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PREFACE

My interest in writing began as a youngster with a play called Steve Zeltar Investigates. The plot, such as it was, focused on the solving of a murder, the subject of which was conveniently laid out on the carpet before the hero. The body, he discovered, had been subjected to 13 separate and different mortal wounds, including, but not limited to, stabbing, gunshots, strangulation and poisoning. By happy coincidence, there were also 13 suspects, each of whom had a motive. So as it turned out, Steve Zeltar didn’t have much to investigate. Everyone was the murderer.

I would have forgotten Steve had it not been for the premise for this book. I was keen to understand why projects really fail, and, in recalling the times I had been asked to investigate, could think of none where there was a single cause. In every case there were multiple reasons, each with a connection to someone in the organization who had, or had not, done something important. Again, everyone was the murderer.

But why would anyone want a project to fail? I hypothesized that projects fail for the very same single reason that they exist: we allow them to. I considered some research listing the common causes of project failure.1 These included:


	bad communication between relevant parties;

	lack of planning of schedules, resources and activities;

	no quality control;

	milestones being missed;

	inadequate coordination of resources;

	costs spiralling out of control;

	mismanagement of progress;

	overall poor management;

	supplier skills overstretched;

	supplier under-resourced;

	insufficient measurable outputs;

	inconsistent supplier resource.



It occurred to me that each item on the list was the symptom of a failed project, not its cause. I wanted to know what had allowed the project to get to the point where milestones were being missed, where resources were being inadequately coordinated, and where there was bad communication between relevant parties. I suspected that what lay beneath were behavioural failures of the institutions in which the projects were being incubated and conducted.

I considered some of the project failures I myself had witnessed or investigated, and began to realize that they were destined to fail simply because of their environment. I decided I must better understand the cultural characteristics which constituted a ‘poor’ institutional environment, so that my colleagues and I might better recognize and describe them to others.

I formed this characterization around 10 ‘myths’, each of which I had heard someone say, each of which had pre-dated or pre-empted the failure of a project. I tested it: the audit trail of the failure of every project led back to corporate and individual behaviours born of a belief in one or more of these myths:

Myth 1: If we can manage a business, we can manage a project.

Myth 2: We can do everything we set our minds to.

Myth 3: A great project manager will bring success.

Myth 4: Everyone knows what we want to achieve.

Myth 5: Great ideas need no justification.

Myth 6: Nothing can be allowed to change.

Myth 7: Activity equals productivity.

Myth 8: Our suppliers share our objectives.

Myth 9: By reporting progress, we’re controlling it.

Myth 10: We’ll deal best with problems as they arise.

This book is structured around understanding each of these myths, and helping to mitigate the risk of allowing a continued belief in them to affect your own behaviour and that of your colleagues, leaders and managers. Having understood how each may be overcome, the final chapter suggests an approach for introducing improvements across an organization. In this way, project management becomes a strategic tool, not just a means of tackling tactical issues and opportunities as they arise.

There are several online resources to support the book. Amongst others, these include a series of templates to facilitate the justification and control of individual projects, tools to assist in the planning and tracking of a portfolio of projects, some materials to help assess the maturity of the organization’s project management, and a ready-made list of benefits to assist in the cost-justification of any project management improvements your organization is seeking to implement.

I believe that, in using this book and the online resources, individuals will become better able to employ projects as the vehicles which deliver their organization’s strategy. By creating the conditions which lead to successful change, institutions will be transformed into those which move forward because of – not in spite of – the huge investments they routinely make in projects.
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Additional resources to accompany the book are available on Kogan Page’s Strategic Success website:

www.koganpage.com/strategicsuccess
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Note

1 Spikes Cavell research in finance sector, sponsored by BULL, 1998








INTRODUCTION

What is a ‘failed’ project?

A European country’s Department for Transport invested heavily in the design and delivery of a toll road to ease congestion on a major motorway. Much of the considerable investment was to be offset by the levy from the toll.

This was a civil engineering project of exceptional proportion involving multiple contractors, huge budgets and new technologies. The combination of such risks required the appointment of a project manager with proven experience, competence and resolve.

As the project progressed, the selected individual and their team faced and overcame extraordinary logistical, operational and geographic challenges. They met their obligations to deliver the project for their client on time and on budget. The road itself was considered to be of the most advanced quality in the world, employing materials and technologies which could reduce accidents, muffle traffic noise and maximize the effective evacuation of rainwater. The project won an award for on-site safety.

To much acclaim, the road was declared open. The project manager and their team enjoyed the plaudits they received. At that time, the project was considered to have been a success.

Years later, the number of vehicles using the toll road was still considerably lower than had been expected. In order to achieve payback within the desired period the toll levy had to be set at a relatively high level. Given that the cost of fuel had increased substantially during the intervening years, many drivers (especially those delivering freight) decided that they would rather tolerate the risk of a delay than pay to avoid it.

The way in which we describe success and failure is of fundamental importance and depends explicitly on whom you ask. The Minister for Transport would never have admitted that the project had failed, yet it had certainly not succeeded in accruing the receipts expected by the Treasury. Nor had it achieved the significant reduction in congestion for which motorists had hoped. Yet at the point at which they left the project, the project manager would have considered it successful.

