effort spent on gathering lessons – not forget-
ting the cost of making the mistakes in the first place. So, although
identifying lessons is an important step, the value lies in exploiting
what you’ve learned. You’ll see a return on your investment only when
mistakes are avoided and good practice is repeated.

“You must learn from the mistakes of others.

You can’t possibly live long enough to make

them all yourself.”
Sam Levenson (1911–1980)
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In this chapter we’ll look at when and how you should set about
capturing your project’s lessons. We’ll also look at the all-important
step of putting these lessons to practical use.

132 brilliant project management

How to make a pig’s ear out of lessons learned

� Concentrate on mistakes. Name and shame the culprits.

� Put everyone in the firing line. Previous good work on the project is

not a get out of jail card when someone makes a blunder.

� Specify exactly what went wrong in excruciating detail. Avoid drawing

any wider conclusions.

� The more, the merrier! There is no substitute for volume and nothing

is too trivial to mention.

� Use lessons learned to settle long-standing personal vendettas and

grudges.

� Fire out your lessons learned report to all and sundry, especially to the

bosses of your biggest enemies.

Have realistic expectations
In our experience, organisations aren’t good at learning lessons. We
see the same mistakes being repeated from one project to the next. We
also see missed opportunities to replicate and build on good practice.
There seems to be a lack of appetite – almost reluctance – to learn from
past experience.

In many places, actively looking for things that could be done better
or successes that should be repeated is not seen as a priority. In fact,
time invested this way is seen as non-productive gilding of the lily. The
emphasis is very much on just getting the immediate job done.

Some organisations do encourage the capture of lessons. However,
too many then fail to take the important next steps of spreading the
message and reapplying the experience gained. Sometimes this is
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because people believe their own circumstances are so unique that
lessons learned ‘over there’ don’t really apply to them ‘over here’. At
other times it’s just a lack of appreciation of the potential goldmine on
their doorstep.

Whatever the prevailing culture, a brilliant project manager knows
lessons learned are always well worth pursuing. There’s a great deal to
learn from both your own and others’ projects. Much can be applied
with immediate effect or at the very least stored up for use on the next
project that comes along.

Brilliant project managers are simply realistic. They know they
can’t change the world, but they can tap into a wealth of experience to
make significant improvements to the way they run their projects.
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It shouldn’t happen to a project manager (but it did) . . .

An organisation set up an ambitious programme and got its initial set of proj-

ects up and running. The project managers who set off first soon realised that

their colleagues following behind were heading for many problems they’d

already solved. They decided to share their experiences and invited the others

to a lessons learned presentation. None of their colleagues turned up.

Apparently, they were ‘too busy’ trying to deliver their projects. The second

half of the programme then repeated many of the mistakes that their peers

had already cracked.

It can be very frustrating when others refuse to take advantage of

the experience you’ve gained. But, as long as you’ve done everything

you reasonably can, that’s life.

All is not always lost for the greater good, as there are occasions when
your lessons rub off on others. Sometimes because you’ve decided it’s
important enough to make the extra effort and sometimes just
because you get lucky. However, don’t hold your breath waiting for
this to happen and see it as a nice little bonus when it does.
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Creating a learning environment
The starting point for lessons to be learned is to create a project
environment where it’s acceptable to make mistakes – with everyone
willing to own up and to help get things back on track without too
much fuss. The same principle applies to things that go well. You want
any tips or tricks to be shared around, not jealously guarded. An
honest and open culture, built on trust and mutual respect, is an
essential ingredient for getting the best out of your team anyway.

Getting this aspect of the project culture right is doubly important.
If people don’t feel they’re able to speak up, you’ll find out very late in
the day that something has gone wrong. By then mistakes will be
much more expensive to put right and more likely to blow your project
plan out of the water. Even worse, your team could put effort into cov-
ering its tracks and hiding mistakes – time that should be used far
more productively rectifying what’s gone wrong.

