Introduction to Project Management Skills
 

This section discusses some of the specific skills you will need to run projects successfully. It concentrates on two main areas: scheduling skills, including use of Gantt charts and Critical Path Analysis, and overall project planning following the Planning Cycle.

 

The following tools will be discussed:

· Estimating time accurately 

· Time planning for small and medium sized projects - Gantt Charts 

· Time planning for large, complex projects 

· Critical Path Analysis & PERT 

· Effective planning for middle-sized projects - The Planning Cycle 

· Planning Large Projects - Using Planning and Management Methodologies 

By the end of the section you should understand how to plan and schedule small and middle-sized projects. You will know how to bring them in on time and on budget. While running a project you will know which jobs are most important, and which deadlines are most important to meet. You will also be able to decide when to take remedial action to bring a project back on course.

 

These skills are perfectly sufficient for running small and medium-sized projects. 

 

As projects become larger, however, a pragmatic general management approach can often be overwhelmed by the sheer complexity of the projects being run. Larger projects benefit from formal, methodology-based project and program management. This is a specialism in its own right - appropriate pointers are given in the final part of this section. 

Estimating Time Accurately
How to use tool: 

Accurate time estimation is a skill essential to good project management. It is important to get time estimates right for two main reasons:

1. Time estimates drive the setting of deadlines for delivery of projects, and hence peoples' assessments of your reliability 

2. They often determine the pricing of contracts and hence their profitability. 

Usually people vastly underestimate the amount of time needed to implement projects. This is true particularly when they are not familiar with the task to be carried out. They forget to take into account unexpected events or unscheduled high priority work. People also often simply fail to allow for the full complexity involved with a job. 

 

This section discusses how to estimate time on small projects. Time estimates are important inputs into the other techniques used to organize and structure medium and large sized projects (Gantt charts and use of Critical Path Analysis). Both of these techniques reduce large projects down into a set of small projects. 

 

Fully understanding the problem to solve
The first stage in estimating time accurately is to fully understand what you need to achieve. This involves reviewing the task in detail so that there are no 'unknowns'. Inevitably it is the difficult-to-understand, tricky problems that take the greatest amount of time to solve.

  

The best way to review the job is to list all tasks in full detail. Simple techniques such as Drill-Down are useful for this. 

 

Estimating time
You can only start to estimate time accurately when you have a detailed list of all the tasks that you must achieve. When you have this, you can make your best guess at how long each task will take to complete. 

 

Ensure that within your estimate you also allow time for project management, detailed project planning, liaison with outside bodies, meetings, quality assurance and any supporting documentation necessary.

 

Also make sure that you have allowed time for:

· Other high urgency tasks to be carried out which will have priority over this one 

· Accidents and emergencies 

· Internal meetings 

· Holidays and sickness in essential staff 

· Contact with other customers, perhaps to arrange the next job 

· Breakdowns in equipment 

· Missed deliveries by suppliers 

· Interruptions 

· Quality control rejections 

· etc. 

These factors may double (or more than double) the length of time needed to complete a project.

 

If the accuracy of time estimates is critical, you may find it effective to develop a systematic approach to including these factors. If possible, base this on past experience. 


Key points: 
You can lose a great deal of credibility by underestimating the length of time needed to implement a project. If you underestimate time, not only do you miss deadlines, you also put other project workers under unnecessary stress. Projects will become seriously unprofitable, and other tasks cannot be started.

 

The first step towards making good time estimates is to fully understand the problem to be solved. 

 

You can then prepare a detailed list of tasks that must be achieved. This list should include all the administrative tasks and meetings you need to carry out as well as the work itself.

 

Finally, allow time for all the expected and unexpected disruptions and delays to work that will inevitably happen.

Scheduling Simple Projects
How to use tool: 

Simple projects involve only one or a few people over a short time. Typically, simple projects will have few tasks dependent on other tasks, and will be relatively simple and easy to coordinate. Examples might be coordinating delivery of resources for a workshop session, implementing a small marketing plan, or delivering a simple software enhancement.

 

With simple projects, tools like Gantt Charts and Critical Path Diagrams may overcomplicate project scheduling and communication. Unless project team members are trained in their use, they can often 'blind people with science', leading to poor communication and muddled projects.