We might equally observe projects which failed according to many traditional measures, yet which turned out to be huge successes. The epic film, Titanic, produced and directed by James Cameron, ran significantly over budget and was thought likely to make a loss of at least $100 million. Not only that, but its premiere was delayed by almost six months and many observers had written it off. Yet, despite such delays and budget excesses, it went on to become (at that time) the highest grossing film of all time, achieving global revenues of $1.8 billion. And if that were not sufficient measure of success, it garnered 11 of its 14 Academy Award nominations. Now no one is at all concerned that it was delayed, delivered late and supremely over budget. What we recall is that the venture was justified by the end it achieved. We do projects to bring about benefits of some sort. Sometimes, those benefits are worth waiting longer for, or are deserving of greater investment than originally planned.

So as we consider the real causes of project failure, it is crucial that we understand ‘failure’ to mean that insufficient benefits were realized to justify the investment. We should place less emphasis on the traditional ‘time’, ‘cost’ and ‘quality’ measures and instead ask ourselves, ‘Was it all worth it?’

When do we know a project has failed?

A project is a management vehicle to deliver something – a computer system, a bridge, a building, a new set of working practices – which leads to the realization of benefits. If we use the definition of failure above, it is often only possible to know that a project has ultimately failed when the project environment is no longer present to do anything about it. We may have to wait many months, or years, to know whether the investment was ultimately justified; and by that time, who still cares? Realistically, interest will have waned in favour of the next big project into which energies and investments are directed.

In my experience, few organizations seek to know whether the realized benefits ultimately outweigh the accumulated investment. Those organizations that do carry out a project review traditionally do so immediately after the project has delivered – which is way too early to measure true success or failure. At best, all they succeed in judging is the management of the project, not its outcome. This view is supported by an analysis of the research that has been conducted to understand why projects fail. Because the data is often gathered at the point of project closure, and not when the benefits have been measured, it commonly points to failures in project management, but not necessarily the failure of the project itself. It would be possible for a project to have been judged a failure at the time of closure, yet years later to have been deemed a success. I worked with an organization who decided to fix a data processing problem with a highly automated solution. Partway through the project, it was realized that the automation was proving too complex to deliver. A compromise was agreed by which a temporary member of staff was hired once a month to manually transfer a list of data from one computer to another. Given that money had been wasted on a solution which was abandoned, the project was considered to have failed. However, the ‘workaround’ soon became permanent; although inelegant, it was widely recognized to be a simple and cost-effective way of fixing the original problem.

A further disadvantage of judging success or failure at the point of delivery is that we obtain a skewed perspective: instead of understanding why projects generally fail, we assess why one specific project might have failed. We form the dubious assumption that the characteristics of one project can tell us something reliable about the state of all projects in the wider organization.

But many projects never even get to their respective point of delivery. A study conducted in the European Union identified that almost a quarter were cancelled before they delivered, the vast majority partway during their development. By my own definition of failure above, they failed: insufficient benefits were realized to justify the investment. Yet in the case of a cancelled project, there are some crumbs of comfort to be enjoyed. Judged at the time of cancellation, the management of the project may be deemed to have been successful by curtailing the continued investment in what was foreseen to be a loss-making venture. The project failed, but the consequences on the sponsoring organization were not as catastrophic as they might have been. So some projects fail better than others.

Who is at fault for failure?

When a project succeeds, it delivers value to the organization which sponsored it. When it fails, it can have an equal and opposite effect, having the potential to destroy staff morale, customer confidence and shareholder value. We expect a project to affect the organization. However, it is equally true that the organization will affect the project. Projects are connected to the organizations within which they are conducted – they inherit its people, its processes, its resources and its culture. If that culture is insufficiently capable of understanding and delivering projects, it is possible to see that many project failures have their root cause in the institutions that sponsor them. The projects themselves cannot be held solely accountable for their own failure.

Once a project is underway, much of the governance it needs is contained within it. So the plan, the people, the controls are all brought under its umbrella. This is, of course, one of the great advantages of having a particular way of managing projects: the amount of governance needed is geared to the riskiness of the project itself. However, much of what will most affect a project are those strategic decisions taken outside its boundaries. Whether it should start, how much of the organization’s money it will be allowed to consume, who will be held accountable for its effective management… these are beyond the authority of the project itself to determine, and should be driven by strategic considerations. So, although the individuals within a project may take decisions which lead to its eventual failure, the institution that gave them their authority must be held accountable. Yes, projects sometimes fail their institutions, but institutions fail their projects too.

How do institutions fail their projects?

The contribution institutions make to the failure of their projects is often almost entirely innocent, but not excusable. Whilst most now recognize project management as a necessary and structured discipline, some continue to believe that the guarantee of success lies within the control of the projects themselves. These institutions know, or have in place, little of the strategic governance surrounding their projects that is needed to help germinate, incubate and produce lasting value.

I believe that the argument for effective management inside a project has been largely won. Sure, there remain many organizations who continue to deny the need, but they are in the minority. The biggest hurdle to overcome now is to persuade a much broader management audience that their organizations have two purposes: to operate effectively, and to change effectively. They are familiar with the former; but of the latter, I believe many still have much to learn. They consider the need to change to be intermittent rather than a permanent pressure. As a consequence, they are uncomfortable with and unused to the need for a robust, embedded and permanent culture to deliver continuous strategic change. This is why I suggest that they innocently fail their projects: they simply possess too little of the machinery or language of change to know any better. This becomes inexcusable when projects continue to fail and the endemic causes remain unknown or unresolved.