It’s also important that everyone involved in the project is encour-
aged to contribute to lessons, not just key personnel. For example,
people on the periphery – or so-called bit-part players – can often offer
useful insights that those close to the action might miss. In any event,
you’ll always find that each person has a different personal perspec-
tive on what’s happened and what should be learned. So to develop a
rounded picture you’ll need a good cross-section of feedback. It’s
usually a good idea to extend an invite to your customers and sup-
pliers too.
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How to promote a learning culture

� Lead by example. Always be open about your own mistakes and high-

light what the experience has taught you.

� Encourage honesty and openness. Respond constructively when

team members tell you about their mistakes. In the first instance,

concentrate on putting things right. Learn the lessons afterwards and

don’t badmouth the ‘culprits’.
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When’s the best time to learn lessons?
On the rare occasions when a project team puts effort into capturing
lessons, it’s usually the last act before the project is formally closed
down. It would be just a little unfair to say this is closing the gate after
the project team has bolted, but it goes some way to explaining why
many potentially useful reports end up forgotten.

A brilliant project manager doesn’t wait until the end of the project
to take stock. You should be alert to opportunities for learning lessons
at all stages. This way, you give yourself the opportunity to make
immediate adjustments to the way your project is run. It can also help
you to fine tune on your own terms, rather than be forced into a major
change in direction in response to a mounting crisis.

We know that in the real world you’ll have a lot on your plate and
this can make it difficult to be receptive to lessons learned. If nothing
else, be prepared to take a closer look when events follow a familiar
pattern – usually for the worse. Perhaps one of your suppliers consist-
ently delivers a few days late or your meeting attendees keep
cancelling at the last minute. Each event in itself might not be a
major cause for concern, but taken as a whole there could be some
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� Never miss an opportunity to emphasise your philosophy. Explain that

making a mistake is not the end of the world and that the important

thing is to learn something as a result.

� Promote the positive side of lessons learned. Identify the practical

things that can be done to stop the same things going wrong in the

future. Don’t forget to look for successes that should be repeated.

� Make sure that you have plenty of informal contact with your team

members. Some of your best insights will come from corridor conver-

sations.

� Never use a lessons learned exercise for pinning blame on individ-

uals. Lessons should never be a front for settling vendettas.
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deep-rooted, underlying causes that need teasing out and resolving
for your immediate benefit.

Some of the best times to pick up lessons is when you see things go
spectacularly wrong or extremely well. You’ll be repaid in spades if the
lesson is immediately reusable, and if not, at the least it will be cap-
tured for future use.
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Barker & Cole’s top tips

Don’t leave gathering lessons learned to the end of your project. Start a

lessons learned log on day one.

Although we’ve stressed the importance of learning lessons as you go,
it’s also good practice to factor in set, formal review points.

Recommended review points

1 When starting a new project. Review what you’ve learned from pre-

vious projects and collect lessons from your team. Plan how and

when all the collated advice will be applied on the new project.

2 When starting a new project stage. Review what’s been learned from

recent project progress. Decide how your plan needs to be refined to

take advantage of this experience.

3 Just before project closure. Consider what you’ve learned personally

and collect lessons from your team. It may be too late for the current

project, but your future projects will reap the benefit.

Not only will these reviews provide you with useful checkpoints and
prompts, they’ll also set the tone for your project. Your team will see
this is something you value and take seriously.

Finally, don’t just think about lessons to be learned when you have
a bit of spare time available. When things are going wrong and you’re
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under pressure, it’s natural to want to put lessons learned to the
bottom of your to-do list. However, this is probably the most
important time for you to take the time to step back and think about
what you need to be doing differently.
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Barker & Cole’s home truths

The traditional gathering of lessons at the end of the project bears no

immediate fruit, but it will provide invaluable lessons to take on to your

next project. The process is a long-term investment and should be

viewed as such.

