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Preface 
Mike Watson is the author of Managing Smaller Projects and Keeping Projects Simple. In this 

book Mike takes his common sense approach to simpler projects, typically managed by 

people often referred to as ‘accidental project managers’, and applies it using the principles 

set out in the Praxis Framework. 

The result is a work that introduces the concepts of project management in an engaging way 

that can be applied to many a piece of work that is not necessarily seen as a project when it 

is first conceived. 

The fact that Mike’s approach is completely compatible with the language and structure of 

the Praxis Framework means that the reader can easily strengthen their approach in any 

particular area by referring to the full Praxis Framework* with all the supporting resources 

provided on the web site. 

Mike has also contributed much of his real world experience to the blogs and articles on the 

Praxis web site.  

 

Adrian Dooley 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

*  The Praxis Framework is a free, open source framework for managing projects, 

programmes and portfolios (P3). It includes a body of knowledge, method, competency 

framework, capability maturity model and library of P3 management resources. 

 

 

https://www.praxisframework.org/resource-pages/mike-watson-bio
http://www.obsideo.com/
https://www.praxisframework.org/
https://www.praxisframework.org/resource-pages/mike-watson-bio
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Introduction 

How honoured you would be… 

…if you were appointed to be the project manager of the next Olympic Games! 

The Olympic Games in London and Sydney produced some examples of excellent project 

management, and rightly so, but being the project manager for such events is, in some ways, 

easy. 

For example, the budget for just the project management for an Olympic Games runs into 

millions of Dollars, Pounds or Euros. There will be a support team numbering in the 

hundreds for several years. The project manager will never have to pick up a paint brush or a 

spade.  

People would expect the project to be managed properly, and will be willing to provide the 

budget and support network to make sure it will be a success. 

How unlucky you are… 

Imagine just how unlucky you actually are. You call into the office kitchen on your way to 

your desk, and start to make a cup of coffee. The boss walks past, and hands you a piece of 

paper.  

She says “This has just arrived – have a look and work out what we should do about it”. 

At no time in the conversation does the boss use the words ‘project’ or ‘project manager’. 

The job is maybe too small to be considered ‘officially’ as a project. It might only be a few 

days’ work, spread out over the few weeks, fitting in alongside your other day-to-day 

commitments.  

Why did the boss give this to you? Well, it falls into your area of interest and expertise. You 

would be a little upset if the boss had given it to someone else. By the time you’ve read the 

document the boss has gone. Your coffee is ready, so you go back to your desk, sit down, 

and think about the ‘project’ you have just been handed. 

You are now at a potentially dangerous moment. What you do next is going to have a 

massive influence on the chances of this piece of work being successful. 

What many of us do is to think along these lines (usually unconsciously): 

• You know what has to be done and you have a pretty good idea of how to do it 

• You find the job interesting 

• Time is tight 

• You certainly don’t want to waste precious time messing about with fancy project 
management stuff 

• You’ve not been trained in project management 

• It’s not actually a project, is it? 

• You don’t have any project management software installed on your PC 

https://www.praxisframework.org/resource-pages/mike-watson-bio
http://www.obsideo.com/
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You jump straight in. After all, you’ve got the email, or minutes of a meeting, or letter from a 

customer or whatever it was from the boss in your hand. You apply yourself to the work, 

using all your technical skills, knowledge and experience, in the most professional manner. 

You do an excellent job, but sometimes, even while you are working on it, you have the 

nagging feeling that maybe you could be controlling things a bit better. 

The implications of this approach are: 

• you have no plan – so when you are asked if it is going well you have to say ‘yes’; 

• you are never sure if it will be finished on time – so you just have to work through your 
lunch breaks, early mornings and late nights just to stay on top; 

• when the boss asks – “can you just do this as well” you have to say yes, as you have no 
idea of the potential impact of the additional work; 

• you can’t involve anyone else – because you have no clear idea what to do yourself, 
you can’t delegate effectively; 

• when it starts to slip – you make the macho decision to really go for it; 

• when you finish it, and hand it over – you are furious with yourself, because the boss 
says “yes, it’s good but it’s not exactly what I wanted”. 

….and now other work has to slip while you do the job all over again, trying to get it right 
this time. 

From the moment you make the decision to jump straight in, the project is out of control. 

You will be pulled around by outside influences and have no means of managing changes, 

measuring progress and checking quality. You do an excellent technical job but it may well 

be the wrong one. So, if you recognise yourself here, then this book and the practical 

approaches described are just for you. 

Do you undertake projects? 

If you undertake items of work that: 

• create something new, beyond routine operations; 

• fulfil some measurable business objectives; 

• consume company resources. 

Then you are probably running projects. Many of us run projects without even knowing it, or 

without looking for tools and techniques from the project management toolkit to help us 

survive the experience. 

Even if you do run projects you may use your organisation’s formal approach to project 

management (sometimes referred to as a method or methodology) for some of them, 

usually the bigger and more complex projects. What method do you use for the smaller 

projects, the activities, the ‘can you just do this’ pieces of work that creep under the radar? 

This book is for people in both categories; those of us who don’t run formal projects but who 

carry out assignments for the boss, and those of us who use formal methods for certain 

https://www.praxisframework.org/resource-pages/mike-watson-bio
http://www.obsideo.com/
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types of project but who are looking for a light approach to the smaller, less complex, lower 

risk projects. 

What does this book cover? 

Project management is not a ‘one size fits all’ set of recipes. “Just do this and all will be well” 

does NOT apply here. Every project is different, and a fixed approach will mislead people 

into thinking that managing projects is simply a matter of following the rules in the textbook. 

This book describes a process-based approach to project management that follows the steps 

you would typically go through in running a project. However, where the method outlined in 

this book differs is that it encourages the project manager to be very selective about the 

bureaucracy. Yes, there has to be some documentation, but let’s keep it simple and 

appropriate. 

The starting point for the method is ‘if you could run your project quite safely and 

successfully on the back on an envelope, why would you do anything else?’ 

Under some circumstances it may be necessary to add an extra envelope, but only if you, the 

project manager, think it is going to be of benefit to 

you. 

As you progress through the book you will see how 

the various forms can be used to support your project 

management. Please feel free to copy them, alter 

them and use them to make your life a little easier. 

The method described and explained in this book is a 

cut down version of the Praxis Framework. It includes 

simple process descriptions and a few sample forms; 

all you need to manage a range of projects. 

At the end of each chapter there are references to further reading from the Praxis 

Framework web site. These are reference materials and articles that will help you address 

larger more complex projects, or just elements of your simple project that need a bit more 

detail in the way they are managed. 

Throughout this book you may come across common project management terminology that 

is new to you. Wherever appropriate, we have linked terms to the Praxis Encyclopaedia so 

that with one click you can gain a simple explanation. 

The book uses a case study to 

illustrate some of the points of 

typical project management 

activities. The case study is a 

very simple project, designed so 

that you can see project 

management in action. 

https://www.praxisframework.org/resource-pages/mike-watson-bio
http://www.obsideo.com/
https://www.praxisframework.org/library/encyclopaedia
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The case study 

Background 

Park House is a country house set in 200 hectares of the finest English countryside. The 

house can be traced back 300 years, and has been extensively refurbished whilst staying in 

tune with its environment. Most of the land has now been sold off for farming and rural 

development. 

The house is owned by a company, who have redeveloped Park House into a management-

training centre, with bedrooms, catering and training facilities for 40 students. For all day-to-

day decisions there is a management committee made up of representatives of several of 

the small training companies that use it. 

 

 

 

PKS Training Limited uses the house and grounds as a base for their operations. The 

company runs residential courses (about 3 per month) at Park House. 

Of particular interest are the splendid gardens, which contain a selection of magnificent 

mature shrubs set amongst well-tended lawns leading down to a lake. The lake is stocked 

with very rare freshwater fish and plants, and both the lake and its banks have been 

declared a nature reserve.  

Over the last few weeks, however, several fish have been seen floating on the surface of the 

lake. Some of the water plants are also showing signs of distress. 

https://www.praxisframework.org/resource-pages/mike-watson-bio
http://www.obsideo.com/
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As a member of the management committee Mike Watson from PKS Training has called in 

the local environmentalist retained as a consultant by Park House. 

The environmentalist, Herb Erriott, has 

established that the lake is suffering from 

biological contamination (from raw 

sewage), and that action must be taken 

promptly to discover and deal with the 

cause of the contamination. He stated 

that if the situation were not rectified 

within two weeks the entire lake would 

be dead. 

The Wildlife Trust (a local environmental 

pressure group) have heard about the 

problem, and want to know what Park House is going to do to safeguard this important and 

valuable local natural amenity. The Trust is prepared to go to court if necessary, to stop all 

use of Park House until the problem is solved. They are waiting to see how the leaking pipe 

will be repaired and the environment restored. 

A brief examination of the plans for the site show that the main drain from the house runs 

under the lake on its way out to the main sewer in the road. 

Mike Watson’s next job is to call in the local drainage experts, a well-respected engineering 

company called Bodgitt and Duck.  

This firm carried out an extensive survey, and have discovered the following: 

• The pipe down to the lake from the house and training centre is fine. 

• The pipe from its exit from under the lake down to the main road is fine. 

• There is a leak under the lake (identified by means of a dye test down the pipe). 

Mike Watson asked Bodgitt and Duck (B&D) to investigate possible ways of fixing the pipe, 

and their conclusions were: 

• A trial of inserting a liner through the pipe failed because of the way that the pipe is 
damaged. This also explains why the lake is not draining out of the pipe, but sewage is 
leaking into the lake. It also explains how the damage was sustained. Two weeks ago 
one of the other training companies ran a management training event that involved the 
construction of rafts in the lake. Somewhere during this event the pipe suffered 
damage. 

• Installing a completely new pipe around the lake was rejected by the Wildlife Trust, as 
this would cause extensive damage to the banks of the lake, which are important 
nesting areas and refuges for some rare mammals, reptiles and birds. 

• A better long-term solution would be to replace the broken section of pipe. Technically 
this would be simple, even though B&D rule out building temporary dams around the 
leaking pipe (too risky – may cause even more damage to the pipe). 

• B&D state that it would be easy to drain the entire lake (this is not a big lake), replace 
the pipe, and refill the lake with clean water from a nearby spring. 

https://www.praxisframework.org/resource-pages/mike-watson-bio
http://www.obsideo.com/
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Mike Watson then asked Herb Erriott if this could be feasible from an environmental point 

of view, and Herb is sure that this method of approach is sensible. He says that the fish can 

be caught and stored in a large tank for several days without problems. The slightly more 

difficult factor concerns the plants. These are very rare aquatic plants and their roots should 

not be exposed to the air.  

