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In a world where change is becoming increasingly important, tools such as project management,
if used properly, can provide a useful way for organisations to manage that change effectively.
Whilst there is a clear understanding of the need to achieve the required cost, time and quality
objectives, surprisingly little is published on how these objectives can practically be met. Further-
more, many of the major issues and problems concerning project management in practice can

detract from the main objectives of the project.

This paper aims to show how, by focusing on number of key success factors, such problems
can be overcome or minimised. The problems addressed here are based on observations from an
aerospace engineering company. However, they are typical of those seen in a variety of organis-
ations who use project management for managing change. © 1998 Elsevier Science Ltd and

IPMA. All rights reserved

Introduction

The process of change can be very disruptive and pain-
ful for organisations.! More and more companies are
beginning to understand the benefits that can be de-
rived from using project management tools and meth-
odologies® to help drive large scale planned change.
Nevertheless, there is a need to avoid becoming pre-
occupied with project management and seeing it as the
end goal. Project management is merely a tool to help
the process of change. When used correctly, however,
it can offer the opportunity to shift through various
distractions to focus on the critical issues.?

As with many tasks, the management of a large pro-
ject involves the planning, organisation and control of
a large number of complex factors, activities and their
interrelations.* Figure 1 illustrates some of them.
Managing them simultancously and giving them all
equal attention is virtually impossible. However, by
adopting the Pareto rule of separating out the “im-
portant few from the trivial many” to focus attention
on the key factors, success is more likely.’

*The survey was carried out on a number of Teaching Companies
involved in change. The Teaching Company Scheme was established
in the UK in 1975 to bridge the gap between industry and academia.
The overriding goal of all Teaching Companies is to improve com-
pany performance. A paper entitled Key Success Factors in the
Project Management of Change outlines the survey. It is available
from the Teaching Company on 01367 242822.

Use of project management for managing change

Numerous organisations report on the advantages of
using project management.®’ It has provided a sound
basis for change management over the last decade—
for example, in the integration and re-organisation of
major businesses and for developing new initiatives
between a company, its customers, suppliers and part-
ners. Even so, there are opportunities for making it a
more effective tool. Many organisations will admit to
having problems or issues that limit their use of pro-
ject management for managing change.®'' By under-
standing these issues and working to eliminate or
minimise the problems associated with them, it may be
possible to improve the effectiveness of project man-
agement.

There is evidence in the literature to support the
existence of critical or key success factors for project
management. For example, Pinto and Slevin’s find-
ings'? concluded that 10 factors were critical to the
success of R&D projects. There is, however, little
advice on how such key success factors can be used to
help alleviate the many problems that occur with pro-
ject management in practice.

This paper aims to investigate how a number of key
success factors, identified in a previous study,* can be
applied to ‘problem’ areas in project management.

Identification of key success factors

From the study,"’ which investigated change projects

being undertaken by a variety of organisations, four
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Figure 1 Some factors to consider in project management

factors were identified as critical to the success of these
projects:

e Communication throughout the project
Clear objectives and scope

Breaking the project into ‘bite sized chunks’
Using project plans as working documents.

Communication throughout the project

The importance of communication in organisations, in
particular its influence on the acceptance of anything
new, is well documented.'* It can occur within an or-
ganisation in a number of ways, playing a vital role in
influencing not only those immediately involved in the
change, but also those across the whole organisation
who may be affected.

Ironically, though, it is also regarded as one of the
most neglected parts of corporate operations.'*'> Lack
of communication has been cited as the biggest reason
for the failure of many change projects to meet their
expectations.'®!” Having a better understanding of the
benefits and limitations of each of the main methods
for communication (see Figure 2) is a first step to
achieving more effective communication within an or-
ganisation.'®

There are many reasons why communication is
necessary for the successful management of a change
project. These range from ensuring an increased under-
standing to eliminating waste and motivating those
involved in the change.

Successful communication needs to be focused
rather than broad-brush'® and timing is of crucial im-
portance.”” Used effectively, it can reduce non-pro-
ductive effort, avoid duplication and help eliminate
mistakes.?® It can help to manage uncertainty,?’ may
lead to problems being identified sooner** or may gen-
erate ideas that lead to better solutions.*
Furthermore, it will encourage team-work, increase
motivation and ensure the involvement of all key
players.”® The end result will be a project which is
more likely to meet its objectives within the allocated
time and resources.