The art of capturing lessons
Even if you’ve fashioned an open culture and lessons are obvious to
your team members, it doesn’t follow that you’ll automatically get to
hear about them. Your team will be concentrating on its immediate
delivery objectives. It’s up to you to tap into your team’s collective
experience and knowledge, and to make sure that lessons are cap-
tured.

One of your most important other goals is to get to the real lessons
to be learned. Don’t simply take events at face value. Project situations
are rarely as simple and clear cut as they seem, even where there’s a
fair degree of consensus within the team that black is white and white
is black.

Most of your contributors will have only partial information about
what’s happened. You’ll no doubt also come across a variety of opin-
ions spanning superficial symptoms to important root causes. Most
difficult of all, many will have already taken a parochial perspective on
what lessons should be drawn – with the default position being that
someone else is to blame.

The art of capturing lessons lies in getting a balanced view on what
happened and then identifying the fundamental underlying oppor-
tunities for improvement.

M09_BARK2328_01_SE_C09.QXP:M09_BARK2328_01_SE_C09  17/10/08  09:16  Page 137



 

Basic principles for capturing lessons

There are many ways you can go about capturing lessons, ranging
from formal workshops through to informal corridor conversations.
There’s a common thread running through all of these events: people
teasing out reusable lessons by drawing on their key experiences –
both good and bad. Therefore, the same basic process applies.
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How to capture lessons learned

1 Select the participants. Work out who’s best placed to draw out the

lessons learned. Make sure that you get a balanced cross-section

and they have an open mind.

2 Confirm the audience. Be clear about who the lessons are aimed at.

If they’re going beyond the team, consider how this will influence the

kinds of lessons you want to capture and the way in which they’ll be

described.

3 Identify successes and failures. Undertake an objective review of

what went well and what could be done better next time.

4 Develop the lessons to be learned. Investigate the underlying

reasons why events took the course they did. Agree what you’d do

again and what you would do differently with the benefit of 20–20

hindsight.

5 Document and review the lessons learned. Summarise and write up

what you’ve learned. Make sure that the people who contributed

agree you’ve described things accurately.

Defining lessons can be an emotive process. It’s difficult to make much
progress if your participants let their personal feelings take over or
they’re reluctant to move beyond initial impressions. In particular, you
need to overcome a natural tendency to look for nice, simple answers
that conform to preconceived ideas. A well-known example of this is

M09_BARK2328_01_SE_C09.QXP:M09_BARK2328_01_SE_C09  17/10/08  09:16  Page 138



 

that all of the project’s woes are down to having an incompetent
project manager. Perish the thought!

Therefore, whether you’re running a formal lessons workshop or
just meeting informally with a couple of colleagues, it’s essential that
you use a logical and objective lessons learned process. You’ll find that
the facilitation techniques we covered in Chapter 8 are invaluable
here. Brainstorming can be used to generate starting lists of what went
well and what didn’t. The important job of then separating out the key
underlying issues from the surface-level symptoms can be achieved
using root-cause analysis. Finally, criteria-based decision making can be a
handy tool for whittling down the lessons to those that matter most.
This kind of approach will get everyone working together objectively
towards a result that the team thinks is a fair reflection of what should
be learned.

Informal techniques for capturing lessons

Lessons learned sessions don’t have to be big set-piece meetings that
require vast amounts of time and effort to organise. Informal tech-
niques can pay big dividends and, at times, are far more successful at
getting to the heart of the matter. Although formal sessions are effec-
tive for groups, some individuals open up more freely when the
approach is less formal.

Our preference is to use the long-established, workshop-based
approach to sweep up lessons at the end of the project and at any
other formal review points. We recommend applying more informal
techniques en route.
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Informal techniques for collecting lessons learned

� Top three survey. When you’re first introduced to someone who’ll be

involved in your project, ask for their top three pieces of advice. This

is especially useful for gathering initial ideas at the start of your

project or project stages.