In the chapters that follow, we’ll explore 10 hugely significant ways in which institutions can increase the likelihood of success for their projects, and in so doing, achieve their strategic objectives. I’ve chosen to describe them by means of ‘imperatives’ which, if understood and embedded in the culture, will help to develop the behaviour and practice of the organization. Here’s how each topic will be covered:


	The imperative and the myth: what is meant by the imperative, and how might the institution be presently deceiving itself?

	Case study: to illuminate the matter being considered in the chapter.

	What this means: what are the specific issues raised by the Case study?

	The consequences of ignoring the imperative: what is the likely impact on the wider organization?

	The solutions: what are the practical ways by which to address the identified problems?

	Conclusion: what will be the positive – and negative – consequences of investing in the solutions?



It is my sincere wish that you do not recognize in yourself or your organization too many of the characteristics I am about to describe. But should it be the case, draw some comfort from knowing that you are taking a crucial first step towards using individual projects not only to deliver specific benefits, but to contribute to the achievement of strategic change.
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SUMMARY


	A project is a management vehicle to deliver something which leads to the realization of benefits.

	Sometimes, those benefits are worth waiting longer for, or are deserving of greater investment than originally planned.

	What constitutes success or failure depends on whom and when you ask.

	Judging success or failure immediately after the point of delivery will succeed only in assessing the management of the project and the quality of the deliverable, not whether the benefits were worth the investment.

	Project ‘failure’ means that insufficient benefits were eventually realized to justify the investment.

	A cancelled project is still a failed project, but the impact is reduced by timely intervention.

	Since every project that fails does so for a unique combination of reasons, it is wrong to assume that the characteristics of one failed project can tell us something reliable about the state of all projects in the wider organization.

	Projects are connected to the organizations within which they are conducted – many project failures have their root cause in the institutions that sponsor them.

	The most important decisions about a project are taken outside its boundaries.

	The pressure to compete and adapt is a permanent one: in the same way that institutions need a robust, embedded and permanent governance to operate, so too do they need one to achieve strategic change.
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CHAPTER ONE

DON’T MISTAKE THE ‘BUSINESS AS USUAL’ MINDSET FOR THAT SUITED TO DELIVERING CHANGE
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This chapter covers:


	the problems which will arise from failing to treat projects as shared, organization-wide endeavours;

	the consequences for the whole institution when such failures become endemic;

	the ways in which organizations may approach projects differently from that of ‘business as usual’.
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Many organizations are extremely good at what they do. Yours may be one of them. Yet a good number of such organizations have been severely compromised by a flawed assumption. They believe:
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Myth 1: If we can manage a business, we can manage a project.
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In this chapter, we will seek to debunk this myth and show how a different mindset is needed to deliver sustainable, beneficial change.
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CASE STUDY

For well over a century, a well-respected global organization had been operating very successfully in a highly competitive market. I met with them when they were conducting a large, transformational project to develop a commercially robust internet portal through which their customers could access their products and services. The project had been underway for some months but was seriously out of control. I was asked to conduct a health check to uncover the problems and help the organization overcome them.

A lunch had been arranged for the 17 people who were to participate. As the table was being cleared away in preparation for the afternoon’s review session, I asked which one of those present was the project manager. Five people put up their hands. It took only a matter of seconds for everyone in the room to recognize the problem, yet after 20 minutes’ noisy debate, they were still no closer to knowing who was in charge.

It was no coincidence that the project required the participation of five separate departments. Each had assumed responsibility for their particular part of the project, precipitating the creation of five disconnected, departmentally ring-fenced sets of activity. All of this was in place of what should have been one shared endeavour from which they would all benefit.

Whilst one might conclude that the project was failing for lack of the coordinating presence of a single project manager, it was merely one symptom of an underlying cause. The business made the flawed assumption described in my opening paragraph. It thought that it could deliver an organization-wide change using a structure which had been designed and populated with people recruited to do something entirely different. Of course, it would be reasonably straightforward to put in place a single project manager to plan, monitor and control the work of them all. But until the organization addressed the underlying behaviours that had allowed such an important initiative to progress without some simple, coordinated management, every successive project would trip up in exactly the same way.
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What this means

Like the Case study above, there is a great likelihood that your organization has been designed, built and populated to do one thing well: to deliver its products or services, whatever they may be, to whomsoever you serve. So you may work within a hospital which delivers healthcare to patients. You may work for a bank which delivers savings and lending products to retail customers. You may work for a branch of government that delivers policy. In each case, your organization has been constructed around the competencies to do these things every day for as long as the institution continues to exist. This is what we call ‘business as usual’, commonly shortened to BAU.

We design and build a tailored organization structure to manage BAU. The people who populate it are partitioned into departments according to their skills and knowledge. Departments may include sales, marketing, IT, finance, operations and any number of others relating to the specialist nature of the organization in question. Whilst sharing an interest in the wider organization’s general objectives, each department is motivated and incentivized very differently, each according to the specific role they play within the whole. Coordinated from the top, there is an expectation that the combination of departments working in harmony will facilitate the daily operation of the organization. But we are quite wrong to presuppose that it will also be suitable for delivering changes. Why is that?