 

Appropriate Timetables and Action Plans are often sufficient to coordinate and implement simple projects. These should be explained and negotiated with project staff to improve the plans and get staff understanding, input and buy-in.


Key points: 
Simple projects are often best run using simple Timetables and Action Plans. These should be prepared and negotiated with project staff to improve plans and get buy-in. 

 

During the project these will contain sufficient control points and deliveries to monitor project progress and take any appropriate remedial action.

Gantt Charts - Planning and scheduling more complex projects
How to use tool: 

Gantt Charts are useful tools for analyzing and planning more complex projects. They:

· help you to lay out the tasks that need to be completed 

· give you a basis for scheduling when these tasks will be carries out 

· allow you to plan the allocation of resources needed to complete the project, and 

· help you to work out the critical path for a project where you must complete it by a particular date. 

When a project is under way, Gantt charts help you to monitor whether the project is on schedule. If it is not, it allows you to pin-point the remedial action necessary to put it back on schedule. 

 

Sequential and parallel activities:
An essential concept behind project planning (and Critical Path Analysis) is that some activities are dependent on other activities being completed first. As a shallow example, it is not a good idea to start building a bridge before you have designed it! 

 

These dependent activities need to be completed in a sequence, with each stage being more-or-less completed before the next activity can begin. We can call dependent activities 'sequential'. 

 

Other activities are not dependent on completion of any other tasks. These may be done at any time before or after a particular stage is reached. These are nondependent or 'parallel' tasks. 

 

Drawing a Gantt Chart

To draw up a Gantt Chart, follow these steps: 

 

1. List all activities in the plan
For each task, show the earliest start date, estimated length of time it will take, and whether it is parallel or sequential. If tasks are sequential, show which stages they depend on. 

 

You will end up with a task list like the one in figure 1. This example shows the task list for a custom-written computer project. We will use this same example for both this section and the section on Critical Path Analysis and PERT. This will allow you to compare the results of the two approaches.


Figure 1. Gantt Chart Example: Planning a custom-written computer project
NB: The start week shows when resources become available. Whether a task is parallel or sequential depends largely on context.
	Task
	possible start
	Length
	Type
	Dependent
on...

	1. High level analysis 
	week 1
	5 days
	sequential
	

	2. Selection of hardware platform 
	week 1
	1 day
	sequential
	1

	3. Installation and commissioning of hardware 
	week 3
	2 weeks
	parallel
	2

	4. Detailed analysis of core modules 
	week 1
	2 weeks
	sequential 
	1

	5. Detailed analysis of supporting utilities 
	week 1
	2 weeks
	sequential
	4

	6. Programming of core modules 
	week 4
	3 weeks
	sequential
	4

	7. Programming of supporting modules 
	week 4
	3 weeks
	sequential
	5

	8. Quality assurance of core modules 
	week 5
	1 week
	sequential
	6

	9. Quality assurance of supporting modules 
	week 5
	1 week
	sequential
	7

	10.Core module training 
	week 7
	1 day
	parallel
	6

	11.Development of accounting reporting 
	week 6
	1 week
	parallel
	5

	12.Development of management reporting 
	week 6
	1 week
	parallel
	5

	13.Development of management analysis 
	week 6
	2 weeks
	sequential
	5

	14.Detailed training 
	week 7
	1 week
	sequential
	1-13

	15.Documentation 
	week 4
	2 weeks
	parallel
	13


 

2. Head up graph paper with the days or weeks through to task completion
 

3. Plot the tasks onto the graph paper
Next draw up a rough draft of the Gantt Chart. Plot each task on the graph paper, showing it starting on the earliest possible date. Draw it as a bar, with the length of the bar being the length of the task. Above the task bars, mark the time taken to complete them. Do not worry about task scheduling yet - all you are doing is setting up the first draft of the analysis. 

 

This will produce an untidy diagram like the one below: 


  

4. Schedule Activities
Now take the draft Gantt Chart, and use it to schedule actions. Schedule them in such a way that sequential actions are carried out in the required sequence. Ensure that dependent activities do not start until the activities they depend on have been completed.