�
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We refer to the techniques above as lesson learned lite. They’re the
simple, low-cost things a brilliant project manager should do as a

minimum. Also because these techniques are low-key, they can easily
be passed off as everyday enquiries where gathering lessons isn’t the
norm and is frowned upon.

We suggest you consider recording the lessons in a log, as and when
they occur – just like the risks and issues log. You should record
enough information to remind yourself at a future date about what
happened and what you’d do differently or repeat. As this log grows,
it will provide you with a set of handy hints for your personal use and
plenty of ideas to bring along to more formal lessons learned sessions
with your team.

Formal lessons learned sessions

Despite all the advantages of informal options, we remain keen
supporters of the traditional, end-of-term type review that’s syn-
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� Initial quick survey by email. Select a few individuals who are well

placed to identify lessons – and who will warm to the task. Ask them

to tell you the most important things they think the project should be

doing more of and what needs to be done differently. This technique

is useful at any point in your project.

� Fireside chat. Pick out the one or two people whose opinion you rate

highly and have an informal session in relaxed surroundings. These

one-to-ones are excellent for topics that might be sensitive or where

frank views are required.

� Lessons from your suppliers. Ask your suppliers what typically goes

wrong on the other projects they’ve worked on. Ask what you need to

do differently to avoid these pitfalls. Consider doing this when you’re

planning or commissioning a new piece of work from anybody outside

of your immediate team.
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onymous with lessons learned. If you can assemble a representa-
tive cross-section of the project participants, and get them in the
right frame of mind, they’ll spark off each other and deliver exactly
what the doctor ordered. At their best, there’s no better way to get
at the crux of what went well and what you could have done
better.

Because of the diversity of people and opinions at these events, it’s
important to prepare thoroughly beforehand – just like any other
important meeting or workshop. A meandering free-for-all simply
won’t deliver the important insights that will benefit you and your
project.

In addition to your trusty facilitation techniques, you’ll need to
come equipped with some prompts to ensure a fruitful discussion. Our
two favourites are widely used and rightly so. They have the added
advantage of complementing each other nicely and give you the
option of switching perspective if ideas are unexpectedly thin on the
ground:

� Project themes: for example, people, processes and tools; or quality,
resources and timescales.

� Project stages: for example, project initiation, requirements and
design, construction, and project closure.

You’ll also find these prompts come in useful for putting some struc-
ture around the lessons you capture.

Describing lessons
Even if you’ve done a brilliant job of capturing lessons, your
success or failure in passing them on will hinge on how well you
articulate what you’ve learned. You need to make sure you’re
offering good advice that’s easy to understand and directly usable
by your audience.

We have three golden rules when it comes to writing down the
lessons themselves:
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Not only do you need to keep the lessons brief and focused, you also need
to avoid overwhelming your audience with numerous observations. If
you do this they won’t take on board anything you’ve said. Imagine how
memorable one isolated lesson would be compared with 100. No more
than 10 lessons for maximum impact and less than 20 whatever happens.
Keep focused on the big winners; this really is a case of less is more.

Normally there will be a healthy mix of different types of lessons.
Some will be simple, quick wins that can be immediately applied.
Others will require much more effort but provide a bigger payback.
Some measures will be short-term, others permanent fixtures. If you
don’t end up with this kind of mix, it’s worth taking another look to
see whether you’ve missed anything important.

Even if you aren’t planning on circulating your lessons more widely,
we’d urge you to spend time documenting them in this way. The effort
invested in distilling down and describing precisely what you’ve
learned will sharpen your thinking. This will put you and your team
in a much better position to benefit from your experiences.

Reusing and passing on lessons
Organisations aren’t good at learning lessons because people aren’t
great at listening to advice, especially when it comes from one of their
peers and it’s unsolicited. So even if you’re armed with a bunch of
excellent lessons and you’re feeling evangelical, remember to remain
realistic about what you’re likely to achieve. Even a brilliant project
manager has to settle for sporadic success when it comes to passing on
their hard-won lessons.