The organization’s structure

If we make demands of an organizational structure for which it was not designed, it should not surprise us if it fails to meet our expectations. In the Case study, the business’s organization structure was partitioned into departments to serve its BAU purpose, just as one might expect. But faced with a project requiring an unusual liaison between a unique combination of departments, the participants fell into the only configuration they knew. They had no knowledge or experience of an alternative model which would suit the project, so they each took on the activities in which they believed themselves to be qualified.

An equally unpalatable alternative to dividing up the project across each department is when an organization places it all within the boundaries of only one of them. A common, dangerous and exasperating example of this is when projects are ‘done by the IT department’. It is incredibly rare for there to be any project whose stakeholders all work within the IT department. The participants needed in even the most technical of projects will include those who are funding it, or will use the project’s end deliverable. Even the upgrade of a piece of basic software requires the training of those outside IT who will need to use it.

It is seriously dangerous to assume that there is any such thing as an ‘IT project’. To believe that there is places an unnecessary and false constraint on the scope of the project, and provides other essential stakeholders with a great excuse to back away. The consequence? IT is blamed for the failure of a project that required – but lacked – the participation of others.

However, it would be remiss not to point out that for some organizations, projects are their BAU. For instance, a company with whom I worked delivered complex software solutions to the banking industry. Every time a sale was agreed, a project with the client was initiated to develop, test and implement their new product. The organization had long ago identified that project management was a competence on which it depended. For this reason, the culture was very much geared towards the management of projects, and the line structure reflected it. So there was a ‘project management department’ populated with project specialists. Departmental meetings were few since cross-functional project meetings were more suited to the nature of the work and people were incentivized to meet project objectives as well as departmental targets.

Project ownership and direction

In the Case study, although the discussion about who was the project manager helped to bring some issues to the surface, a more substantial question remained: who was the sponsor? That five departments had been able to divide the project into an unmanageable tangle of activity was a problem which the introduction of a project manager would have actually done little to resolve. The board, in treating the project as though it was BAU, had failed to assign it to a single, competent owner on whose shoulders they could place the responsibility for delivery of the benefits. Had a single sponsor been appointed to own, direct and deliver the change on behalf of the business, the means would have been in place to design a tailored organization structure, including a project manager, to clarify and articulate the vision, and lead the business to a successful conclusion.

Planning and control

The absence of a sponsor and project manager resulted in a failure by everyone to comprehend the project as a single, shared endeavour. The need for the project had arisen from a planning session conducted at board level. On agreement, the board treated the instruction to commission the project in exactly the same way as any BAU activity: they passed the instruction down the line to ‘make it happen’. The message was received by at least the five departments who eventually became involved, and each went about progressing it in the only way they knew how – by planning the activities that their department would need to undertake. Where one project had been anticipated, five were being developed. Figure 1.1 illustrates the situation.

FIGURE 1.1
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The arrangement had a consequent effect. Not only were instructions being delegated down the line, problems and questions were being escalated up it. Departmental meetings at which the business traditionally addressed problems and questions were already in place and had been for decades (some of them for over a century!). There was a bi-weekly sales meeting, a weekly IT operations forum, a monthly finance meeting and countless others. Yet there was no management vehicle to expose and resolve problems facing their cross-functional project. At my suggestion that there should be, there was almost universal horror at the prospect of ‘another meeting’. Yet was it reasonable that a large, risky and costly investment in a project should be exposed to any less control than a department?

A further consequence of passing projects down the line in this way was to allow the departments themselves to determine their relative priority. This in turn led to a huge disparity across the business; some departments placed great emphasis on the success of a specific project, whilst others did the exact opposite.

Incentives and motivation

In any well-run organization, we don’t simply tell people what to do; we motivate them and offer incentives to perform well. Those incentives and motivations are designed for each specific department in the BAU organization. For instance, sales people are usually rewarded on the volume and value of sales that they make. This encourages them to sell more and clearly works in the interest of the organization’s growth. But does that same incentive work in the interests of a project? Why should a sales person want to participate in a project if it takes them away from doing what they are employed and motivated to do? The incentives to successfully use projects to deliver changes to the organization are quite different from those employed to maintain and grow it.

Individual competencies

The Case study serves to illustrate how an organization’s physical line structure is principally designed around delivering BAU. Each department or division within it is populated with people who have the skills, knowledge and experience to do some very specific jobs. Unless there are change management professionals contained somewhere within the organization (and occasionally there are), where will the competence to run or sponsor a project be found? Are the skills, knowledge and experience needed to deliver change absent in those who deliver BAU?

In some cases, the skills needed to manage BAU are similar to those needed to deliver a successful project. For instance, managers who run departments are expected to have the skills to plan time, to cost-justify expenditure, to build a team and to manage risk. But the deep-rooted personal qualities, the knowledge of project-specific techniques and the experience of having applied them are not automatically present in every manager. More importantly, nor is the unique combination of change management competencies commonly found in a single individual. So whilst it is true to say that many people have the potential to manage or sponsor projects competently, not all begin with the full complement of skills, knowledge, experience, qualities or confidence to do so. So delegating the management of a project to someone who happens to be a good general manager may do little to lessen the persistent risk of failure.