Clear objectives and scope

The importance of having clear objectives—including
deliverables—and scope in project management is
sometimes overlooked.”** For example, some of the
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Figure 2 Principal methods for organisational communi-
cation (from Oakland, 1989)

early problems in the Rover/Honda collaboration
occurred because they had clear objectives but an ill-
defined scope.?® “Scope and objectives are the guiding
principles that direct the efforts of the project team™*’
and ;;they will determine a project’s success or fail-
ure.”

Although objectives and scope as often regarded as
separate entities (because one is concerned with the
outcomes of the project and the other is concerned
with the limits of the project), there is good reason for
grouping them together. Without a well-defined scope,
the project objectives can become fuzzy and people
may start to lose sight of what they are trying to
achieve.”

Definition and agreement of objectives must include
a common understanding by all people involved.*® The
project will become goal and results-oriented, rather
than activity-based.”® Having a few key objectives
focuses the team on the target and creates commitment
and agreement about the project goals.””*' The result
is that the progress of a project can be monitored
effectively. Ultimately, its success will be measured
more easily because the objectives are clearly stated at
the outset of the project.

If the scope is defined at the start of the project, the
project should stay within its intended boundaries and
not expand to include more than originally planned."’
If not, mission creep occurs, i.e. the project boundaries
extend beyond the intended limits.>*> A well-defined
scope means also that there is less likelihood of a vital
part of the project being missed.

‘Bite sized chunks’

Breaking large projects down into sub-projects or
work packages is regarded as one of the most import-
ant tasks in new or development projects.’** It
ensures greater ownership by all those owning a
‘chunk’ of the project, spreading responsibilities and
accountability across a greater number of people.
Furthermore, it is easier to manage in a number of
ways: delegating responsibilities to the project team,
monitoring against the objectives, communicating pro-
gress of the project, identifying problems upfront and
making modifications to the project (changes may
affect only one work package rather than the whole
project). However, care must be taken not to have too



many work packages which then make the project
unmanageable.

Using the project plans as dynamic documents

Project requirements may change drastically through-
out the life of a project—"no project ever goes 100%
according to plan”.>” This is particularly true for
change projects which involve ‘people’ issues.
Caparelli’ talks about the process of change being dis-
ruptive, difficult and uncomfortable. Consequently,
people need to be involved in the change and aware of
what is happening in the project, to be able to accept
it readily.

In order to ensure that a project is completed suc-
cessfully, project plans need to be updated regularly.
However, if they are too detailed, every time some
aspect of the project changes, the plans will need to be
updated to reflect that change—even though the out-
comes or objectives may be unaffected. Updating pro-
ject plans then becomes time-consuming and
ineffective. As a result, they are often abandoned and
become ‘dust-collectors’.’® Keeping the plans simple,
with the right level of detail, can encourage a project
to be reviewed regularly and easily. This makes them
useful communication tools and effective monitoring
devices for the project.

Inter-relationship of the key success factors in project
management

None of the key success factors described are respon-
sible, on their own, for ensuring a project’s success—
they are all inter-dependent and a require a holistic
approach to be taken.’ This, in turn, needs an under-
standing of the whole system and how all the parts of
the system fit together.>® For example, a dynamic pro-
ject plan serves as a good communication tool and
having clear objectives and scope make the process of
communicating progress much easier. “Groups of suc-
cess factors and their interactions are of prime import-
ance in determining a project’s success or failure.”¥
Consequently, although it is important to know and
recognise individually each of the key success factors
driving a project, they should not be considered inde-
pendently of one another.

Applying the key success factors to problems in
project management

Having established the existence of key success factors,
the next stage is to look at how they might help com-
panies using project management to do so more effec-
tively. Although the examples used here are from an
aerospace engineering company who have been using
project management for a number of years, many of
the examples described, are common to a number of
organisations.*®** Targeting the main problems and
issues using the key success factors as a focus could
make a significant difference to the effectiveness of
project management.

Problem 1: Striving for ‘standardisation’

There are a number of reasons why an organisation
(particularly a multi-site organisation) would aim to
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standardise: It sets out what the organisation regards
as best practice. It can improve inter-site communi-
cation, ensuring that everyone is talking the ‘same
language’ in project management.*' It also minimises
duplication of effort and waste,** for example, by hav-
ing common resources, documentation and training.