One thing’s for certain: simply mailing out your lessons with a
friendly note urging your colleagues to benefit from your experience
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1 Lessons must contain specific, realistic, practical pieces of advice.

2 Lessons must conclude with recommended positive actions.

3 Lessons must be free from references to individuals.
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will meet with an indifferent response. Perhaps you’ll even uninten-
tionally antagonise some of them, leaving them wondering, ‘Who’s
this joker telling me how to do my job?’
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Barker & Cole’s top tips

Take an opportunistic approach to passing on your lessons. It’s much

easier to offer advice if you see one of your fellow project managers

struggling with a difficult situation you grappled with previously.

Charity starts at home

Project managers – brilliant or otherwise – are not measured by their
ability to pass on their lessons. For your own career success it’s far
more important that your lessons are reflected in improvements to the
way you run your own projects. Without doubt, you’ll be the keenest
to benefit and anything else is an added plus.

In our experience, the most often repeated mistake is the failure to
think hard enough about previous lessons at the start of a new project.
It’s like Groundhog Day because projects seem to begin with very little
recollection of previous misdemeanours and good practice. However,
it’s at the start of a new project when all your previous, hard-won
knowledge can be put to best use. Make sure you get the project team
together for a day specifically dedicated to looking at lessons and fac-
toring them into your current project.

One of the greatest challenges for a brilliant project manager is
keeping the search for lessons on the everyday agenda. The big advan-
tage of looking for lessons as you go is that you can often take
advantage of them immediately. This becomes second nature after a
while – making small adjustments to the way you and your team
operate on the back of experience.

There are several ways to make the pursuit of lessons part of
everyday project life. Our preferred option is to link this to the main-
tenance of the risk and issue log – where you are regularly thinking
about what might go or has gone wrong. It’s a small leap to consider
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what you could do better next time when things go wrong or to take
note of good practice when a risk is neatly side-stepped.

Avoiding the major pitfalls
Gathering lessons should be a positive experience. However, if the exer-
cise concentrates too much on where there was scope for improvement,
there’s a danger that an air of gloom will settle in. Teams can get obsessed
with picking over the bones of a project and create the impression that
nothing went right. In extreme circumstances even a project that was a
rip-roaring success can be torn to shreds by an over-zealous lessons
learned workshop – seizing defeat from the jaws of victory.

To combat this, it’s essential to remind everyone that lessons are
about the positive, not just the negative. Make sure your contributors
spend time looking at what’s gone well for the project. Set a positive
mood by starting with a few judiciously chosen successes, as it also
helps people to relax. Then end up with a few golden nuggets to close
on an upbeat note. Remember this may well be the last public outing
for your project team and leaving a final, positive impression can be as
important as gathering useful lessons.

Occasionally, identifying lessons is seen as an opportunity to set the
record straight with thinly veiled criticisms of certain people –
especially when they are outside the team. This is counterproductive
and must be avoided at all costs. Even when there’s no malicious
intent, it serves no practical purpose to name individuals or mention
project-specific events. Generalising and depersonalising lessons is
crucial, and it takes practice.

Start by removing named individuals, specify an action and home
in on the root cause. For example, ‘order all materials required by
tradesmen well in advance and arrange delivery one week before
they’re due to start work’ fits our criteria. Whereas, ‘Norman Nobrains
forgot to order nails for the carpenters and they wasted a morning
waiting for an emergency delivery’ does not.

Our final tip on avoiding major pitfalls is: chase quality, not quan-
tity. A brilliant project manager should aim to capture the really

144 brilliant project management
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important lessons – those that stand out from the everyday ifs-and-
buts of any project. If you’ve collected lessons during the project, make
sure you and the team sift through them and pick out the winners. If
your lessons are defined in a workshop, call a halt when you can see
that you’re in danger of scraping the bottom of the barrel.