Herb says that if we cover the plants during the draining of the lake (whilst the level of water 

in the lake is reducing), then they will survive for 48 hours. B&D confirm that the technical 

work in replacing the broken section of pipe will take no more than six hours, so it seems 

that we have a solution. 

There is one huge business constraint hanging over this repair job. Park House is fully 

booked for a variety of events for the next six weeks. All of the companies that use Park 

House are small to medium sized companies, who charge premium rates for managers to 

attend courses. If the facility has to close for the work to be carried out then more than one 

of these small companies will lose revenue, possibly to the point of financial difficulties. 

There is one possibility. All of the courses are finished by 14:00 on Friday afternoon, and 

Park House remains empty over every weekend. Delegates begin to arrive at 09:00 on 

Monday morning, so the job could be carried out over a weekend. Many of the courses end 

in examinations, so there cannot be any noise before 14:00 (for example the running of 

pumps to drain the lake will be too noisy), but certainly the site and the project team could 

be prepared ready for a start at 14:00. 

Mike Watson has been asked by the other training companies to act a single point of contact 

for the project (the sponsor) and has been given a budget for the project. 

Jenny Harris, a trainer working for PKS Training Ltd., has been asked to manage this project 

to a successful conclusion. Jenny has no great experience of project management but 

realises that she needs to take a structured approach to ensure a successful outcome. 

https://www.praxisframework.org/resource-pages/mike-watson-bio
http://www.obsideo.com/
https://www.praxisframework.org/library/glossary-sp-to-sz#Sponsorship
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Overview 
A project follows a life cycle, starting with the beginning and finishing at the end. Of course, 

since project management is a branch of scientific management, we cannot use terms as 

prosaic as ‘beginning’ and ‘end’. 

 

In generic terms a project follows the phases shown above. It is instructive to realise that a 

significant amount of project management activity is carried out before the work of 

delivering the project gets under way. 

There are four reasons why these phases are important. They set the theme for much of 

what project management is about: 

1. Before we start any real work we must agree what it is that we are trying to do, why we 

are doing it (usually from a business point of view) and finally what the success criteria 

are. 

2. We should get a clear understanding of the way forward before we start. 

3. If we are going to have argument and disagreement about the project it is best to have 

this at the start (the cheap end of the project) rather than at the finish (the expensive 

end). 

4. If there are areas of uncertainty these should be identified and understood at the start. 

If we can have discussions about these parameters at the beginning then, if we have 

disagreement, it will be easier to amend the project. If we have the discussion at the end, 

when we have delivered the wrong thing, we (the organisation) are stuck with a failed 

project. 

Every project passes through these phases. A very small project may pass through 

identification and definition very quickly, whereas the identification of a complex project 

(such as part of an Olympic Games) may take months, and involve dozens of people. 

 

https://www.praxisframework.org/resource-pages/mike-watson-bio
http://www.obsideo.com/
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Identification 

 

There are three main activities in the identification phase: 

1. Identify objectives: get agreement to what it is we are trying to do, and why. We are 

definitely not making commitments about the how. 

2. Define roles and responsibilities: identify the key players, and set out their 

responsibilities. 

3. Manage stakeholders: identify the other players in the project, and start thinking about 

what they want, and where they might be coming from. 

Definition 

 

There are five main activities in the definition phase: 

1. Plan milestones: establishing a structure or framework for the project, by identifying key 

decision points linked to the production of major deliverables. 

2. Plan detail: sorting out the detail of who will do what, how and when. 

3. Manage quality: making sure that the project delivers quality end and component 

products. 

4. Manage risk: enhancing the robustness of the project plan by planning to manage risks in 

advance. 

5. Manage the budget: identifying where the money will be spent. 

https://www.praxisframework.org/resource-pages/mike-watson-bio
http://www.obsideo.com/
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Delivery 

 

There are three main activities in the delivery phase: 

1. Start the activities: making sure that activities actually start when you want them to 

start. 

2. Control progress: measuring progress, taking corrective actions, reporting progress. 

3. Control changes: dealing with the inevitable requests for change in an orderly manner. 

Closure 

 

There are two main activities in the closure phase: 

1. Close the project: making sure that the customer is happy with the end result, dealing 

with outstanding issues, and closing the files 

2. Learn how to improve: taking a constructive look back at the way you managed the 

project, in order to get it better next time. 

Why follow such a process? 

The processes outlined above might seem like a lot of long-winded bureaucracy, but put 

yourself in the shoes of your project sponsor (probably the person who will pay for the 

project, but certainly the person who wants the outcome). 

https://www.praxisframework.org/resource-pages/mike-watson-bio
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If the sponsor asks you “..and how will you run this project?”, your reply could be one of the 

following: 

• “Well, I’m going to make it up as I go along, as I find that this is a much more flexible 

and exciting way to do it.” 

• “Well, I’m not really sure.” 

• “Let’s just wait and see what happens, shall we?” 

• “I don’t like the company standard methodology, so I’m going to use common sense.” 

Not only does a well thought-out structure approach help the sponsor (in underlining your 

credibility, and so on), but it will also help you. Why on earth would you wish to reinvent the 

wheel, when you can use an approach that has been used successfully many times? 

Summary 

The fool learns from his mistakes; the wise man learns from the mistakes of others. Tap into 

a rich vein of project management expertise by following an approach that has a track 

record on a wide range of project types. 

Further reading 

These links to the Praxis web site explain how the concepts introduced in this chapter can be 

applied to projects that involve more people and more complex relationships. 

Life cycle 

The phases introduced in this chapter are expanded to 

show how they apply to more complex projects and 

programmes.  

Project and programme 

processes 

An overview of the Praxis process model for projects 

and programmes. 

https://www.praxisframework.org/resource-pages/mike-watson-bio
http://www.obsideo.com/
https://www.praxisframework.org/knowledge/life-cycle
https://www.praxisframework.org/method/project-and-programme-processes
https://www.praxisframework.org/method/project-and-programme-processes
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Identify objectives 

 

Where are we? 

Well, obviously we are near the beginning of the project, but it is worthwhile remembering 

what comes next: after identification comes definition, not the delivery of the project. This 

means that the identification phase is not a huge decision point on the project. It simply 

allows the project manager to understand the project a little more, in order to carry out 

more detailed planning. The big decision comes after the definition is complete, as by that 

stage all the key players will have a much better understanding of the project. 

The identification phase for an Olympic Games project would take months, and involve 

many high-powered resources. For a smaller projects we might be talking about just a few 

days (for a 3 month project), or 30 minutes (for a 3 day project). In all cases, however, the 

vital few items to understand, document and agree are the same. 

Many project managers make the mistake of trying to understand everything at this early 

stage in the project’s lifecycle. This is not only unnecessary but also dangerous. The more 

detail we have now, especially about our proposed delivery approach the more we might be 

limiting our options. 

It is most important to understand the ‘what’ and ‘why’ (and obtain agreement that your 

understanding is correct) before you waste any time planning what might be the wrong 

thing. 

It can be very embarrassing to have to retract a plan issued too early. It starts to erode your 

credibility. So, sort out the ‘what’ and ‘why’ first, and then do the planning which will sort 

out the ‘how’, ‘who’ and ‘when’. 

https://www.praxisframework.org/resource-pages/mike-watson-bio
http://www.obsideo.com/
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The table below shows the way in which the vital information about a project is identified 

and documented in a particular sequence. 

 Phase Technical term 

Why  Identification Objectives  

What Identification Scope 

How Definition Schedule 

Who Definition Schedule 

When Definition Schedule 

End-date driven projects 

Of course your sponsor may have already told you the when. Actually, the sponsor may have 

already told everybody else the when as well! Target dates are often identified and 

published before the project really starts to take shape. There may be excellent reasons for 

this. Maybe the law is changing on a particular date, and without your new website changes, 

or HR processes, or whatever, the organisation will be in trouble. No amount of complaining 

on your part can alter the fact that sometimes the target date is outside your control, and 

you have to use your skills to deliver by that date. Just make sure that you discover this 

commitment during the project identification! 

The sponsor 

It is always useful to consider why a sponsor (your boss, 

for example) asks you to run a project on his/her 

behalf. If we forget any devious or evil intent (!) there 

are only two possible reasons: 

• The sponsor could run the project themselves – 
they have the skills and technical knowledge, but 
not the time, so you are being asked to do the 
detailed work on the sponsor’s behalf. 

• The sponsor does not have the skills or technical 
knowledge to run the project, so you are being 
asked to exercise your skills to run the project. 

In both of these cases you should be aware that you are 

being asked to do two things. Obviously you are being asked to deliver the desired outcome 

of the project, but equally importantly, you are being asked to do the second-level thinking 

for the sponsor (remember, he or she either hasn’t got the time or the knowledge to do this 

for themselves). The role you are taking on is ‘project manager, not ‘project slave’. 

https://www.praxisframework.org/resource-pages/mike-watson-bio
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This means that you must assume that whatever the sponsor tells you should not be 

accepted blindly but thought about, tested, validated and challenged. If you find that one of 

the things the sponsor wants you to deliver just cannot be done then the sooner you identify 

this and go back to the sponsor with some viable and effective alternatives, the better. 

If you assume that ‘the sponsor knows nothing’ then 

this will be a safe attitude for you to take. Obviously 

this is not meant to be rude, but a good defence 

mechanism for the project manager. 

Every project has two ends; a cheap end and a very 

expensive end. Asking questions at the cheap end 

may feel cheeky and dangerous, but try asking them 

at the expensive end! 

Some questions to ask 

Start the identification process by asking questions. 

You may have been given something in writing to 

start the ball rolling, but it is essential that you start 

to think not just about the immediate project but 

also the surrounding business environment. You may 

be able to go back to the sponsor to ask these 

questions, or, at worst, you ask them of yourself and 

try to find answers yourself.  

The answers will be very useful in helping you to decide how to approach the project. If you 

ask a question and cannot get an answer this is also valuable, it shows that there is a risk in 

the project caused by unknown factors at the outset. Not asking the questions will be your 

first mistake; many more will follow as a result of your going into the unknown. 

There are 11 groups of questions, with subsidiary questions in each group: 

• Time constraints 

Is there an end date? Is it fixed? Who fixed it? How fixed is it? Is there a constraint on 
the start date? Are there intermediate dates that must be met in some way? Are the 
constraints on the availability of key personnel? Is it month, quarter or year end? 

• Project profile 

Is the reputation of the company, division, management team or you at stake? Is there 
likely to be on-going high-level or external interest in the project? Will the project be 
accompanied by publicity? 

• Costs and Benefits 

Has a cost/benefit analysis been carried out? How long ago? By whom? On what basis? 
Do you have to stick to it? What assumptions were made? Are the costs constrained or 
prioritised? 