The consequences of ignoring the imperative

The Case study suggested some of the effects of managing change as though it were any other business activity. Within the project itself, which is where efforts were made to address the problems, delay, confusion and waste were obvious consequences. However, when multiplied by the considerable number of projects the organization had underway at the same time (and which were suffering in the same way) the impact was magnified such that it was felt by the business. Several tremors combined to create real instability. Some of the institutional consequences of managing projects in the same way as the daily operation of the business are as follows:


	Business as usual can become compromised – as more interest is devoted to failing or inefficiently run projects, attention is drawn away from the very business we are seeking to maintain and develop (and which is funding those projects). Conversely, the following may be true…

	You’ll do projects in your spare time – unless projects are discretely and efficiently scoped, planned and resourced, the attention of the workforce will remain focused on BAU. Projects will become funded from ‘goodwill’ rather than the ring-fenced budget they deserve.

	Your reputation with customers will suffer – this is especially the case if the products and services you offer are delivered to your customers by means of projects. When customers depend on a delivery from you on time, on budget and to their specification, any failure of that project to meet their standards is not something that can be kept within the confines of the business.

	Your costs will escalate – projects are undertaken because they are necessary or essential for the continuation or growth of the business. Their abandonment is not seen as an option. The consequence of failing to adequately manage them is that those projects consume increasing resources. If the time arrives when the endeavour does have to be abandoned, the financial and other costs can of course be enormous. For the business, there may well be a direct hit on profitability with implications on shareholder value and investor relations.

	Others will use their change management capabilities as a competitive advantage over you – their innovations will be delivered more quickly or economically, and they will delight the market with their ability to deliver their products and services more efficiently than you.

	The change competence in your organization will not grow – those who do have some competence will either burn out from the pressures of working in an environment which is not suited to the effective delivery of change, or they will seek positions in organizations where change agents have an opportunity to work in a culture which is supportive and conducive to success.



Simply summarized, if change management remains unrecognized as a specialist discipline in its own right, there is a high likelihood that the organization will fail to deliver the changes it needs to stay, or become, competitive.

The solutions

In any organization, different jobs require different tools. The challenge of managing change requires a unique and specialized toolkit which may not presently exist in the organization. Unfortunately, for many organizations, instead of investing in the tools most suited to the challenges, they seek to get by with what they already have. And if all you have is a hammer, everything looks like a nail.

The institutional toolkit to manage change is illustrated in the diagram in Figure 1.2.



FIGURE 1.2
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Prioritize and manage your portfolio of projects

As we will discover in the next chapter, the amount of change your organization wants or needs will nearly always outstrip the resources available to deliver it. At some point, any institution that is undergoing some form of change – and that includes nearly every one of them – will have to decide which projects are of greatest importance.

A ‘Change Management Team’ (CMT) can help the organization to make such decisions. It will serve as the senior-most authority for change in the business, overseeing the portfolio of projects, delegating them to individual sponsors, and coordinating them such that the business delivers its change agenda. In other words, it is a body which does for change what other operational bodies do for BAU. We’ll return to consider the CMT in the next chapter.

It may take some time, and a change of perspective, to see what may be a large part of your business as a list of prioritized projects. Thereafter, it is crucial to steer that portfolio of projects continuously towards what you consider a successful outcome. Businesses invest in the ordered, incremental growth of BAU; so too should they construct a portfolio of projects which is affordable, focused and achievable.

When the list has been identified, do not assume that its promotion across the organization will result in its delivery. As the Case study illustrates, left to its own devices a BAU structure will deal with a project in the only way it knows how: by tearing it apart into departmental chunks of work.

Instead, assign each project to a single, safe pair of hands…

Appoint authoritative project sponsors/owners

There is a difference between managing a project and directing it. Direction has more to do with clarifying and articulating the goal rather than planning a means of achieving it. It is about ownership of the project’s objective for change, and setting the direction in which the project will need to head if the benefits are to be achieved. By contrast, the managers of the projects will take instruction from those who direct them, developing plans and motivating resources to develop the projects’ deliverables.

So, before considering who may be best placed to manage the project, think first about who in the organization needs to direct it. A single sponsor must be identified on whom accountability for the successful delivery of the change may be placed. Without this single individual, at best everyone seeks to instruct the project manager, leaving them faced with a confusing and often incompatible set of targets. At worst, no one is held liable for a successful outcome and the project manager takes the project wherever they wish or can. It is as if the ship has a captain, but no one to tell them where to sail.

As future chapters will explain, it is likely that these project sponsors will be rare beasts. Not only must they have the authority to secure the necessary funding and engagement, but they must also possess leadership and change management skills which qualify them to head up a project in addition to departments. This is not to say that the heads of departments would not qualify for the role – far from it – but they will need to engage a different set of competencies to direct a project. Put another way, they will be your organization’s superheroes, one minute using their specific subject-matter expertise to run a business function, the next delivering a significant, organization-wide change.

Not every senior manager will immediately have the competence or mindset to discharge such a role. But an organization’s capacity for delivering change is as much limited by its number of sponsors as it is by its cash. So as the organization decides which change initiatives it wishes to pursue, it must also identify a list of competent sponsors to whom the authority for each selected project will be delegated. It is a serious question to be asking of your own business: who are your organization’s qualified sponsors?