Summary
The traditional approach to lessons learned can look like a time-
consuming and pointless business and, frankly, we agree wholeheart-
edly. Highlighting and advertising your mistakes – and nothing more
– is at best pointless and at worst it’s professional suicide. But it
doesn’t have to be that way and the judicious handling of the lessons
learned process is one of the best ways to spot a brilliant project
manager.

For a start, lessons are not just about mistakes, they should also
include everything you’ve done well. For some strange reason project
teams seem keen to draw attention to their mistakes, however trivial,
yet seem almost reluctant to mention any good practice.

Gathering lessons requires an investment of time and resource
that’s pointless in isolation. No matter how clever or profound the
lessons are, your outlay is repaid only if they are put to good use. The
sole criterion for judging lessons should be how useful they prove to
be. It’s not about how big your report is, it’s what you do with it that
counts.

For lessons to flourish, projects need a healthy, blame-free culture
where making mistakes is not the end of the world; a culture that
encourages innovation and good practice. Steer the team away from
vendettas and self-abuse.

Many project managers are sceptical about the value in identifying
and using lessons. We think you’ll be surprised by the immediate
payback this can provide. Get your team together today and ask: what
could we be doing better right now? After that, you won’t need to be
convinced about the longer-term benefits.
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Barker & Cole’s final word on making use of lessons
learned . . .

� Fear, blame, backstabbing and cover-ups are not just blockers for

lessons, they’ll undermine all aspects of your project.

� Don’t try to avoid making mistakes at all costs. Just make sure you

don’t make the same mistakes twice.

� Cheer up! Don’t forget that there are some things that went really well

on your project. These are just as important.

� Don’t overuse big set pieces. There’s always time for ‘lessons learned

lite’.

� Don’t get hung up about passing on lessons. Concentrate on using

them yourself.
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Chapter ten

thejourney
to brilliant

project
management

fasten your seatbelts!
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What makes you brilliant?
So what makes a project manager brilliant? We believe it boils down
to having an excellent understanding of management techniques, an
aptitude for dealing with people and a commitment to continuous
self-improvement. It’s this combination and balance of skills that
leads to one defining characteristic: brilliant project managers consist-
ently deliver.

Brilliant project managers also prefer to specialise in a field or
industry they know well. This experience often gives them a crucial
advantage. It helps them to plan their projects, win the respect of their
teams and avoid the pitfalls that go with the territory.

You don’t need to be a genius to be a brilliant project manager
but you do need to stick with good practice, build excellent
working relationships and be prepared to learn lessons along the
way.

Brilliant project managers are . . .

� Skilled in the core project management disciplines. They know how

to go about developing credible and robust project plans. They antici-

pate and deal effectively with adversity. They’re adept at planning and

managing their resources, and ensure what they deliver is fit-for-

purpose.

“Only dull people are brilliant at breakfast.”
Oscar Wilde (1854–1900)

�
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Preparing the ground for success
Brilliant project managers recognise the critical importance of prep-
aration. This attitude extends into everything they do and say,
whether it’s having contingencies in place to deal with a serious
project risk or circulating a well-constructed agenda in advance of a
meeting.

Brilliant project managers make sure their projects are built on
solid foundations, even if there’s an urgency to get on with the real
work. Sometimes this is easier said than done. It can take considerable
strength of character to get the preparation right when you’re under
pressure to act immediately.

A vital part of the required groundwork is to be clear about what it
takes to keep the customer satisfied. Innocent misunderstandings can
easily go beyond points of fine detail and end up with significant dif-
ferences in expectations. A brilliant project manager invests effort
up-front to avoid creating a ticking time bomb.

150 brilliant project management

� Talented at dealing with people. They provide their teams with lead-

ership and facilitate success day-by-day. However mundane it may

seem, they also know how to run effective meetings and workshops.

� Always keen to learn. They recognise there’s always room for

improvement. They draw on their own experiences, and those of

others, to improve their capabilities.