However, in an effort to create some degree of stan-
dardisation across an organisation, project manage-
ment approaches used can often end up being very
prescriptive—based on a series of checklists, guidelines
and mandatory reporting forms. Furthermore, in try-
ing to create a common standard across the company,
no allowance is made for local or cultural variations
which, in a multi-national, multi-cultural company can
be substantial. Some sites may have no clear idea of
how their performance relates to the ‘standard’. In ad-
dition, some may have had a greater exposure and a
longer history of project management than others. For
those with little experience or skills in project manage-
ment, having to adopt a corporate standard is a daunt-
ing prospect.

Solution—focus on key success factors as a first stage
to standardisation. Based on the Pareto rule of concen-
trating on the few things which deliver the greatest
benefits, it may be more useful for those parts of the
organisation who are furthest from achieving the ‘stan-
dard’ to focus their improvements on the key success
factors (see Figure 3).

They should ensure that improvements concentrate
on achieving good communication, clear objectives
and scope, breaking the project into ‘bite sized chunks’
and using the plans as dynamic documents. Then, as
the business becomes more experienced and develops
more project management skills, it can work towards
achieving the standard or ‘best practice’.

Solution—develop an auditing tool for project man-
agement. Traditionally, the measurement of the success
of a project is expressed in terms of meeting its objec-
tives within an agreed timescale and budget.*
Although this is the most important measure of a pro-
ject’s success, there are also benefits to be gained from
measuring the effectiveness of project management as a
tool for achieving that success.

The development of a simple tool to audit against
the standard would fulfil this need.** It would allow a
business to measure itself against best practice, against
other parts of the organisation and also identify areas
for improvement. In addition, ‘pockets’ of good prac-
tice in project management across the organisation
could be identified, providing an opportunity for cor-
porate learning to take place.

Problem 2: Perceived return from project management
is poor

In some organisations, project management has a
reputation for using considerable time and resource to
manage. The perceived benefits from investing in the
management of this system are minimal—i.e. the ben-
efits have not yet been fully recognised within the or-
ganisation. There are two aspects to this problem—
one is concerned with the need to educate people
across the whole organisation on the potential benefits
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Figure 3 Working towards a corporate standard

of effective project management.* The second is that
the actual benefits are not made visible.

Solution: increase awareness of both perceived and
actual benefits. One way in which this can be improved
is by increasing awareness of the benefits of good pro-
ject management. This can be carried out through

more effective communication:*>4°

e communication of the potential benefits of project
management, for example, through awareness cam-
paigns, so that people’s perception changes of what
can be achieved.

e communication by example, to improve visibility of
the actual benefits. This could be done by publicis-
ing parts of the organisation in which project man-
agement has been successful, looking at the reasons
behind their successes or by translating the benefits
into measures that everyone in the organisation can
understand. For example, Hewlett Packard convert
project benefits into cash flow because it is a
measure that everyone in the company is familiar
with.¥’

e showing results quickly from the projects. This is
believed to be one of the best motivators for
change.”® If people can see that using a structured
project management methodology to manage change
delivers significant benefits, then they will be more
inclined to use that methodology.

e focusing on the important issues in project manage-
ment rather than taking a blanket approach to com-
munication. This ensures that people are not
‘overloaded’ with information on project manage-
ment. The benefits become diluted if every aspect of
project management is reported rather than those
which make most difference.
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Problem 3: Project management is regarded as a
‘corporate reporting’ tool

In many organisations, the project management meth-
odology is regarded as a corporate reporting tool
rather than a useful system that the various parts of
the organisation can use to help themselves. Often
there is little or no feedback from headquarters and no
information is supplied on the progress of projects at
other sites.

Solution: improve information flows throughout the
organisation. Two-way information flows need to be
improved, through a better sharing of information
between the sites and from headquarters to site*® (see
Figure 4). Whilst there is a need to retain confidential-
ity of some information at a strategic level, much of it
could be declassified and disseminated to a wider audi-
ence. Many organisations have taken the view that
making strategic information available to everyone in
the organisation produces a more motivated and better
informed work-force.

Companies, such as the UK Post Office, produce
corporate information (including details of planned
and existing change) in a format that can be easily
understood company-wide. They actively encourage
feedback of this information.* A knock on effect of
this increased awareness is an improvement in corpor-
ate learning, through the sharing of information and
good practices.