For example, Mike, the Lake project 

sponsor may set a constraint that there 

should be no further loss of fish or plants 

(to show that the job is being carried out 

in a responsible manner). But some fish 

and plants are dying now – that’s how 

the project started in the first place – so 

some must be very sick right now.  

However good the project some more 

will die and it is unreasonable for the 

sponsor to set this unattainable target. It 

will be far better to ask the 

environmental expert to set some 

targets based upon his superior technical 

knowledge. 

https://www.praxisframework.org/resource-pages/mike-watson-bio
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• Business risk 

How badly will the organisation suffer if the project fails, or the final end product does 
not perform as well as hoped? Will there be a knock-on effect elsewhere if we fail? 

• Project scope 

How many business functions are involved? What has been left out? Has this been 
agreed? Which locations are involved? How will this project interface with other 
projects, and what plans exist for those projects? 

• Background 

Is this a new business area, or the first time that the 
business area has come into contact with the project 
team? Have we done anything similar in the past? 
What happened? Are we taking over something that 
has already started? Why? Are the key players up to 
speed with the project? 

• Requirements 

Is the customer clearly identified? Is the customer 
different from the end user of the project 
deliverables? Are the requirements likely to be well-
known, understood and constant during the project? 
Are the requirements flexible? Is the customer 
prepared to commit to the requirements? 

• Involvement 

Is there commitment at high level? How does this manifest itself? Are the key 
management players aware of the potential size of their commitment? 

• Technology 

Is the technology in place? Will it be installed during the project? When, in relation to 
the project? Has it been ordered? Is there any fall-back? Is a specification available? 
How many suppliers are involved? Who is responsible for connecting the components 
together? Is the technology new to the eventual end user, or the project team? How 
reliable must it be? Can reliability be established before operational use? 

• Resources 

Is it possible to identify what disciplines are needed, when and how many? Are the skills 
available in-house? Contractors? Out-sourcing? What training is needed for this 
project? How likely is it that resources will be made available? Are these resources 
aware of the project? Will they be full-time or part-time? What other commitments will 
they have? What are the relative priorities? Who will resolve disputes? Who will have 
management authority over the resources? 

• Project management 

How will the project be managed? What support might be available to the project 
manager? What standards and quality processes are in place? Are these understood 
and used by the project team? 

https://www.praxisframework.org/resource-pages/mike-watson-bio
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Using the answers 

Having asked the questions you can now begin to 

understand the shape of the project. For example:  

• if you discover that the target is absolutely fixed for 

legal reasons then you might consider adding some 

contingency plans into the project, whereby you 

create a standby solution as well as the main project 

outcome, just in case you are delayed. 

• you may discover that certain technology will not be 

fully available for your project. By realising this at an 

early stage you may have enough time to investigate 

alternative technical solutions that do not rely on the 

suspect technology. 

Starting the project brief 

Once you have the answers (or indeed, no answers) you can start to draft a document called 

the project brief. Note the word ‘draft’. You can only ever draft this document, it will never 

be final until the sponsor has accepted it. This is also a guide as to how to produce this draft 

document – talk to the sponsor as often as possible throughout this short process. 

There is one other document that you should be creating 

and maintaining right from the start of the project 

identification, and that is the assumptions list. This is a 

vital part of your project documentation. Most people 

start a simple spreadsheet as soon as they start working 

on the brief and keep this updated as the project unfurls. 

The uses of such a list are described at the end of this chapter. We will examine each part of 

the brief in turn. 

Project objectives 

Objectives should set out what we are trying to achieve and why. There may be several 

objectives and, if the sponsor is on the ball, they may be prioritised. 

Objectives should state measurable targets for what the project needs to deliver in order for 

the business to achieve the required business benefits. The actual achievement of the 

business benefits is normally outside the scope of small, simple projects. 

For example, if your project is to create a new meetings room booking system that will save 

€10,000 every year for 5 years, you cannot be held responsible for the delivery of savings of 

€50,000 over 5 years (the business benefits).  

You will not be running the bookings system, so the achievement of the business benefit will 

be beyond your influence or control. It will take 5 years after your project has ended to 

On the Lake case study project 

no-one has any real idea how 

many fish there are in the lake, 

and how well they might survive 

the draining and refilling 

operation.  

It may be a good idea to 

commission Herb Erriott (the 

environmental scientist) to carry 

out a detailed survey before you 

start, just to set some baselines. 

Click here to download a blank 

or annotated template for a 

simple project brief. 
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prove this benefit. This is not part of your project, but it is the ongoing business 

responsibility of the sponsor. He or she will need to be satisfied that the new bookings 

system you have created has the potential to save €10,000 per year for 5 years. You must be 

able to demonstrate this as part of the project closure.  

Your project objectives must be detailed enough to ensure that the business benefits can be 

achieved. 

For example, if your project is to introduce a new training record form for your department 

and the objective is stated as ‘to introduce a new training record form for the department’, 

then almost any form will do, even if it causes nothing but trouble for the department staff. 

You need to know what business benefits are expected from introducing this form. These 

might lead to the more precise objective: ‘to eliminate duplication in the department’s 

training and development planning by implementing a system that records up-to-date and 

accurate information about staff training.’ 

OK, so this new objective is longer than the first attempt, but it links your project to the 

wider business objective of improving resource development and planning. Clear project 

objectives not only give you a target to aim at but will also help to direct the design of the 

solution. 

Since your objectives should focus on what the sponsor hopes to achieve as a result of your 

project you cannot write the objectives without 

discussing them with the sponsor.  

You may also ask the sponsor to prioritise the objectives, 

but some sponsors are reluctant to do this until the 

definition phase has begun. They want you to try for it 

all, and will only discuss compromise and reduced 

delivery when you can show, by your planning, that you 

can’t deliver it all. 

The objectives opposite achieve three important things: 

• We now know exactly why we are being asked to 
run this project 

• We know what standard we have to work to 

• We know how to provide independent proof that 
we have achieved our objectives (by conforming to 
ISO standards) 

It may come as surprise that these objectives are short. 

Further detail will come in the scope and constraints sections. 

Scope 

This is an outline of what you will have to do to achieve the objectives. The list does not 

have to be detailed; in fact, if we make the list too detailed we may confuse people as it will 

begin to look like a plan and we haven’t done any planning yet. 

On the Lake project Jenny should ask 

herself ‘why is the sponsor spending 

money on this?’ Just how much does 

he actually care about the fish and 

plants?  

She believes that the objectives for the 

Lake project are: 

• To avoid the need to close down the 
training centre by: 

− Repairing the pipe so that the 
pipe passes the test specified in 
ISO1234 

− Restoring the water quality in the 
lake to the standard defined in 
ISO9876 

https://www.praxisframework.org/resource-pages/mike-watson-bio
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It is also very useful to list those things which you are not going to do, in the form of 

‘Excluded from scope’. It is always better to disappoint people at the identification phase 

(the cheap end) than to find out at project closure that they had been expecting something 

that you never meant to deliver. 

Scope can be expressed geographically (e.g. the project will address meeting room bookings 

in the Manchester office), functionally (e.g. this project will only cover meetings rooms 

booked by the Finance department) or related to business processes (e.g. this project will 

not link the meetings rooms booking system to the Automated Catering System). 

 

So there should be no surprises at the expensive end of the project. Everyone who reads this 

will be able to see what the project does, and does not, contain. 

One of the interesting benefits if writing it down like this is that we may have got it 

completely wrong! The publication of the brief will stimulate a great deal of ‘validation’ of 

the project’s parameters. It is cheaper to find out now that we have misunderstood our 

scope than wait until we reach the expensive end. 

Constraints 

Very few project managers have a completely free hand in the way that they run the project. 

There are always factors that will limit the way we carry out the job and these are the 

project constraints. 

The obvious constraints include time, money, materials, availability of team members, rules 

standards or processes that must be followed and availability of machinery or other 

facilities. 

The questions you asked at the start of this process will go a long way to helping you identify 

the constraints. The constraints section of the brief is your way of proving to the sponsor 

that you heard all of the things that concern him/her.  

The scope for the Lake project may be: 

Included in Scope: 

• Repairing the leak identified in the pipe under the lake (i.e. NOT leaks elsewhere) 

• All aspects of fish and plants welfare (even though this may be delegated to the 
environmental expert, it is still part of the project and ultimately is the project 
manager’s responsibility) 

• Restoring the water environment to acceptable standards 

• Obtaining relevant permits and permissions associated with disposal of 
contaminated water and mud 

 
Excluded from Scope: 

• All communications with the media and the Wildlife Trust (agreed that the sponsor 
will handle this outside of the project) 

https://www.praxisframework.org/resource-pages/mike-watson-bio
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Main deliverables 

It can be a good idea to write down and agree the format and purpose (and possibly outline 

contents) of your final deliverables and any intermediate deliverables if this will help you. 

For example, you may be asked to write a report about the use of business class air travel in 

your department. Well, anyone can write such a report, but without knowing how it will be 

used (the purpose) you could spend a lot of time and produce something that is useless. 

How about: a report into the increasing costs of departmental air travel, with a 

recommendation about future air travel policy. 

Will the report be printed, or will it stay electronic? Is there a company standard for such 

reports? Will you distribute the whole report, including the detailed notes and analysis of 25 

interviews, or will you produce a summary report for general distribution and an appendix to 

be called for by the enthusiastic few? 

It might seem very early to be describing the final product, but the earlier you can get 

agreement about its acceptance criteria the easier it will be for you to plan how to deliver it. 

Some deliverables are difficult to see or file at the end of the project, and we must resort to 

looking for evidence that an acceptable deliverable has been produced. 

The real deliverables for the Lake project are ‘A repaired pipe’ and ‘Clean water’. Well by the 

end of the project the pipe will be at the bottom of the lake, so it can’t be seen, and 

although the water may look clean we must sure that the fish and plants agree with us. 

The constraints for the Lake project are: 

Time: 

• The job must be completed within the next 2 weeks 

• There can be no noise or disruption to the Park House toilets system before 14:00 on 
Friday, and the works must be complete by 09:00 Monday 

Wildlife: 

• The fish can live in a tank for 72 hours without feeding or aeration 

• The plants can survive only if their roots are covered in black plastic, and then only for 
a maximum of 48 hours 

Budget: 

• There is an initial budget of €15,000 

https://www.praxisframework.org/resource-pages/mike-watson-bio
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These deliverables will be captured by the project manager and placed in the project file, for 

eventual acceptance by the sponsor at project closure. 

External dependencies 

Nowadays, in most organisations, most projects touch other projects, if only through the use 

of shared resources. Some projects are tightly linked together, almost as two parts of a 

larger project. 