 

Where possible, schedule parallel tasks so that they do not interfere with sequential actions on the critical path. While scheduling, ensure that you make best use of the resources you have available, and do not over-commit resource. Also allow some slack time in the schedule for holdups, overruns, quality rejections, failures in delivery, etc. 

 

5. Presenting the Analysis
The final stage in this process is to prepare a final version of the Gantt Chart. This should combine the draft analysis (see above) with your scheduling and analysis of resources. This chart will show when you anticipate that jobs should start and finish. 

 

A redrawn and scheduled version of the example project is shown below: 
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By drawing this example Gantt Chart, you can see that: 

· if all goes well, the project can be completed in 10 weeks 

· if you want to complete the task as rapidly as possible, you need: 

· 1 analyst for the first 5 weeks 

· 1 programmer for 6 weeks starting week 4 

· 1 programmer for 3 weeks starting week 6 

· Quality assurance resource for weeks 7 and 9 

· Hardware to be installed by the end of week 7 

· analysis, and development and installation of supporting modules are essential activities that must be completed on time. 

· hardware installation is a low priority task as long as it is completed by the end of week 7 

While this section describes how to draw a Gantt Chart manually, in practice project managers tend to use software tools like Microsoft Project to create Gantt Charts. Not only do these ease the drawing of Gantt Charts, they also make modification of plans easier and provide facilities for monitoring progress against plans. Microsoft Project is reviewed at the top of the left hand sidebar.

 

Key points: 

Gantt charts are useful tools for planning and scheduling projects. They allow you to assess how long a project should take, determine the resources needed, and lay out the order in which tasks need to be carried out. They are useful in managing the dependencies between tasks.

 

When a project is under way, Gantt charts are useful for monitoring its progress. You can immediately see what should have been achieved at a point in time, and can therefore take remedial action to bring the project back on course. This can be essential for the successful and profitable implementation of the project.

 

Most Project Managers use tools such as Microsoft Project (see the review at the top of the left hand sidebar) to build and manage Gantt Charts.

  

Critical Path Analysis & PERT Charts
- Planning and scheduling more complex projects
 

Critical Path Analysis and PERT are powerful tools that help you to schedule and manage complex projects. They were developed in the 1950s to control large defense projects, and have been used routinely since then.

 

As with Gantt Charts, Critical Path Analysis (CPA) helps you to lay out all tasks that must be completed as part of a project. They act as the basis both for preparation of a schedule, and of resource planning. During management of a project, they allow you to monitor achievement of project goals. They help you to see where remedial action needs to be taken to get a project back on course.

 

The benefit of using CPA over Gantt Charts is that Critical Path Analysis formally identifies tasks which must be completed on time for the whole project to be completed on time, and also identifies which tasks can be delayed for a while if resource needs to be reallocated to catch up on missed tasks. The disadvantage of CPA is that the relation of tasks to time is not as immediately obvious as with Gantt Charts. This can make them more difficult to understand for someone who is not familiar with the technique.

 

A further benefit of Critical Path Analysis is that it helps you to identify the minimum length of time needed to complete a project. Where you need to run an accelerated project, it helps you to identify which project steps you should accelerate to complete the project within the available time. This helps you to minimize cost while still achieving your objective. 

 

How to use the tool:

As with Gantt Charts, the essential concept behind Critical Path Analysis is that you cannot start some activities until others are finished. These activities need to be completed in a sequence, with each stage being more-or-less completed before the next stage can begin. These are 'sequential' activities. 

 

Other activities are not dependent on completion of any other tasks. You can do these at any time before or after a particular stage is reached. These are non-dependent or 'parallel' tasks. 

 

Drawing a Critical Path Analysis Chart

Use the following steps to draw a CPA Chart:

 

1. List all activities in the plan
For each activity, show the earliest start date, estimated length of time it will take, and whether it is parallel or sequential. If tasks are sequential, show which stage they depend on. 