Once known, these individuals – not departments – may be granted the authority to cost-justify, recruit and manage the resources the projects require to deliver the change.

Robustly initiate and cost-justify every project

It is not at all unusual for projects to materialize in the business as though they were beamed down from the Starship Enterprise. They arrive almost without invitation. The question as to where projects come from will consume a future chapter, and more. Whatever their source, whether because it is someone’s pet obsession, a regulatory change with no option for avoidance, a commercial opportunity or a cost-reduction initiative, every project must be justified. There are several reasons for this:


	Each individual project represents a balance of investment versus return. We may feel positive about the potential investment, but if we are to know that it is a viable proposal, only a clearly articulated argument should persuade the organization to part with its money.

	The fortunes of the project will change. Even though there may be a clear-cut case in favour of pursuing a mandatory project over which we have little choice, the investment we make in it is still within our control. A project’s business case helps the sponsor to manage both the benefits and the costs.

	The business has a choice as to which projects it chooses to pursue. As we will see in the next chapter, even if it has the will to take on every opportunity, it is unlikely to have the resource. The cost-justification helps the organization select and prioritize its projects.

	The development of a formal, structured project cost-justification creates with it the opportunity for its approval. This effectively ensures that projects are subjected to at least one considered decision-making point beyond which the enterprise is prevented from moving until or unless it is approved.



Orientate the organization to accommodate projects

It takes an organization to successfully deliver a project, but the organization must be designed to do so. As the Case study suggested, unless the business is ‘change literate’, the BAU structure and mindset will be inappropriate.

The physical structure and the roles and responsibilities of the participants in a change-literate organization are different. A project is a management environment with the internal authority to make the right decisions at the right time; however, it also affects the company itself. Consequently, the company should examine how it provides resources to projects at the same time as conducting essential BAU activity.

A common complaint is that a combination of projects and BAU pulls too many people in too many directions. Priorities are unclear; all the stops are pulled out for an important project until something happens to compromise the operation of the rest of the business. At that point the project (much to the chagrin of its sponsor) is pushed to one side. Organizations with a strong emphasis on day-to-day, operational excellence often consider projects to be of secondary importance. This has some merit as it is BAU which funds projects. However, when this attitude becomes endemic, projects lose their sponsorship in favour of operational firefighting. This is not healthy in a progressive organization seeking to adapt and grow.

A resource pool is a group of people within a single management structure, usually with common skills. We have already referred to them as departments or functions. Effective resource pool management helps to balance the competing demands on those people to conduct effective BAU whilst at the same time releasing enough of them to deliver a portfolio of value-focused projects.

The sponsor responsible for staffing a new project requests resources from a wide variety of internal and, possibly, external sources. In this way, they obtain the unique mix of skills, knowledge, experience and character they believe will serve the project well. This creates a further responsibility for the heads of departments from whom the resources have been picked. They have not only to meet their BAU commitments, but must also maintain a stock of people with enough competence and capacity to contribute to projects.

Resource pool management is needed to ensure that both BAU and projects have enough people of the quality they need at the right time. There are at least two organizational models which can facilitate this: the free market and the regulated market.

The free market

Having been given authority to deliver a successful outcome, the sponsors attempt to secure the resources they need from a variety of sources, both internal and external. External sources such as third-party resource suppliers may well require a bigger investment, but the sponsors have accountability for delivering a commercially viable outcome. As long as the project’s benefits outweigh its costs, they can argue in favour of employing external resources.


Internal suppliers such as those in Department 1 and Department 2 in Figure 1.3 can work in much the same way as an external provider, with one significant exception. Although they are resource pools, many of these internal departments must also deliver successful BAU, so most department managers are charged with managing the supply of resources to projects and BAU activity.

FIGURE 1.3
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Matters can become more complicated when a department is subjected to requests from more than one project. Such competition can be regulated.

The regulated market

This structure differs in two important ways from the free market model:


	The multiple supply and demand relationships between project and resource pool managers have been rationalized through a single ‘resource management function’.

	The source of escalation for issues arising from shortages (or oversupply) of resources no longer rests with the resource pool managers but with the resource management function.




FIGURE 1.4
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Having a resource management function does not remove the need for the resource pool managers to nurture their teams. Nor does it mean that they should not plan for future project and BAU demands. It can, however, add some considerable benefits:


	forward planning of resource numbers so that cross-department recruitment campaigns can be managed;

	increased negotiating power with third-party resource providers;

	improved arbitration where resource conflicts arise;

	skills management (using skills profiles for selection rather than availability alone);

	decreases in the incidence of potentially available resources being reserved for the personal use of their department (resource pool) managers.



To make this happen, the resource management function must:


	plan and maintain forecasts for company-wide resource demands based on regularly gathered project resource plans;

	plan and maintain forecasts for company-wide resource supply based on regularly gathered department resource plans;

	match resource demand from potential and existing projects with the potential and existing supply available from internal and external resource pools;

	identify, report and respond to resource supply and demand trends;

	plan, coordinate and support recruitment campaigns across the organization.