It is most important to understand how your project fits into the wider business 

environment, both as a sender (you may be producing something that goes on to another 

project elsewhere, and they are depending on you), or as a receiver (you may be waiting for 

something from another project, and you will be 

depending on them). 

These links between projects are important. The work 

you do now during the project definition will set up a 

communication and control requirement. You must 

inform each other if there are delays that will affect a 

dependant project. 

The principal source of dependencies is in shared 

resources. You may be promised someone to help you, 

but this will not usually be fulltime. The person will 

probably have to carry out their day job (the normal 

things they do from day to day) and fit in your project 

work alongside it. They may also be assigned to several 

other projects, not just yours, and it is important for you 

to be aware of this situation and its potential for problems later. By identifying the situation 

now and documenting it, you will be starting an early form of risk management. 

An optional extra. 

One other thing to agree at project definition time might be tolerance, or ‘just how accurate 

do you need to be when running the project’. 

For example, if you are running a project with a monthly budget of €10,000 will you have to 

stop the project if you are €3 over budget at one month end? The answer is most probably 

So, for the Lake we will have to specify secondary deliverables, as follows: 

• A certificate attesting that the pipe repair has passed ISO1234, signed by Bert Simpson, 
the foreman of Bodgitt & Duck, Engineers 

• A certificate attesting that the water quality meets ISO9876, signed by Herb Erriott, 
Certified Environmental Consultant 

An external dependency for the 

Lake project might be that the 

wedding party for the daughter 

of the Chief Executive of PKS 

Training Ltd will be held on 

Saturday, in a large marquee at 

the side of the Lake!  

Jenny, as the project manager 

for the Lake project. and the 

wedding organiser will need to 

liaise about the weekend works. 

https://www.praxisframework.org/resource-pages/mike-watson-bio
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no. If you can reach agreement on some levels of tolerance with the sponsor then the 

project can run in a smoother manner, rather than stop/start. 

Tolerance is often expressed in budget terms (e.g. €500 per month, or +5% per month), or 

time terms (e.g. a milestone can be 5 days delayed). It can be qualified with statements such 

as ‘tolerance of €500 per month will be allowed as long as the project manager can show 

how the project will be back on track by the next milestone’. 

This arrangement can take the pressure off both the project manager and the sponsor. 

What is the process? 

Don’t refuse to start a project until the sponsor has written a brief! Remember project 

management law number 1 – the sponsor knows nothing. It is always best if the project 

manager drafts the brief. 

Obviously listen to the sponsor. Go back to your desk and draft a brief. Take it back for 

discussion with something like: “just in case I didn’t fully understand what you asked for I’ve 

written it down; please take a look at it.” Once you’ve (both) developed a bit of experience 

at this it really won’t take long. 

You will know that you’ve cracked it when the next time the boss wants you to undertake a 

small project he/she says “I know that before you start you will draft one of those briefs but 

let me have a look at it first.” 

Best practice suggests that both parties should sign this 

document. You may not work in an environment where 

this is the norm; maybe you should start the process of 

building good habits and best practice in your 

organisation. 

How long will it take? 

For a small project (of say 2 weeks to 2 months, the 

drafting of the brief should take no more than an hour. 

This will be followed with a short conversation with the 

sponsor, at which agreement can be reached. So, for the 

investment of 90 minutes you can feel more confident 

that you are, at the very least, starting out on the right 

foot. 

Assumptions 

The very nature of a project is to create something new, something that didn’t exist before. 

This means that all management and planning activity is speculative, looking into an 

uncertain future and trying to guess what might happen. 

For example, Jenny may assume 

for the Lake project that there will 

be enough water to refill the lake 

in 12 hours.  

If the assumption is wrong it will 

take longer than 12 hours to refill 

the lake. Does this matter? Well, 

at the moment, she can’t tell if it 

matters or not, so she should note 

it down.  

Later on, when she has a draft 

project schedule, Jenny can 

examine the assumptions as part 

of her risk management. 
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As soon as you start the identification phase you will enter the realms of fantasy and 

guesswork. There is nothing wrong with this if you realise that this is where you are. Make a 

list of all the assumptions you make, and, where possible, their effects and implications. 

The assumptions list will form vital input to the detailed project planning, risk management 

and project control. 

Make sure that your assumptions are specific and reasonable. For example, an assumption 

that ‘everything will work according to plan’ is useless for practical purposes. 

Many project management textbooks say that once a brief has been signed off by the 

sponsor there should not be any assumptions, as the process of discussion and agreement of 

the definition will clear up all of the unknowns. If only this were true. You will find that, 

when confronted with some of your assumptions the sponsor will look just as blank as you.  

Why should the sponsor know any more about the detail of the project than you do? After 

all, you have been appointed to take care of the details that the sponsor doesn’t want to 

mess with. If you both agree that there are some unknowns in the project and you both 

accept that the project could start with these unknowns unresolved, then it is safe to start. 

Summary 

Most projects go wrong because the objectives and scope were poorly understood right 

from the start, and the project manager, eager to show just what he/she can do, jumped 

into the project without thinking about it. 

Many bosses seem to prefer the project managers to be busy rather than sitting thinking 

about the project. Identification does not have to take much time, and only a fool would 

start out on a journey without knowing why or where they want to end up. 
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Checklist 

Ask the strategic questions Identify how the answers will shape your project 

Agree the objectives with the 

sponsor 

What the sponsor is trying to achieve with the 

project; why we are running this project now 

Agree the scope High-level statements of what is included and 

excluded from the project 

Agree the constraints Time, budget, resources, rules, etc. 

Agree the deliverables What is to be produced, and how it will be used 

Agree the roles and 

responsibilities 

Who is responsible for what (see next chapter) 

Document the assumptions And keep this list under review throughout the 

project 

 

Further reading 

Identification process 

A process description for managing the identification 

phase in work ranging from medium complexity 

projects to programmes.  
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Define roles and responsibilities 
 

 

Where are we? 

We are in the identification phase, trying to understand the roles of the various key players 

before we make a start on the project. 

Every project has at least two key players, namely the sponsor and the project manager. 

There may be other key players in your project; we will consider the possibilities once we 

have dealt with the two principal roles. 

In simple terms the sponsor is the person who has commissioned the project (the person 

who wants it carried out) and the project manager is the person who has been delegated the 

responsibility of carrying it out. It is quite likely that neither of people will have the words 

‘sponsor’ or ‘project manager’ in their job title, as we are talking about a temporary project 

role, not a position in the corporate hierarchy. 

This difference in the roles means that the sponsor is probably working to a longer horizon 

than the project manager. The sponsor is as a representative of the business, who wishes to 

use the project outcome for a business reason. The sponsor may well stay in control of the 

outcome long after the project manager has delivered it. 

In fact many sponsors do not realise that their responsibility is ‘to deliver the business 

benefit’ that the project will facilitate. This may take several months (or even years in some 

cases) to finally achieve. 

For many small ‘local’ projects your sponsor may well be your boss. He or she will ask you to 

undertake a job, sometimes in a formal manner, sometimes very informally, but he/she is in 

the role of sponsor for your project. 

The role of sponsor carries with it a range of responsibilities, including: 

• Set and agree the scope of the project, confirm and authorise stages, obtain necessary 
resources, monitor and control through the project manager, accept the end product 
and close the project. 

• Delegate the day-to-day management responsibility to the project manager; allow the 
project manager some agreed tolerances for overruns etc. 
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• Use the end product during its operational life; monitor its effectiveness, and achieve 
the business benefits. 

It can be very useful for the long-term success of the project if you spend a few minutes 

during the identification phase with the sponsor, making sure that the sponsor understands 

the role he/she has taken on. This small investment of your time may pay dividends later if 

you run into problems on the project. You want the sponsor to be on your side, pushing to 

break the road blocks, acting as a senior management champion for the project. Of course 

this is more relevant on larger projects that affect much more of the organisation, but the 

sponsor can be the most useful  ’resource’ on the project team, and you should try to get 

the best out of him or her. 

Is the sponsor the customer? 

Well, sometimes but not always. Sometimes the sponsor is a director or manager who 

represents the business’s need, whereas the customer may be the person who will actually 

use what you deliver. 

It can be useful to identify both roles, as you will need to use them differently throughout 

the project. The sponsor will be making strategic decisions (e.g. shall we cancel this project), 

whereas the customer will be involved in more tactical decisions (e.g. what colour will the 

new walls be painted). 

What is the project manager’s role? 

This sounds obvious, and can be expressed quite simply as: the project manager must 

ensure that the project as a whole produces the required end products to the required 

standard within specified constraints of time and cost. 

This is accomplished by the activities of planning, defining objectives and responsibilities, 

monitoring progress and resource utilisation, taking corrective actions where necessary, and 

advising the sponsor of status and direction. 

There is a further part to the responsibilities of a project manager: the project manager is 

responsible for making sure that the project produces a result capable of achieving the 

benefits defined in the business case. 

This statement is most important, as it reminds the project manager that the project fits 

within an overall business environment. It is vital for the project manager to understand this 

wider environment, even if the project seems so small that it has no need for a formal 

business case. 

It is also vital for the project manager to understand and constantly monitor the objectives, 

scope and constraints of the project, as they define the project’s outcome. 

One common difficulty for many project managers is that they are also part of the project 

team (and, indeed, for many smaller projects the project manager may form 100% of the 

team!). It can be a matter of concern for the project manager to know precisely which hat 

https://www.praxisframework.org/resource-pages/mike-watson-bio
http://www.obsideo.com/


 

Managing simple projects with Praxis   

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

Mike Watson – Obsideo Ltd.  Page 27 

(manager or team resource) he or she should be wearing today. We will address this point in 

more detail in the chapter on controlling progress. 

Other useful project roles 

Don’t think you have to define the role of every single person in the project. You don’t 

actually know who they all are yet. We are only interested in people who will undertake 

something that is not part of their usual job (and who will therefore appreciate a reminder 

of what you expect from them). 

You may also require some specific input from specialists, and it can be useful to define the 

responsibility of each key player. There are some generic types of role to consider: 

regulators, inspectors (e.g. Health & Safety) and technical specialists. 

There will be roles that are crucial to you project (for example a Health & Safety inspector 

who may have to approve something you are proposing in your project). 

Presentation 

The roles can be shown in an organogram which should 

be supplemented with a few lines describing the 

detailed responsibilities.  

In the Lake project there are two specialist roles 

(Environmental Specialist and Engineering Supervisor) 

that are crucial to your project, as they are the only two 

roles capable of issuing the certificates that form your 

major project deliverables. It is prudent to identify and 

document these roles in addition to the usual project 

roles. 
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Summary 

“I thought you were going to handle that” is a sign of a project that has unclear 

responsibilities. Sort it out at the beginning and make sure that the project progresses in a 

controlled manner. If someone is unsure of their ability to deliver their assigned activities 

then now is the time to find out, not half way through the project. 