 

For the project example used here, you will end up with the same task list as explained in the article on Gantt Charts (we will use the same example as with Gantt Charts to compare the two techniques). The chart is repeated in figure 1 below:

 

Figure 1. Task List: Planning a custom-written computer project
NB: The start week shows when resources become available. Whether a task is parallel or sequential depends largely on context.
	Task
	Possible start
	Length
	Type
	Dependent
on...

	1. High level analysis 
	week 1
	5 days
	sequential
	

	2. Selection of hardware platform 
	week 1
	1 day
	sequential
	1

	3. Installation and commissioning of hardware 
	week 3
	2 weeks
	parallel
	2

	4. Detailed analysis of core modules 
	week 1
	2 weeks
	sequential 
	1

	5. Detailed analysis of supporting utilities 
	week 1
	2 weeks
	sequential
	4

	6. Programming of core modules 
	week 4
	3 weeks
	sequential
	4

	7. Programming of supporting modules 
	week 4
	3 weeks
	sequential
	5

	8. Quality assurance of core modules 
	week 5
	1 week
	sequential
	6

	9. Quality assurance of supporting modules 
	week 5
	1 week
	sequential
	7

	10.Core module training 
	week 7
	1 day
	parallel
	6

	11.Development of accounting reporting 
	week 6
	1 week
	parallel
	5

	12.Development of management reporting 
	week 6
	1 week
	parallel
	5

	13.Development of management analysis 
	week 6
	2 weeks
	sequential
	5

	14.Detailed training 
	week 7
	1 week
	sequential
	1-13

	15.Documentation 
	week 4
	2 weeks
	parallel
	13


 

2. Plot the activities as a circle and arrow diagram
Critical Path Analyses are presented using circle and arrow diagrams. 

  

In these, circles show events within the project, such as the start and finish of tasks. Circles are normally numbered to allow you to identify them.

 

An arrow running between two event circles shows the activity needed to complete that task. A description of the task is written underneath the arrow. The length of the task is shown above it. By convention, all arrows run left to right.

 

An example of a very simple diagram is shown below:
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This shows the start event (circle 1), and the completion of the 'High Level Analysis' task (circle 2). The arrow between them shows the activity of carrying out the High Level Analysis. This activity should take 1 week.

 

Where one activity cannot start until another has been completed, we start the arrow for the dependent activity at the completion event circle of the previous activity. An example of this is shown below:

 

[image: image3.png]Hign Lovel Analyss Core Moduls Anciss.

Figure 3: Circle and Antow Diagram showing two actiifes hat
‘canno be started unf the first activiy has been completed.




Here the activities of 'Selecting Hardware' and 'Core Module Analysis' cannot be started until 'High Level Analysis' has been completed. This diagram also brings out a number of other important points:

· Within Critical Path Analysis, we refer to activities by the numbers in the circles at each end. For example, the task 'Core Module Analysis' would be called 'activity 2 to 3'. 'Select Hardware' would be 'activity 2 to 4'. 

· Activities are not drawn to scale. In the diagram above, activities are 1 week long, 2 weeks long, and 1 day long. Arrows in this case are all the same length. 

· In the example above, you can see numbers above the circles. These show the earliest possible time that this stage in the project will be reached. Here units are whole weeks. 

A different case is shown below:
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Here activity 6 to 7 cannot start until the other three activities (12 to 6, 5 to 6 and 9 to 6) have been completed.

 

See figure 5 for the full circle and arrow diagram for the computer project we are using as an example. 

Click here to see the full Critical Path Diagram

This shows all the activities that will take place as part of the project. Notice that each event circle has a figure below it as well as a figure above. This shows the latest time that it can be reached with the project still being completed in the minimum time possible. You can calculate this by starting at the last event (in this case number 7), and working backwards.

 

You can see that event 4 can be completed any time between 1.2 weeks in and 7.8 weeks in. The timing of this event is not critical. Events 1 to 2, 2 to 3, 3 to 4, 4 to 5, 5 to 6 and 6 to 7 must be started and completed on time if the project is to be completed in 10 weeks. This is the 'critical path' - these activities must be very closely managed to ensure that activities are completed on time. If jobs on the critical path slip, immediate action should be taken to get the project back on schedule. Otherwise completion of the whole project will slip.