At the end of a year, it should be possible to judge the function’s success by measuring:


	to what extent resource utilization has been maximized;

	the availability of a current, company-wide resource plan;

	whether, at any time, all projects have a forecast of resource demand and all departments have a forecast of resource supply.



Both models recognize that projects are usually neither owned by, nor contained within, a single department. They are shared endeavours that draw on the skills, knowledge and experience of a variety of stakeholders who each have differing expectations of success. As the Case study suggests, projects cut across the departmental divides. Creating a matrix and managing resources through both line and project structures is called matrix management. When used effectively, it allows organizations to deliver better BAU and projects simultaneously. Without it, projects are often the first casualty as BAU takes priority.

There are several consequences of either model. First, if resources are to be engaged in projects for only a relatively short time, it may be necessary for resource pool managers to ‘backfill’ their positions so as not to compromise the continued running of the department. Second, it may be necessary to conduct performance appraisals with input specifically sourced from the projects in which people have worked in addition to their BAU activity.

In both models there is also a ‘head of project management’ who can play a key role in a matrix management environment.

The head of project management is principally a resource pool manager responsible for managing the project management personnel needed to satisfy the demands of sponsors as they seek project managers for emerging projects. Like any other resource pool manager, this person will manage the longer-term needs of the department by recruiting, developing and retaining the best project managers required to maintain a healthy pool of personnel.

The head of project management should be an experienced person who can contribute to the continued development and application of the company’s approach to project management. Even so, if the resource pool is small, this may not be a full-time role and could be performed by a project manager in addition to existing duties.

The head of project management should not become involved in BAU or project matters other than those for which they already have specific responsibilities. Challenges arising within individual projects should be managed by those projects. The head of project management is, however, expected to prevent or manage any matters related to the efficacy, supply or quality of project management personnel.

The head of project management’s specific responsibilities are to:


	supply project managers to project sponsors when given a demand forecast;

	manage the pool of resources effectively within the agreed headcount;

	make sure the project managers in the pool apply the company’s approach to project management;

	prevent and resolve issues regarding the efficacy, supply or quality of project managers;

	recruit, retain/release, develop and reward the pool of project managers according to their performance;

	provide personal mentoring and support to project managers;

	provide training and education in the company’s approach to project management.



Therefore, the head of project management should be authorized to:


	recruit and release project managers to satisfy current and forecast demand effectively;

	conduct annual appraisals and recommend rewards/penalties.



At the end of a year, the head of project management’s performance should be assessed by:


	the extent to which demand for project managers has been met;

	how regularly the resource plan for project managers has been maintained;

	the extent to which project managers have achieved their targets.



What resource pool and matrix management allow are new ways of engaging the people who work in projects. Seeing projects as identifiable blocks of work, funded with a ring-fenced investment, means that they may be managed differently from BAU. Diverse teams from across the organization and beyond can be incentivized to work together to achieve shared project objectives in addition to their BAU targets.

Engage competent project managers

It may seem obvious from the Case study and that which has followed, but successful projects depend on effective sponsors and project managers. Working well, they work together. Allow sponsors the opportunity to select their own project manager; each will be the other’s dependent.

Regardless of their present job title, identify a list of people who are, or have the potential to be, effective project managers (a further analysis of the competencies needed is covered in Chapter 8). Offer the list to your sponsors.

Tailor recruitment, induction and training

The Human Resource (HR) department must be made aware that, with a specific change management mindset growing in the business, there will be new skills to be sought from the marketplace. Specialist change management agencies may be engaged to support the HR department in this matter as traditional search and selection routes may be unsuitable.

Induction may be tuned for anyone joining the organization. In addition to discovering more about the operations of the organization they have joined, they may now learn of internal change management processes, projects which are underway, and the sponsors and project managers who lead them.

Training requirements may be considerable. Indeed, it is often the first tool which organizations new to change management will seize upon. However, it can also be a considerable investment and some thought is wise before committing swathes of people to a training programme. Here are some suggestions:


	Ensure that sponsors have been educated and briefed to a practical standard before training anyone else. Once familiar with the language of change management, and enthusiastic about their projects, they themselves will serve well to promote the mindset.

	You want your workforce to act as they have been trained, so ensure that the training is tailored to your organization’s specific needs. Not only are you expecting them to gain new skills and knowledge, you are seeking a change in their attitude and behaviour. Ensure that your training provider understands this and helps to deliver it.

	Let change management specialists in your organization decide what training programme will suit the organization best. Don’t leave the decision to a person or department that does not understand the subject matter.



Support, develop and educate the workforce

If it is not possible to find project management practitioners from inside your organization, be prepared to develop them to an effective standard. This may involve training, as described above. Alternatively or additionally, place them under the wing of a trusted sponsor or more senior project manager and let them gain experience on projects of ever-increasing complexity and risk. In this way, an organization grows its talent. And if this is not an option, recruit or buy in people with project management skills – it is a specialist and recognized discipline in which there are a great many contract practitioners. However, be advised that sponsorship cannot be found anywhere but inside the organization – do not be tempted to recruit a sponsor.

Do not disadvantage anyone working in a project for having been allocated to it. Be sure that they can continue to access all of the traditional routes for promotion should they seek them. Provide them in the usual way with a performance appraisal which takes account of the non-BAU work they have delivered. Perhaps compensate them for the losses they may incur from being taken away from their normal line of work.