Further reading 

Organisation management 
A more detailed explanation of project and 

programme organisations. 

 

For the Lake project key responsibilities are: 

Sponsor: Mike Watson, responsible for: 

• accepting the project definition, project plans, progress reports  and project 

closure report 

• allocating the budget to the project 

• all aspects of communications with the Wildlife Trust (remember this was ruled 

out of your scope, as the sponsor wanted to do it himself) 

Project manager: Jenny Harris; responsible for: 

• establishing objectives and scope 

• preparing project schedules and budgets 

• co-ordinating resources 

• tracking and reporting on progress 

• ensuring the agreed deliverables are completed 

• concluding the project and disbanding the project team 

Environmental Specialist: Herb Erriott, responsible for: 

• survey to establish numbers of fish and plants 

• all aspects of day-to-day fish and plant welfare 

• testing the Lake water after the project, and issuing a certificate to ISO9876 

Engineering Supervisor: Bert Simpson, responsible for: 

• all aspects of the pipe repair 

• testing the pipe and issuing a certificate to ISO1234 
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Manage stakeholders 
 

 

Where are we? 

We are still in the project identification phase, trying to understand the project and its 

environment before we make a commitment to start. 

Many project managers lose sight of the fact that it is not the project documentation, 

however excellent it may be, that actually does the work on the project, it is the human 

beings that do the work. Even at this early stage in the project you should be thinking about 

the people in the project, and why they should even bother to help you. 

This process, thinking about the key players, and trying to get them onto your side, is called 

stakeholder management. 

A stakeholder can be anyone who will be affected by the project (or its outcome), or who 

can affect the project. Obviously the project sponsor is a key stakeholder (he/she has a 

strong vested interested in seeing the project through to completion), but there are other 

less obvious stakeholders who can influence the success of the project, sometimes in a 

negative way.  

The point about identifying them is that you can start the 

process of building them into the project as allies right from 

the start, rather than having to recover a problem situation 

later. 

Key players who have been kept well-informed and involved 

throughout the project are much more likely to act positively 

when a problem occurs than someone who has been kept in 

the dark until the bad news breaks. 

On many projects the management of stakeholders takes place after the problem has 

occurred, and often amounts to no more than damage limitation. Of course this is not 

stakeholder management at all, but a panic reaction towards a group of upset people. 
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Stakeholder management should be a proactive attempt to get the key players on side, and 

keep them on side all the way through the project. It is an ongoing process, and must be 

planned into the project. 

On many very large projects skilled professional resources (e.g. Public Relations consultants) 

would be engaged to focus entirely on this vital aspect of managing the project. On smaller 

projects it remains the direct responsibility of the project manager. 

The process can be split into several parts, as follows: 

• Stakeholder identification 

• Assessment of interest and influence 

• Stakeholder planning  

• Stakeholder engagement 

We can start these activities now, but we need to keep them under review and revision 

more or less all the way through the project. 

Identifying your stakeholders 

Identifying stakeholders can be an opportunity to involve the project team in part of the 

project management process. This has benefits for you (a wider spread of knowledge and 

views about the stakeholders), the team (a feeling of involvement in the project) and the 

stakeholders (possibly more creative ideas for engaging with them). 

A brainstorming activity can be undertaken to identify all those who could affect the project 

and all those on whom the project could have an effect. 

Useful documentation will include: 

• The instruction that started the whole thing off, sometimes called the project mandate. 

This may mention people for whom the project is designed to deliver something 

• The project brief, as this may mention other key players who must be managed 

proactively 

• Any planning documents you may have (actually you may not have anything 

documented yet – you may have to revisit your stakeholder communication plan later 

once you have drafted your schedule in a little more detail) 

As in all good brainstorms the initial identification should be completely open and unedited, 

as sometimes stakeholders appear from the most unlikely sources. Don’t forget people such 

as: 

• You and the project team members. 

• Your boss, and the line managers of any team members. 

• The sponsor and customer of the project, both at management level and operational 

level. 
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• ‘Inspectors’ (many projects will contain an element of conformance to rules or 

regulations, so the regulator or inspector who signs something off for you can affect 

your project). 

• Suppliers of goods, services or resources (internal or external). 

Assessing their impact 

Some stakeholders might have more influence than others, and it is useful to assess your 

stakeholders in this regard (it will help you to work out a priority system for your actions). 

Keep it simple. Use a high/medium/low method, and be realistic about the influence that 

each one could have (it is common to assess too many as high, as we may fear the worst!). 

Start to build up a stakeholder map. 

 

Communication planning 

You must now try to identify just what each stakeholder desires from the project, and what 

might be their attitude towards the project. 

This could be done by brainstorm, by asking other project managers who know the 

stakeholders, or even by asking the stakeholders directly. 

It can be surprising what individual stakeholders actually want. Many bosses, for example, 

want a quiet life, punctuated by good news. It can be poor management to keep such a boss 

inundated with news of every penny of expenditure, and every activity undertaken. 

In an ideal world you might be able to satisfy the needs of every individual stakeholder, but 

this is rarely possible. However, do not despair. If you can demonstrate how: 

• you have listened to and taken notice of their points of interest; 

• tried to deliver what they want; 

• but for reasons that you can explain you cannot meet their needs on this project; 

then this is almost as good as actually meeting their needs. 
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Stakeholder engagement 

Once you have taken the trouble to produce this stakeholder analysis it would be ridiculous 

not to put it into action, so you must develop a list of extra activities you will carry out (yes, 

they will probably fall into your lap for execution) to proactively engage with your 

stakeholders. These actions must be real and positive, not woolly statements such as ‘do not 

upset them’. 

Typical actions might include: 

• Involving a stakeholder in some of the training associated with your project. 

• Inviting a stakeholder to a demonstration of something working to specification. 

• Inviting a stakeholder to take responsibility for something on the project, such as 

publicity. 

• Discussing your risk management approach with them, and asking for suggestions. 

• Making sure you communicate with them, in ways which suit them. 

As the project unfolds the communication plan should be reviewed at regular intervals, as 

some stakeholders will lose their importance, and some new ones will appear. This will form 

a vital piece of information for the project team, and for all future projects. As such it should 

be filed away at the end of the project, for future reference. 

The Lake project stakeholder map might look like this: 

 

Summary 

You can forestall many problems with stakeholders in and around your project by managing 

them in a proactive manner. You cannot leave their positive support for your project to 

chance, you must manage your stakeholders. 
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Checklist 

List all stakeholders Even the unlikely ones 

Assess their potential influence Be realistic – not all stakeholders are high 

influence 

Identify likely interests in the project Maybe ask them 

Identify management actions (to engage 

with your stakeholders) 

And build these into your plan 

Replan the project These stakeholder management activities will 

cost someone (probably you) some effort, so 

keep your documentation up-to-date 

Review and revise regularly throughout 

the project 

You will not be able to see all the stakeholders at 

the outset 

Further reading  

These links to the Praxis web site explain how the concepts introduced in this chapter can be 

applied to projects that involve more people and more complex relationships. 

Stakeholder management 

The main Praxis page for stakeholder management with 

additional pages on competency and organisational 

maturity. 

Influencing 

Stakeholders need to be influenced to gain and 

maximise their support – this page explains the 

principles of influencing 

Stakeholder map 
An encyclopaedia page that provides some additional 

ideas on mapping stakeholders. 
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Plan milestones 
 

 

Where are we? 

You are now at the start of the definition phase. You have had your project brief signed off 

by the sponsor and you are ready to start detailed planning. We will work from the top 

down, starting with milestones. 

What is a milestone? 

We must be careful with the term milestone, as it is in common use, with many meanings. In 

project management we will use the term with the specific formal meaning of ‘a point in the 

project where something physical is produced’. 

This simple definition is loaded with meaning in the project context. We will make great use 

of milestones in both planning and control. 

The important part of the definition is ‘something physical’. If your project produces a 

physical ‘product’ or ‘deliverable’ then you have an opportunity to examine it and make a 

considered decision about real progress towards your overall objectives. If you can specify in 

advance what the acceptance criteria are for the deliverable then you should feel very 

comfortable when trying to measure the 

progress. 

Some milestones (the ones really important to 

the sponsor) will be visible at this stage. Major 

milestones are directly tied into what you are 

trying to produce on the project and should be 

specified at project definition.  

For the Lake Project, an obvious major 

milestone would be: 

• Pipe repaired to ISO1234, tested 
and signed off by Bert Simpson 
(the foreman from Bodgitt & 
Duck, the Drainage Engineers). 
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This shows the full format of a formal milestone definition. It has the following parts: 

• The milestone name, in noun/verb format 

• The quality standard 

• The testing method 

• The person authorised to accept it 

Not every milestone needs such formality, but on every project there will be a few major 

milestones for which you would be well-advised to develop such comprehensive 

descriptions. 

You might be thinking how much work this might entail for you. Well, firstly, if you cannot 

specify in advance the acceptance criteria for one of your deliverables then you must either 

accept just any old rubbish that is produced or employ telepaths as project team members.  

Secondly, if you can specify the acceptance criteria in advance then the person carrying out 

the activity will have a much better idea of what to produce. This means that you can start 

to build quality into your project right from the planning phase, by setting up a control 

structure that is based upon pre-defined acceptance criteria. 

So, milestones are good things. They create a safe and secure control structure for the 

project. When you ask a team member how an activity is going, you may be told “it’s 90% 

complete”. You will have no idea what that means, but a milestone cannot be 90% 

complete. It is either achieved or it is not. This makes for fewer arguments and a safer 

project. 

When do we identify the milestones? 

There are two ways of planning with milestones. If you are running a project where the 

pattern of milestones is well-known (and where you would be foolish to deviate from the 

‘standard’ pattern) then you can indulge in ‘top-down’ planning. 

This entails you identifying the milestones first, and adding in the detail later in the planning 

process. In any case, in most projects you will be able to see the major milestones associated 

with project deliverables, right from the outset. 

The second method of planning is to carry out detailed planning first, and then add in the 

milestones later (bottom-up planning). In fact, many project plans are arrived at by a 

mixture of major milestones identified at the outset and then a series of ‘minor’ milestones 

added in by the project manager later. 

Oh yes, you can add in your own milestones if you wish. As they are an excellent method of 

keeping close control of the project there is nothing to stop you adding milestones into parts 

of the project for which you want closer control. 