 

'Crash Action'
You may find that you need to complete a project earlier than your Critical Path Analysis says is possible. In this case you need to take action to reduce the length of time spent on project stages. 

  

You could pile resources into every project activity to bring down time spent on each. This would probably consume huge additional resources. 

 

A more efficient way of doing this would be to look only at activities on the critical path. 

 

As an example, it may be necessary to complete the computer project in figure 5 in 8 weeks rather than 10 weeks. In this case you could look at using two analysts in steps '2 to 3' and '3 to 4', and two programmers instead of one in step '4 to 5'. This would shorten the project by two weeks, but would raise the project cost - doubling resources at any stage often only improves productivity by, say, 50%. This occurs as time spent on coordinating the project consumes time gained by increasing resource.

 

Note that in this example, shortening the project by two weeks would bring activities '3 to 11', '11 to 12' and '12 to 6' onto the critical path as well.

 

As with Gantt Charts, in practice project managers tend to use software tools like Microsoft Project to create CPA Charts. Not only do these ease make them easier to draw, they also make modification of plans easier and provide facilities for monitoring progress against plans. Microsoft Project is reviewed at the top of our left hand title bar.

 

PERT
PERT stands for Program Evaluation and Review Technique. 

 

PERT is a variation on Critical Path Analysis that takes a slightly more skeptical view of time estimates made for each project stage. To use it, estimate the shortest possible time each activity will take, the most likely length of time, and the longest time that might be taken if the activity takes longer than expected. 

 

Use the formula below to calculate the time to use for each project stage:

 

shortest time + 4 x likely time + longest time
-----------------------------------------------------------
6

 

This helps to bias time estimates away from the unrealistically short time-scales normally assumed.


Key points: 

Critical Path Analysis is an effective and powerful method of assessing:

· What tasks must be carried out 

· Where parallel activity can be performed 

· The shortest time in which you can complete a project 

· Resources needed to execute a project 

· The sequence of activities, scheduling and timings involved 

· Task priorities 

· The most efficient way of shortening time on urgent projects. 

An effective Critical Path Analysis can make the difference between success and failure on complex projects. It can be very useful for assessing the importance of problems faced during the implementation of the plan.

 

PERT is a variant of Critical Path Analysis that takes a more skeptical view of the time needed to complete each project stage.

The Planning Cycle
- A Planning Process for Middle-Sized Projects
 

The Planning Cycle brings together all aspects of planning into a coherent, unified process.

 

By planning within this structure, you will help to ensure that your plans are fully considered, well focused, resilient, practical and cost-effective. You will also ensure that you learn from any mistakes you make, and feed this back into future planning and decision-making.

 

Planning using this cycle will help you to plan and manage ongoing projects up to a certain level of complexity - this will depend on the circumstance. For projects involving many people over a long period of time, more formal methodologies and approaches are necessary (see Managing Large Projects and Programs).

 

How to use tool:

It is best to think of planning as a cycle, not a straight-through process. 

 

Once you have devised a plan you should evaluate whether it is likely to succeed. This evaluation may be cost or number based, or may use other analytical tools. This analysis may show that your plan may cause unwanted consequences, may cost too much, or may simply not work. 

 

In this case you should cycle back to an earlier stage. Alternatively you may have to abandon the plan altogether - the outcome of the planning process may be that it is best to do nothing! 

 

Finally, you should feed back what you have learned with one plan into the next.

 

The Planning Cycle is shown in figure 1:
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The stages in this planning process are explained below:

 

1. Analysis of Opportunities:
The first thing to do is to do is to spot what needs to be done. You will crystallize this into a formal aim at the next stage in the process.

 

One approach to this is to examine your current position, and decide how you can improve it. There are a number of techniques that will help you to do this:

· SWOT Analysis: 

This is a formal analysis of your strengths and weaknesses, and of the opportunities and threats that you face. 

· Risk Analysis: 

This helps you to spot project risks, weaknesses in your organization or operation, and identify the risks to which you are exposed. From this you can plan to neutralize some risks.

· Understanding pressures for change: 

Alternatively, other people (e.g. clients) may be pressing you to change the way you do things. Alternatively your environment may be changing, and you may need to anticipate or respond to this. Pressures may arise from changes in the economy, new legislation, competition, changes in people's attitudes, new technologies, or changes in government. 