Problem 4: Inadequate formal completion of change
projects

Initially with change projects, there is usually a high
level of commitment, shown through resourcing for
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Figure 4 Communication flows

the project. However, this high initial level of commit-
ment to the project can disappear as the project pro-
gresses. Inadequate planning or poor resourcing mean
that it can end up behind schedule and with unfore-
seen slippage of milestones.”® As a result, many of the
important elements of the project are implemented
either badly or not at all. One of the biggest problems
is that the importance of the final stages of a project
are not communicated to people involved in the pro-
ject, including those involved in making decisions.

Figure 5 summarises the four main stages in a
change project and the level of effort required at each
stage to ensure successful change.> Although the over-
lap between each stages varies from project to project,
it illustrates the importance of the latter stages in the
overall project.

The sustainment stage of the project includes having
a formal ‘completion’ for the project. If this is not car-
ried out, then much of the effort put into the other
stages in the project may be wasted.

Solution: communicate the importance of the final
stages in a project. Communicating the importance of
the final stages in a project may be achieved in a num-
ber of ways, including through example.”*® This may
involve learning from parts of the organisation or
other businesses who have a reputation for completing
projects successfully, and where the changes have
become institutionalised.>

Problem 5: Project overload syndrome

In many organisations project overload syndrome can
occur, caused by having too many large change pro-
jects running at any one time. This results in resource
conflicts (particularly if the resource pool for change
projects is already limited), delays in the completion of
the project and a general weariness of change across
the organisation.

This problem has been recognised in some organis-
ations and the resulting action has been to reduce the
number of change projects being undertaken at one
time. However, many of these projects, such as
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Business Process Re-engineering, tend to be very large
and the number of sub-projects associated with each
of these projects is high. Consequently, the resource
requirements for even one large project can become
unmanageable, and many of the sub-projects end up
under-resourced with the same problems as before.

Solution: define the ‘bite sized chunks’ at the outset of
the project. The long term solution to this is either to
limit the number of projects further or to increase the
resource pool, so that the project tasks can be carried
out properly.” The problem can also be reduced by
having a greater awareness of the true resource
requirements for each project. Breaking the large pro-
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Figure 5 Main stages in a project
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jects down into ‘bite sized chunks’ at the outset may
allow a better estimate to be made of the time and the
resource requirement to manage the projects effectively
and can help identify in advance any potential resource
conflicts.

Problem 6. Cultural and individual issues

The counter-productive effects of individualism within
organisations has long been recognised. This is largely
caused by individual sites within a multi-site organis-
ation wishing to retain their own identity and do
things ‘their way’ rather than conform to an imposed
standard.>* Also, people within the sites (sometimes at
a very senior level) are often unwilling to conform to
an imposed standard. This is usually a direct conflict
with the corporate need for process integration and
standardisation.

Solution. build on individualism through effective com-
munication. Rather than trying to impose a corporate
culture, there are a number of ways in which individu-
alism can be managed and its effects harnessed.”® This
can be done through the encouragement of employee
participation, redefining group boundaries and lever-
aging the strengths of the national and corporate cul-
ture.” These build on, rather than break the
individualism within the organisation, with one com-
mon factor—they all require effective communication
to work.

Problem 7: Motivation

People often do not see project management as some-
thing to help them but rather something which is man-
datory, serving little useful purpose.’® Previous history
of problems, a weariness of change and lack of com-
mitment have all contributed to a general lack of mo-
tivation to be a part of the change.

Proposed solution: build confidence through better
communication. One of the biggest ways to motivate
people and make them more confident of what can be
achieved, is through more effective communication.'*>’
This may be done by adopting a focused communi-
cation strategy and using a variety of methods to com-
municate.” As people become better informed and
more aware of what is happening in their organisation,
they will become more involved and committed to
what is happening, and as a consequence become bet-
ter motivated.

One of the most successful ways of communication
for motivating people is to lead by example.” If those
in senior positions within the organisation use project
management practices and methodologies inherently,
then these practices and ways of working will become
more readily accepted across the organisation as
people begin to accept that behaviour as the norm.

Summary

There are a number of approaches, methods and ac-
tivities which organisations can adopt to improve their
effectiveness in project management. All of the sugges-
tions made here relate in some way to key success fac-
tors identified as drivers for successful project
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management on the basis that focusing on the ‘import-
ant few’ will deliver greater benefit. However, it is rec-
ommended that a holistic approach to project
management is taken, looking overall at project man-
agement and the main problems and issues associated
with its use. Then, applying the Pareto principle of
using the key success factors to provide solutions to
these problems will help ensure more effective project
management.
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