This leads on to an interesting suggestion. If you are running a project about which you know 

a great deal (you are familiar with the technical activities in the project) do you really need a 

detailed plan (see the next chapter for some examples of detailed plan). Maybe all you need 
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is a milestone plan, which has less detail (and therefore will be easier to read and update) 

but which can be very safe in terms of control. 

The example below is a milestone plan for the Lake project. 

 

This milestone plan is a simple list, and can be created using a word processor or a 

spreadsheet. It has the huge advantage that, in being simple, the sponsor might read it, 

whereas he/she might not read a more complex schedule. 

What happens at milestones? 

Milestones are places where the project manager and sponsor can make serious decisions, 

such as: 

• All is well, let’s go on to the next milestone. 

• Things are slightly off track; make some adjustments to get back on track by the next 
milestone. 

• Things have gone badly wrong; we need to stop and consider our options. 

• Things have gone well so far, but we need to change the scope of the project. 

• We need to change the budget, or the target end date, or the resources, or the 
technical solution, or the project manager, or the sponsor, or almost anything. 

• We need to stop the project, either to a pause for review or as a full cancellation. 

To make sensible decisions the key players need facts and figures about the project and the 

actual progress. The project manager is the only person who can provide such information, 

and milestones are the mechanism. Examples of milestones being used to control the 

project are discussed in the chapter on controlling progress. 
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Where do milestones come from? 

You will certainly wish to consider: 

• The project brief (to identify the main deliverables and hence milestones) 

• Your own experience and knowledge of this type of project (less experience will mean 
more milestones for safety) 

• Your colleagues, team members, customers, sponsor, boss 

• Regulators or inspectors (people who have the power to sign-off something you will 
produce) 

• Books, manuals, guidelines, methods (which may explain how to break a project down 
into manageable pieces, each with an associated milestone) 

Look for any deliverable that you will produce that can be used as a milestone check-point. 

How are they documented? 

Well, we saw above that a milestone plan could be just a simple list. The example below is 

another way of presenting a list, this time in a slightly more graphic form: 

 

In many smaller projects the person responsible for every milestone will be you, the project 

manager, but it is worth thinking carefully. Can you find someone ‘independent’ who will 

sign off one or more of your deliverables? 

During the planning of the project you should be able to estimate a target date for each 

milestone. Obviously this is easier with bottom-up planning, where you have the detail first 

and the milestones emerge from that. 
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By creating a milestone plan (even if this is accompanied by a detailed plan) you can keep 

the communication with the sponsor at a simple level. Many sponsors would be quite happy 

with a milestone plan if they knew that the detailed plan existed behind it. 

Summary 

Milestones provide not only the framework for planning the project but also an excellent 

control mechanism. Your milestone plan will become an effective communication and 

control tool for the sponsor. 

For a smaller or more local project you may feel that a milestone plan is all you need for safe 

and simple planning and control 

Checklist 

Identify major milestones from the definition 

documents 

Based upon the major deliverables 

Add on lower level milestones to help you 

control the detail of the project 

Based upon you own knowledge and 

experience of each part of the project 

Identify someone neutral or independent 

who will sign off each milestone 

And do not be tempted to sign them off 

yourself 

As each milestone is signed off file the proof 

away in the project file 

More of this later. 
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Plan detail 
 

 

Where are we? 

You’ve had your project brief approved, and maybe you’ve identified your milestones. 

However, what you want to do now is to start planning the project in some detail. Just how 

much detail is an interesting question, and one that we must answer right at the start. 

What is a plan for? 

A plan is a very useful document (or package of documents) for the project manager. Your 

plan should tell you: 

• That the project is possible. 

• What has got to be done, in what sequence. 

• Who will be involved, either doing the activities or signing things off. 

• When things will be happening. 

• When things will be complete. 

• How the budget will be spent. 

• How and when you will be addressing quality, risk and stakeholder management 
issues. 

So, from this list you can decide what documents you require, based upon the complexity of 

the project. Complexity can be defined in several ways, as follows: 
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Size Meaning Project management activities 

Simple • Local to one department, running 
within the department’s annual 
budget. 

• Staff costs less than an agreed 
value 

• Duration less than 4 months 

• No significant business risk 

• Project sponsor, no steering 
committee 

• Project brief 

• Milestone plan 

• Activity List (optional) 

• Risk register 

• Weekly report 

• Sign-off at closure 

Slightly more 

complex 

• Multi-site or multi-department 

• Budget > agreed level 

• Duration > 4 months 

• Significant risk to the business 

• Project board 

• Project brief 

• Milestone plan 

• Detailed plan (Activity list or 
Gantt chart) 

• Risk register 

• Communications plan 

• Monthly report to board 

Common to 

all 

 • Lessons learned review 

• Consider issue and change 
control process 

 

We will go through the steps required to produce a schedule in Gantt chart format. You 

must decide if your own project is ‘large’ enough to need all these steps, or if you can be 

safe with a quicker, lighter approach. 

The six steps to produce a project schedule. 

In essence these are the steps to produce a schedule for a simple project: 

1. Identify the activities 

2. Establish the ideal sequence 

3. Estimate the size (and maybe cost) 

4. Assign resources (maybe not, if you are the only resource!) 

5. Draw the schedule (maybe a Gantt chart, maybe an activity list) 

6. Optimise the schedule (make it fit reality) 

Identify the activities 

This activity list should be as complete as possible, and should include all project delivery 

activities and project management activities (planning, measuring progress, reporting, 
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holding meetings and so on). You will have the project brief to start with, but it may be 

worth asking some of your colleagues to get involved in this process. 

This is one of the first project management activities we have encountered that fall into the 

category of being ‘the sole responsibility of the project manager, but not a solo job’. This 

means that if you can get a few other ‘brains’ involved in the process you will get a much 

better result. 

Ask your colleagues, but also consider asking your boss, your sponsor, someone who has no 

idea about the project (and who is not distracted by the assumptions you have made), 

suppliers (internal and external), specialists, potential resources, and so on. 

Yes, this will make the process longer, but the result will be much better. You may have to 

listen to a lot of what seems like irrelevant piffle, but deep in the middle of it may be the 

killer facts that will make a difference to your success. 

A good practical way of actually creating this activity list will involve using Post-it notes, 

those universal yellow stickies, and a wall. The technique of drawing a work breakdown 

structure (or WBS for short) is excellent for identifying as complete an activity list as you are 

likely to get. You can involve specialists, who can focus on their own area of expertise and 

the diagram, as it emerges, enables you to see the whole project in one place (as long as you 

have a big enough wall!). 

Start by placing one Post-it at the top of the board or wall. This Post-it represents the entire 

project. Beneath that place Post-its that break the project down into its major components 

of scope. Take each component in turn, and break it down further. Keep on going, until for 

each activity at the lowest level you feel confident that you: 

• Understand the activity and how to carry it out 

• Can assign resources to it 

• Can estimate the duration and cost 

This means that for some areas of the project you may not need to go very far, whilst for 

others (maybe those areas which you feel unsure about) you may go further into the 

breakdown. 

The next diagram shows the first draft WBS for the Lake project (it needs more work). Note 

that a WBS takes no account of sequence – this will come later. 
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You might feel that you wouldn’t break the Lake project down in this manner, but would use 

some other breakdown. That’s OK, there is no single right way to create a WBS. If it is right 

for you, it is right. The power of a WBS lies in its ability to make sure you have a complete 

understanding of all the work required to deliver the project end product. It is a type of 

structured brainstorm. The diagram it produces is simply a step along the way towards our 

project schedule. 

Establish the ideal sequence 

If the project is small, local or low-risk you may be able to start the planning process at this 

step, missing out WBS, otherwise you must now sort the WBS Post-it notes into sequence. 

So arrange all the activities into the ideal sequence, with the minimum of risk (it may be 

necessary to take risks later, by overlapping activities etc., but at this stage you should go for 

the ideal sequence). This technique produces what is called a precedence diagram, an 

example of which can be seen below. 
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By convention (and good sense) it is usual to have just one clear start and one end to a 

network. Not all activities can be fixed into this logical sequence, as some of them may 

relate to specific calendar events (such as a steering committee meeting that can only 

happen on a certain date). For these activities put them to one side – they can be inserted 

into the correct time position on the schedule later. No account is taken of timings or 

resource availability at this stage (it is easier to identify resource considerations once this 

sequencing has been sorted out). 

The precedence network shows all the activities and their ideal sequence of dependencies. 

Again you could use Post-it Notes and a wall. Once you are happy with the sequence it is a 

good idea to draw in the linking lines between activities (but be careful that you don’t 

damage he wall behind the Post-its). The linking lines will show problems such as dangles 

(activities with no successors) and jumpers (activities with no predecessors – they just seem 

to jump into life). You should have no dangles and no jumpers at all. 

Estimate the size of each activity 

By ‘size’, we mean the length of time it will take (the duration), the resources needed to do 

it (the effort) and the cost. There are many practical ways of estimating the size of an 

activity, including: 

• Use records from previous projects. If you are lucky enough to have this information it 
can be useful, but must be treated with caution - are the conditions of your project the 
same as those previous projects? 

• Try some of the work, and measure it. This may be invaluable for activities that are 
completely unfamiliar to you, and which may be time critical 

• Ask the person who will carry out the activity, but be careful with the answer you get. 
Some people are naturally optimistic and set themselves impossible targets, others will 
give you the answer they think you want to hear, others are naturally pessimistic, others 
may be adding on some extra padding for their own comfort. 

• Ask an expert. This may cost money, but may be worth it (think of this as a type of risk 
management) 

• Ask the contractor. Again, be careful with the answer. He may be trying to win the job 
(and so the estimate may be light), or maybe he doesn’t want the job (so the answer is 
heavy). 
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• Ask your colleagues. They may have experience of this work 

• Use a formula. Sometimes work can be reduced to a series of mathematical formulae. For 
example, if it takes 2 hours to paint three square metres, how many hours will be needed 
to paint 30 square metres? 

• Read the manual. There may be some documentation that will give an indication of likely 
effort to carry out a standard activity (very common in construction and engineering 
projects) 

• Just guess. Nothing wrong with this if you realise that it is a guess, based upon some 
reasonable assumptions. Make sure you write the assumptions down (not to cover 
yourself, but to remind you to check them out once the project gets under way). 

Let’s look at one dangerous problem with all of this estimating. It seems like good practice to 

go to the person who will be carrying out the activity and ask them “How long will this 

take?” But what question we have just asked! There are two possible interpretations: 

• You may have asked – “Given a clear run at this activity, with no interruptions, how many 
hours (or days) would you need to complete it?’ 

• Or you may have asked – “How long will it take you to do this activity?’ 