 

A different approach is to use any of a whole range of creativity tools to work out where you can make improvements. These creativity tools culminate in the powerful Simplex process.

 

2. Identifying the Aim of Your Plan
Once you have completed a realistic analysis of the opportunities for change, the next step is to decide precisely what the aim of your plan is. Deciding and defining an aim sharpens the focus of your plan, and helps you to avoid wasting effort on irrelevant side issues. 

 

The aim is best expressed in a simple single sentence. This ensures that it is clear and sharp in your mind. 

 

If you are having difficulty in formulating the aim of your plan, ask yourself: 

· What do I want the future to be? 

· What benefit do I want to give to my customers? 

· What returns do I seek? 

· What standards am I aiming at? 

· What values do I and my organization believe in? 

You can present this aim as a 'Vision Statement' or 'Mission Statement'. Vision Statements express the benefit that an organization will provide to its customers. For example, the vision statement for Mind Tools™ is: 'To enrich the quality of our customers lives by providing the tools to help them to think in the most productive and effective way possible'. While this is wordy, it explains what this site aims to do.

 

Mission statements give concrete expression to the Vision statement, explaining how it is to be achieved. The mission statement for this site is: 'To provide a well structured, accessible, concise survey of the best and most appropriate mind tools available'.

 

3. Exploring Options
By this stage you should know where you are and what you want to do. The next thing to do is to work out how to do it. The Creativity Tools section of this site explains a wide range of powerful creativity tools that will help you to generate options.

  

At this stage it is best to spend a little time generating as many options as possible - it is tempting just to grasp the first idea that comes to mind. By taking a little time to generate as many ideas as possible you may come up with less obvious but better solutions. Just as likely, you may improve your best ideas with parts of other ideas.

 

4. Selecting the Best Option
Once you have explored the options available to you, it is time to decide which one to use. If you have the time and resources available, then you might decide to evaluate all options, carrying out detailed planning, costing, risk assessment, etc. for each. Normally you will not have this luxury. 

 

Two useful tools for selecting the best option are Grid Analysis and Decision Trees. Grid Analysis helps you to decide between different options where you need to consider a number of different factors. Decision Trees help you to think through the likely outcomes of following different courses of action.

 

5. Detailed Planning
By the time you start detailed planning, you should have a good picture of where you are, what you want to achieve and the range of options available to you. You may well have selected one of the options as the most likely to yield the best results. 

 

Detailed planning is the process of working out the most efficient and effective way of achieving the aim that you have defined. It is the process of determining who will do what, when, where, how and why, and at what cost. 

 

When drawing up the plan, techniques such as use of Gantt Charts and Critical Path Analysis can be immensely helpful in working out priorities, deadlines and the allocation of resources. 

 

While you are concentrating on the actions that need to be performed, ensure that you also think about the control mechanisms that you will need to monitor performance. These will include the activities such as reporting, quality assurance, cost control, etc. that are needed to spot and correct any deviations from the plan. 

 

A good plan will: 

· State the current situation 

· Have a clear aim 

· Use the resources available 

· Detail the tasks to be carried out, whose responsibility they are, and their priorities and deadlines. 

· Detail control mechanisms that will alert you to difficulties in achieving the plan. 

· Identify risks, and plan for contingencies. This allows you to make a rapid and effective response to crises, perhaps at a time when you are at a low ebb or are confused following a setback. 

· Consider transitional arrangements - how will you keep things going while you implement the plan? 

6. Evaluation of the Plan and It's Impact
Once you have worked out the details of your plan, the next stage is to review it to decide whether it is worth implementing. Here you must be objective - however much work you have carried out to reach this stage, the plan may still not be worth implementing.

 

This is frustrating after the hard work of detailed planning. It is, however, much better to find this out now than when you have invested time, resources and personal standing in the success of the plan. Evaluating the plan now gives you the opportunity to either investigate other options that might be more successful, or to accept that no plan is needed or should be carried out. 