From the top down, be sure to encourage everyone to believe in and apply the same fundamental principles. If any lack of confidence or discipline is displayed by senior management, it will not be in the least surprising if an identical culture grows beneath them.

Introduce and embed an approach to project management

A defined and clearly articulated approach to project management (or what is often called a methodology) is helpful since it describes the language of change which the organization has adopted. It is often a document which describes the processes, responsibilities and deliverables involved in the approach. However, one of the most common failings in the introduction of a change management mindset is the sole reliance on a methodology. It is only of real value when it is applied. The job of senior managers in a change-literate organization is to embed the practice and language such that they become second nature. Here are some suggestions as to how to develop and roll out an approach:


	Much like the approach to training, it is sensible to tailor the methodology according to the specific needs of the organization. Indeed, it makes great sense to align the development of a training programme with the development of the methodology so that the language, principles and practices are consistent.

	Ensure that whoever is charged with authoring and delivering the approach is a seasoned, effective and respected project practitioner. The quickest way to lose all credibility is to produce a work which misunderstands or misrepresents the realities of working in a project environment.

	Create first a ‘minimum standard’ which can be quickly grasped and applied, and which needs the absolute minimum of maintenance. The more complex it is, the greater the policing needed to ensure compliance and the faster it will fall into disuse. Trial it on a few projects of different size, complexity and risk, then roll it out to the whole organization.

	Deliver incremental improvements no more frequently than every year. This will help to raise the bar gradually whilst allowing everyone to become familiar and comfortable with the standard.

	Reward compliance by demonstrating the benefits it has delivered to both the project and the organization. If people cannot see any advantage in something, they will not use it.



Invest in tools

The infrastructure of change management includes people, processes and, quite often, some tools. Given that the planning and reporting hierarchy for projects will be entirely different from that for the BAU organization structure, it may be helpful to invest in some tools which can aid in the planning, monitoring and control of projects. Amongst others, this will be covered in greater detail in Chapter 10.

Seek and measure the benefits

Why does any organization employ projects? The common justification is to ensure that, at some future point, the business can enjoy the rewards of change. If that ambition is to be realized, change must be measured. The BAU organization is familiar with progress measurement. Amongst many other metrics, it charts revenue growth and decline, cost control and profit fluctuation. Projects, in isolation and together as a portfolio, must be subjected to the same discipline. Any failure to do so will result in investment decisions which, at best, were ratified when the money was requested but which have not been vindicated since.

The argument for measuring the benefits within an individual project is an important but tired one. If organizations are persuaded that it is a good thing to do, they may have in place the necessary mechanics. If they are not yet fully change literate, it is likely that the maturity required to measure the benefits has not yet developed and that no one really knows whether a project was a sensible investment or not. Those organizations which do measure post-project benefits to judge the rewards often require the sponsor to stay in post long after the project has closed. It is they who do the measuring, and they who are rewarded or penalized, dependent on the eventual outcome.

But all that serves to encourage is the success of a single project. Whole organizations depend on a continuous portfolio of projects tripping off the production line, day in, day out. For the organization which is mature in its management of change, it must be possible to set, deliver and measure the benefits of the whole portfolio. This is complex and challenging, yet not impossible, and is a topic which will be explored in greater detail in the following chapter.

Conclusion

Alongside BAU, we might now add CAU – change as usual. Where the operation of the business was once considered the ‘day job’, it is now just as critical that change is considered a legitimate and essential part of it too. Embedding the culture needed to deliver successful change alongside the more traditional approach to BAU will take a long time, involve the commitment of almost everyone who works in the organization and cost money. Introducing the mindset required to deliver change will itself be a change for the organization. Furthermore, the pressure to maintain a focus on the practices outlined in this chapter and beyond must be relentless.

Introducing a new cultural attitude is a change in itself. In his book Leading Change, John Kotter wrote:

In the final analysis, change sticks when it becomes ‘the way we do things around here’, when it seeps into the bloodstream of the corporate body. Until new behaviours are rooted in social norms and shared values, they are subject to degradation as soon as the pressure for change is removed.

He added that for any cultural change (such as I am describing in this book), there are several reasons why it may fail:


	There is no sense of urgency.

	A powerful, guiding coalition is not adequately created.

	The programme lacks a clear vision.

	The vision is poorly communicated.

	Essential change is prevented by a will to protect the status quo.

	Short-term wins are not systematically planned or delivered.

	Victory is declared too soon.

	Changes are not anchored in the organization’s culture.



There is a case to be made for using a project to manage the introduction of the practices described in this book, not least to mitigate the risks above. For this reason, my final chapter shows how an organization might go about doing just that. But where would such a project feature amongst the many other priorities your organization wishes to pursue? The next chapter will consider the importance of prioritizing what matters most…

[image: ]

SUMMARY


	Changing the business is as much a part of the ‘day job’ as running it.

	The toolkit used to run the business is unsuited to governing projects.

	Without a sponsor and project manager working closely together, projects will descend into chaos.

	Organizations that engage a ‘change mindset’ will stand a greater chance of gaining a competitive advantage.

	In practice, the change mindset must be translated into many structural, procedural and cultural components, all of which are necessary if the business is to deliver strategic success through projects.
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