The differences can be startling. A very busy person, to whom you hope to delegate an 

activity on your project, may answer “2 days”. Just what does that mean?: 

• Does it mean “Two days clear effort, but it will take me a week to fit it in”; or 

• “I can do it in two days” 

To be perfectly clear to your resource you may have to deliberately ask both questions, and 

try to establish both dimensions of the activity in one go. The two dimensions, of course, are 

‘effort’ and ‘duration’. 

Assign resources to activities 

Now consider the resources. You might not be able to identify actual named individuals, in 

which case you may have to plan for resource types (e.g. 3 Java Programmers, 2 Painters). 

It is probably OK at this stage to assume that the resources you need will be available when 

you need them and to make adjustments later on when the schedule is produced. 

There are two reasons for assigning named resources to activities. The obvious one is so that 

you know who is going to carry out the activity, but the second reason is to know how long 

the activity will actually take (the duration). We might decide that a trainee, for example, 

will take longer to accomplish a 3-day activity than an expert would. 

While effort and duration can be quite different, effort is closely associated with cost. The 

more effort an activity needs the more it will cost. 

Duration is specified in a days, weeks or months. The duration of any particular activity will 

depend on a variety of factors, such as: 

• How many people will be assigned to the activity. 

• How much time each resource can devote to the activity. 
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The relationship between ‘effort’ and ‘duration’ is usually not a simple mathematical one. 

Each activity must be considered on its own merits, to know if assigning more resources will 

reduce the duration or simply raise the cost. 

The standard management trick of throwing more people at an activity in the forlorn hope 

that it will speed up the work does not usually work, especially if there is a degree of 

intellectual content in the activity. Here are a few examples from the Lake project to 

illustrate the problem: 

• Catching the fish: if the fish catchers do not get in each other’s way then maybe adding 
more people should have a corresponding shortening effect on the duration, up to a 
practical limit. 

• A project kick-off meeting with all the team on site, on Friday lunchtime; it might just be 
that if more people go the meeting will take more, not less time! 

• A Press Conference in London; actually the travelling time to London will be the 
governing factor in this type of activity. If 2 people go then it will take one day on the 
schedule (the duration will be 1 day); however, if 5 people go the duration is still one 
day, but the costs will have gone up dramatically. 

Take the time to consider how much time each person will be able to give to your project. 

You may be using resources that have a full-time day job which they must maintain during 

your project. So, face up to reality, if someone says that they can only give you 5 hours per 

week it is better to discover that now during the planning, rather than later, during the 

execution. 

By now you will know all the activities, their relationships to each other, the resources 

assigned, the activity durations, and, where appropriate, the effort and cost required for 

each one. You are now ready to draw the schedule. 

Draw the schedule 

There are two main approaches to drawing the schedule, as discussed earlier. For a small, 

local, low-risk project an activity list might be perfectly adequate, and the table below shows 

an activity list based upon the milestone plan.  

You can see how the list satisfies all the requirements of a ‘project schedule’ and it can be 

hand-drawn or created using a word processor or spreadsheet. 
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For a more complex project, or one with particular communication needs, you may decide 

that you need the sophistication of a Gantt chart.  

Drawing a Gantt chart is relatively simple. By now you have all the information you need; all 

you have to do is to decide on the timescale and time units for the scale along the top. You 

have no choice where to put most of the activities, as the first one will start at the beginning; 

it is as long as it is long, and the next activity will start immediately after it, unless you wish 

to introduce a gap. 

The figure below shows the Gantt chart for the Lake project produced in Excel. If you have 

used scheduling software to create a precedence network, it will produce the Gantt chart for 

you automatically. 
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Optimise the schedule 

These are the six steps you undertake to produce your project plan. Only the sixth now 

remains to be done: 

1. Identify the activities 
2. Establish the ideal sequence 
3. Estimate the size  
4. Assign resources 
5. Draw the schedule (maybe an activity list, maybe a Gantt chart) 
6. Optimise the schedule (make the plan fit reality) 

You have to carry out the first 5 steps in order to produce the schedule, but it is not until 

step 5 that you will be able to see if your plan actually works. So far you will have drawn the 

plan based upon the ideal circumstances but now you may have to fine tune it to fit real 

circumstances. 

It may be that some of your resources are overloaded (they are allocated to two activities at 

the same time) or the project is not completed on time. 

What you can do now is: 

1. Challenge the basis of the estimates to confirm that the estimates are reasonable. 

2. Review the activity sequence: take more risk by overlapping activities which would 
normally be done one after the other. 

3. Look at the resources: assign more if necessary to shorten an activity; assign different 
resources based on availability; allow some activities to stretch.  

4. Finally look at the activity list itself: leave out some work, either forever or until a later 
phase. You may not have the authority to do this; consult the sponsor to identify low-
priority deliverables that the sponsor can afford to do without. 

If this still does not solve the problems with your schedule you will have to go back to the 

sponsor with some suggestions for reducing the agreed scope of the project or the end date. 

In all these cases without the project schedule you will not be able to justify your analysis 

and suggestions. 
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Contingency 

It may be worth thinking about building in some contingency (sometimes called ‘buffers’) to 

allow for unexpected events. As you will see in the chapter on managing the risks you can 

deal with unexpected events by building in specific extra activities aimed at reducing 

particular risks. However, there may be an opportunity right now to add in some extra time 

to allow for activity overruns. 

What you mustn’t do is just add in a lump of extra time at the end of the project. This will 

draw attention to your lack of confidence in the project, and will be taken out with as little 

thought as you put into it in the first place. 

The figure below shows the Lake project Gantt chart, with two contingency entries. 

 

Note the following: 

• Not many activities will need this type of contingency 

• The contingency is always assigned to the project manager, not the resource on the 
associated activity (otherwise the resource will see the extra time allowance, and use it 
up). 

• In some cases the contingency may cause subsequent activities to be delayed (see 
‘locate leak’) 

• If activities take longer than planned the resource must report to the project manager 
for help. You can then release some of your contingency to the offending activity. In this 
way you can monitor the consumption of the contingency allowance. 

• You should always maintain a contingency list, which details your thinking behind each 
allocation of contingency. At the very least this list will be useful when explaining to the 
sponsor why the project might take longer than originally thought. 

https://www.praxisframework.org/resource-pages/mike-watson-bio
http://www.obsideo.com/


 

Managing simple projects with Praxis   

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

Mike Watson – Obsideo Ltd.  Page 49 

Summary 

Without a schedule you will never be able to manage the project. You will be at the mercy of 

anyone who outranks you in the organisation. You will never be sure that the project will 

finish at all, let alone on time. Without a schedule you have to worry about every activity all 

the time; with a plan you will know which activities are urgent for today, and which are 

scheduled for next week. 

Planning takes time, but if you try to match the overheads with the size of the project you 

will gain all the benefits of planning without slowing your project down. 

Checklist 

Decide on the type of schedule 

you need 

An activity list or a full Gantt chart 

Plan your planning approach Can you get someone to help you in the planning? 

Identify the activities The complete list of all the activities you think you need; 

maybe create a work breakdown structure 

Sequence The ideal sequence (you may have to overlap some 

activities later); maybe create a precedence network 

diagram 

Estimate the size of each 

activity 

Activity effort is measured in ‘person hours’, or ‘person 

days’, and is a good indication of cost 

Assign resources Maybe not, if you are the only resource! Once you know 

the resources available you can estimate the duration 

for each activity, measured in days or weeks of elapsed 

time. 

Draw the schedule Maybe a Gantt chart, maybe an activity list 

Optimise the schedule Make the schedule fit reality, by allowing for all the 

various constraints that will be imposed upon your 

project 
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Further reading  

These links to the Praxis web site explain how the concepts introduced in this chapter can be 

applied to projects that involve more people and more complex relationships. 

Complexity 

The Praxis approach to defining complexity, which 

guides managers towards an understanding of the effort 

and techniques needed to manage the work. 

Planning 
An overview of both management planning and delivery 

planning for more complex projects and programmes. 

Time scheduling 
An overview and procedure for developing time 

schedules for more complex projects and programmes. 

Critical path analysis 
A Praxis encyclopaedia entry explaining how to perform 

critical path analysis. 

Schedule compression 
A Praxis encyclopaedia entry explaining how to reduce 

the time needed to complete a sequence of activities. 

Resource limited scheduling 
A Praxis encyclopaedia entry explaining how to optimise 

resource usage in a schedule. 
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Manage quality 
 

 

Where are we? 

You now have a better idea of the work involved in the project and need to start thinking 

about how we can maximise the chance that everyone 

(and especially the sponsor/users/boss) will be pleased 

with the outcome of the project. 

The quality assurance environment 

The first thing that you need to consider during the 

definition phase is the quality assurance environment. 

Quality assurance (QA) is created by building a 

management environment within which a quality project is almost guaranteed (it cannot be 

actually guaranteed, because we mess up this carefully built environment by putting human 

beings into the situation!). 

The corporate project management environment should contain the following: 

• Methods, standards, guidelines, process maps: guidance to help project managers follow 
good practice. 

• Templates, examples: templates and examples of forms that the project manager may 
wish to use. 

• Project support: corporate facilities to help the project managers in areas such as risk 
management, stakeholder management, scheduling and so on. 

• Training: coordinated training, with follow-up support to make sure that all project 
managers speak the same language and adopt the same philosophy. 

• Software and systems: for planning, resource allocation, management of issues, risks and 
changes, for communication and project control. 

• Corporate data: to guide project managers when estimating new projects. 

In simple projects it is useful to 

highlight quality as a topic in its 

own right. However, in Praxis, 

quality is deemed to be 

inherent in all processes and 

procedures. 
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With the right management these corporate facilities will not add to the overheads, but 

actually save project management costs. These facilities form the QA (or Governance) 

environment, and will increase the chances of every project delivering its business benefits. 

If your organisation doesn’t have all of these support facilities do not despair, as long as you 

strive to create a quality environment then you may still have a quality project. 

Quality control 

If QA is concerned with creating a management environment, then quality control (QC) is 

concerned with making sure that the environment is working, and that the project is going 

to produce acceptable intermediate and end products (which in quality management is the 

term often used instead of ‘deliverables’). 

It is too risky to wait until the end of the project to carry out the first check on the 

acceptability of the work. Even on a small project there will be opportunities to make sure 

that things are going well in terms of quality. Remember, from your customer/sponsor’s 

point of view, getting the right thing slightly late is probably more desirable than getting the 

wrong thing on time. 

A project quality plan will contain a section where you can spell out the ‘testing’ methods 

you will use to make sure that things are being produced correctly, and this is described 

below, but here is a simple example of intermediate products. 