 

Depending on the circumstances, the following techniques can be helpful in evaluating a plan: 

· PMI (Plus/Minus/Interesting):
This is a good, simple technique for 'weighing the pros and cons' of a decision. It involves listing the plus points in the plan in one column, the minus points in a second column, and the implications of the plan in a third column. Each point can be allocated a positive or negative score. 

· Cost/Benefit Analysis:
This is useful for confirming that the plan makes financial sense. This involves adding up all the costs involved with the plan, and comparing them with the expected benefits. 

· Force Field Analysis:
Similar to PMI, Force Field Analysis helps you to get a good overall view of all the forces for and against your plan. This allows you to see where you can make adjustments that will make the plan more likely to succeed. 

· Cash Flow Forecasts:
Where a decision is has mainly financial implications, such as in business and marketing planning, preparation of a Cash Flow Forecast can be extremely useful. It allows you to assess the effect of time on costs and revenue. It also helps in assessing the size of the greatest negative and positive cash flows associated with a plan. When it is set up on a spreadsheet package, a good Cash Flow Forecast also functions as an extremely effective model of the plan. It gives you an easy basis for investigating the effect of varying your assumptions. 

· "6 Thinking Hats":
This is a very good technique to use to get a rounded view of your plan and its implications. It provides a context within which you can examine a plan rationally, emotionally, optimistically, pessimistically and creatively. 

Any analysis of your plan must be tempered by common sense.

 

If your analysis shows that the plan either will not give sufficient benefit, then either return to an earlier stage in the planning cycle or abandon the process altogether. 

 

7. Implementing Change
Once you have completed your plan and decided that it will work satisfactorily, it is time to implement it. Your plan will explain how! It should also detail the controls that you will use to monitor the execution of the plan. 

 

8. Closing the Plan
Once you have achieved a plan, you can close the project. At this point is often worth carrying out an evaluation of the project to see whether there are any lessons that you can learn. This should include an evaluation of your project planning to see if this could be improved.

 

If you are going to be carrying out many similar projects, it may be worth developing and improving an Aide Memoire. This is a list of headings and points to consider during planning. Using it helps you to ensure that you do not forget lessons learned in the past.


Key points: 
The Planning Cycle is a process that helps you to make good, well-considered, robust plans. 

 

The first step, the analysis of opportunities, helps you to base the plan firmly in reality. The second, definition of the aim, gives your plan focus. 

 

The third stage is to generate as many different ways for achieving this aim as possible. By spending time looking for these you may find a better solution than the obvious one, or may be able to improve the obvious solution with parts of other ones.

 

Next select the best approach, and make a detailed plan showing how to implement it. Evaluate this plan to make sure that it will be worth implementing. If it is not, return to an earlier stage and either improve the plan or make a different one. If no plan looks like producing enough benefit to justify the cost, make no changes at all.

 

Once you have selected a course of action, and have proved that it is viable, carry it out. Once it is finished, examine it and draw whatever lessons you can from it. Feed this back into future planning.

  

Planning Large Projects and Programs
 

The techniques explained so far in this section on Mind Tools support a pragmatic, commonsense approach to planning and managing small and medium-sized projects.

 

A warning: this approach will only scale up to a certain extent - larger projects will reach a complexity where pragmatic management generates a level of inefficiency and waste which can start to threaten the project.

 

For larger projects, Project Management becomes a technical discipline in its own right. To run projects as efficiently as possible, Project Managers need to be trained in methodologies such as PRINCE 2 (an increasingly widespread UK government standard) or an equivalent, and need to apply an appropriate subset of these methodologies. PRINCE is powerful is that it completely clarifies people's roles in projects, ensures that lines of communication are clear, makes sure that project risk is actively managed, sets up appropriate controls, etc. In this, it embodies and codifies much of project management best practice. 

 

This link takes you to the formal, authoritative, but very dry PRINCE 2 Manual (only available from Amazon.co.uk). PRINCE 2: A Practical Handbook is probably an easier way to understand the standard, and is available from Amazon.com.

 

Similarly, a range of different software tools can be applied. More advanced project management methodologies and supporting software tools are beyond the scope of Mind Tools - this is where sites like ITToolkit.com take over.