Barker & Cole’s home truths

Projects don’t go wrong at the end. Even when it looks that way, the root

cause will be found much earlier on.
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Developing good habits
Project management is a people business. Brilliant project managers
have a working style that gets the best out of their teams and builds
the respect of customers and suppliers. Your attitude, and the way you
behave, will play a big part in success or failure.
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Seven habits of brilliant project managers

1 Focusing on solutions to problems. When you hit a problem, don’t

panic: slowly count to ten. Then give priority to resolving what’s gone

wrong, rather than looking for someone to blame.

2 Being consultative yet decisive. Involve your team in major decisions,

but be prepared to make the final call.

3 Remaining customer focused at all times. Strive to see things

through their eyes.

4 Negotiating for a win–win result. When you’re horse trading ensure

there’s a positive outcome for everyone involved.

5 Getting the best out of everyone. Don’t write off underachievers and

make sure your star performers aren’t coasting.

6 Constantly looking to adapt and evolve. Don’t rest on your laurels. Be

open-minded about what you can do better, even when all’s gone

according to plan.

7 Leading by example. Practise what you preach and work to the stan-

dards you want others to adopt. It’s the best way to get your

message across.

We’re not suggesting you radically change your style and you should
be able to develop these traits without too much difficulty. For some
project managers getting the best out of people comes naturally.
Others need to work on their behaviour until it becomes a habit.
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Either way, for a brilliant project manager it’s second nature to act in
a way that nurtures self-belief and a winning attitude.
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Good but not perfect
You’ll set your own high standards, which will certainly be more than
the bare minimum expected of you. However, even brilliant project
managers know it’s unrealistic to aim for perfection all of the time.
You don’t need to play a perfect game.

First, there simply aren’t enough hours in the day to chase perfec-
tion all the time. Second, there’s a knack to knowing when you need
to stick to your guns and when to compromise. You’ll be seen as
inflexible if you don’t make some concessions to pragmatism and
risk sabotaging the good working relationships you’re trying to
build.

The key to success lies in spotting the times when the pursuit
of excellence will give you the biggest possible payback. You also
need to guard against gradually slipping into bad habits. Not
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Brilliant development opportunities

� Look for projects that will stretch you. You’ll learn little if you just stay

within your comfort zone. Taking on a difficult project is great for your

career development.

� Show initiative by researching topics that are obvious ‘gaps’. There

are publications covering everything you might want to know and

plenty of freely available material on the internet.

� See if you can find a mentor. A little friendly, expert advice can go a

long way. If you can’t find a dedicated mentor, learn on-the-job from

experienced people around you.

� Take some formal training. Use this to consolidate what you’ve

learned through experience. You’ll benefit both from the course

material and from meeting other project managers.

having an agenda for a meeting or two is forgivable; never having
one isn’t.

Improving all the time
If you’re going to become an even better project manager, you’ll need
to pinpoint your weaknesses and start to work on them. Get feedback
from your team members, customers and suppliers to find out
whether you’re missing a trick or doing something counterproductive.
Don’t let the risk of a bruised ego stop you from asking for valuable
pointers. After all, one weak spot may be enough to spoil an otherwise
brilliant package.

Always look for opportunities to grow your experience. Use projects
to sharpen up your core project management techniques and never
miss a chance to practise your people skills. Finally, consider the other
ways to extend your capabilities.
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If you’re just starting out, or looking to plug some obvious gaps in your
skill set, don’t expect to become a brilliant project manager overnight.
However, whether you’re a novice or already an expert, you don’t have
to wait weeks to see a return on your efforts. There are plenty of tech-
niques and tips you can put into use right away for immediate results
– do something brilliant today.
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It shouldn’t happen to a project manager (but it did) . . .

At a social gathering, one project manager’s wife let slip that her husband

was never really off duty. Even jobs around the house were specified on a

small card, estimated, costed and prioritised. When the project manager had

any free time, job dockets were picked out in consultation with his wife. On

finishing the work, actual costs and the time taken were recorded for later

analysis.

Don’t be brilliant all the time!
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