For example, if your project is to carry out some research for your boss, and put the results 

into a short report so that the boss can take some action over, say, email security, don’t wait 

until you publish the report to find out if it is what is required. There are at least two 

intermediate milestones in this project that you can use to get checks of quality, as follows: 

• Report headings approved: almost as soon as you start draw up the structure (just the 
section headings) of what you intend to produce, and get the boss to approve it. The 
report should not contain any surprises in its structure, so get the structure approved at 
the outset. 

• Emerging findings approved: as soon as you have collected your data, and analysed it, 
you can book a short meeting with the boss to approve your initial or emerging findings; 
it would be unfortunate if you completed a report but missed something that was vital to 
your boss, so get early approval of your approach. 

• Final report published: by this stage the publication should be a triumph! Seriously, most 
of the surprises and misunderstandings will have been dealt with in a low-key manner. 

There is obviously a strong echo of milestone planning here and this is exactly where 

milestones pay their way. In the quality plan you can set out how and when you will get 

approval for your intermediate products. 
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The project quality plan 

This is not a plan in the meaning of a schedule, but is a collection of management 

documents that, when added together, improve the chances of a specific project delivering 

its business benefits. Quality planning is undertaken when the project schedule has been 

produced. This means that the project manager can now see the detail of how the project 

objectives and scope will be delivered and all final and intermediate products (deliverables) 

have been identified. 

There are four possible sections in the quality plan. They are all optional, as not every 

project needs all of the standard sections. 

The sections are: 

• Quality targets 

• Product review method 

• Approaches to be used 

• Implementation strategy 

The detailed project quality plan sections will include the following: 

Quality targets  
These must be identified in conjunction with the customer/user/sponsor. In fact it is the 
user/customer who owns the priorities and measurements that describe the quality targets. 
The quality targets can be divided into three main categories, namely time, cost and scope 
(which, in this context, can be called ‘fitness for purpose’).  

The customer must prioritise between these three categories, and it should be realised that 
if one of these categories is squeezed then the other dimensions will be affected. Measures 
for time and cost can be defined fairly easily, but scope needs more care.  

The measures for fitness for purpose can be defined using the acronym FURPS, as follows: 

• Functionality: what does the customer need the new service or facility to do for them and 
in what priority order? 

• Usability: how much work might the customer be willing to do to learn how to use the 
new facility? How much training is acceptable? 

• Reliability: can the customer accept a period of breakdown of the new service? Does this 
vary in daily or weekly or monthly cycles? Are some parts of the new service more critical 
than others? 

• Performance: how quickly must the new facility perform either in raw time terms or in 
terms of effort to accomplish a business transaction? 

• Serviceability: how much will the customer be prepared to spend in keeping the new 
facility running? How often will maintenance be required? If it does break down how 
quickly must it be fixed? Will the customer wish to look after the maintenance 
themselves? 

The various dimensions of fitness for purpose, as defined by the customer, should have clear 
measures identified as part of their definition. The dimensions should also be prioritised, 
again by the customer. 
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Product review method 
This is the detailed description of how you will get your intermediate products approved. 
You can identify who will carry out your checks, when, and even how it will be done if there 
is a particular method to be used. For example, at one extreme you may have to call in an 
external testing authority to pass something as acceptable, or it may be as simple as a desk 
check by one of your colleagues. 

Approaches to be used 
In this section the sponsor and project manager agree on the regulations, guidelines, 
standards and techniques that will be employed on this project (for example, Health and 
Safety Laws, Government Regulations, Union Agreements). If a company standard is not to 
be followed then this must be discussed, agreed and documented. 

Implementation strategy 
This section may not apply to every project. However, where this is a factor then the 
approach to implementation must be documented here. The reasons for strategies such as 
‘parallel runs’, or ‘pilot Implementations’ must be given, together with any extra costs or 
risks associated with such approaches. The effect of such strategies may have on the 
achievement of business benefits must also be spelt out here. 

These may give rise to extra activities to be incorporated into your schedule, with their 

associated resources and costs. It would be foolish to identify extra activities and then not 

carry them out because they were not in your schedule. Remember, some of your 

‘independent checkers’ may have busy lives of their own, so you must plan in advance, and 

maintain their involvement in your project just like any other key resource. 

The quality plan will provide proof to all interested parties that you are not driven solely by 

the time clock, but that you have taken due notice of the quality requirements of your 

customers. 

Summary 

If your project has particularly important requirements for a quality outcome then this must 

be defined at the outset and an environment created within which it will be likely to be 

achieved. 

If you are planning to have some of your intermediate products checked by a qualified 

person, then this checking should be identified at the outset, and built into the project 

schedule. 
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Checklist 

During project definition identify the 

corporate QA environment 

Make sure you are fully aware of regulations, 

standards and so on which will affect your 

project. 

During project definition identify your 

project’s specific quality management 

requirements  

Identify targets and measures for quality, 

and agree them with the sponsor. 

During project planning make sure you 

incorporate the quality plan activities into 

the schedule 

…and make sure you inform and mobilise the 

key players. 

Review the efficacy of the quality plan at 

each project review point 

…and make sure that the quality checks are 

not unduly driven by the timeclock. 

 

Further reading 

These links to the Praxis web site explain how the concepts introduced in this chapter can be 

applied to projects that involve more people and more complex relationships. 

Time to drop quality from project 

management? 

An article explaining the Praxis approach to quality (and 

it doesn’t actually recommend dropping quality!!) 

Governance 
A group of topics relating to the creation of a quality 

environment. 

Assurance 
An explanation of assurance on medium complexity 

projects and programmes. 

Planning 

An explanation of planning on medium complexity 

projects and programmes which incorporates quality 

planning. 

Control 

An explanation of control on medium complexity 

projects and programmes which incorporates quality 

control. 
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Manage risk 
 

 

Where are we? 

You now have a good idea of the work involved in the project and you can begin to see 

where different people might contribute. You must now make your schedule more robust, 

by introducing a healthy slice of reality into the project. 

Just because you produce a document and write ‘Project schedule’ across the top doesn’t 

mean that it will happen. Many factors both within and outside your control will conspire to 

mess up your carefully crafted schedule. 

Risks are things that may or may not happen. You can improve the chances of the project 

happening the way you want by applying the principles of risk management. 

‘With any luck it will be OK’, and ‘how was I to know that that would happen’ are not 

professional project management attitudes.  

Of course it is unreasonable to expect a project manager to be clairvoyant, but there are 

many so-called unforeseen events that could and should have been foreseen. Managing risk 

is not just about having contingency plans to help you survive problems. 

Think about driving a car. Just because you are wearing a seat belt doesn’t mean that you 

can drive like a lunatic. It is always better to avoid an accident than to survive one. We all try 

to drive in such a way as to avoid accidents, but as we cannot control all the other lunatics 

on the road we wear our seat belt.  

We should approach our projects in the same two-pronged manner; what can we do to 

reduce the chances of something going wrong, and how could we survive it if it does actually 

happen. 

The approach to managing risks here is very simple, but very powerful. It consists of several 

steps, helping you focus on the most important risks, and guiding you towards ways of 

managing them. 
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Where does risk come from? 

Risk comes from: 

• Anything that is new: new technology, new 
processes, new people (project team, 
customers, support personnel), new 
methods. 

• Anything that is unclear: unclear objectives 
or constraints, unclear technical solution, 
unclear resource availability. 

• Anything that takes place away from the project manager’s immediate sphere of 
influence and control. 

Risk is magnified by distance away from the project manager (by the time the project 

manager gets to hear about a distant problem it may already be a full-blown crisis), so the 

sooner you identify and address a risk, the better. 

How can you identify risk on your project? 

This is one of the project management processes that really improve if you can involve other 

people. Try to get half an hour or so from people such as: 

• Your colleagues. 

• People likely to be involved in the project. 

• Your boss, the sponsor, the customer (if you think they can contribute in an open-
minded manner). 

• At least one person who knows nothing about the details of your project. 

Make sure that they are familiar with your project documentation (the definition, and any 

draft schedules you have produced so far). 

A risk workshop in the form of a brainstorm can be an effective forum for identifying risks. 

Don’t edit what people say, and don’t criticise or ridicule their offerings. Note down all 

suggestions, but make that what they say is specific and detailed. 

For example, on the Lake project, you may feel that ‘Bad weather’ is a risk. Well, it is, but 

this is just not detailed enough to manage. Specific bad weather risks to the Lake include: 

• Continuous heavy rain during the pumping may delay the draining of the lake. 

• High winds during the covering of the plants with plastic sheeting may make the 
whole exercise impossible. 

• Sub-zero temperatures during the pumping may cause the pumps to fail. 

• And so on…. 

Each of these risks needs to be managed in its own way, so must be specified separately. 

Note: in simple projects you are 

usually focused on ‘negative 

risks’ or ‘threats’. The main 

Praxis framework also addresses 

‘positive risks’ or ‘opportunities’ 
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Assessing the risks 

Once you have a complete list of risks you need to focus on the ones worth worrying about, 

and you can do this using a system of risk assessment. 

It is based on the fact that every risk has only two characteristics that define its importance, 

namely the probability of occurring and the impact if it does occur. 

Using a simple method of scoring of high, medium and low you can assess every risk, and 

then focus on the high probability / high impact risks.  

 

Prevention is better than cure. 

The first thing you can do now is to focus on the probability of your chosen risks, and try to 

identify things you can do in the project that will reduce the probability from high down to 

something more acceptable (the equivalent of driving your car carefully). These actions are 

called risk responses. 

Responses must be built into the schedule as they are actions that will be carried out. They 

may have time, cost and resource implications, so need to be justified to senior 

management, customers and sponsors. 

Some examples for the Lake might include: 

Risk: Pump breaks during use. 

Prevention measures: 

• Ask to see service records for the specific pumps. 

• Make sure that the hire shop is qualified to deal with such pumps. 

• Make sure that the water filters are clean and fully operational. 

• Make sure that the pumps have oil and fuel of the correct grade. 

You should now add these prevention measures into your schedule to make sure that you 

remember to do them at the right time. Unfortunately, you can do all of these things and 
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the risk might still occur (it is unusual to find prevention measures that bring the risk to zero 

– you need another strategy to accomplish that). 

Contingency plans 

So, just as in the driving example, where you buckle up your seat belt ‘just in case’, you need 

some contingency plans, ‘just in case’. 

You might hope that your contingency plans are a complete waste of effort, as you really 

want to complete the project without needing them but in some circumstances it might be 

worth actually testing a contingency plan in advance. If you have to fall back on it and it 

doesn’t work, then it is worse than useless as its presence may have lulled people into a 

false sense of security. 

You wouldn’t usually clutter up your schedule with all the contingency activities (after all, 

you may never need them), but you may have to consider building in some research, 

practice and trigger activities. 

Research activities are the activities you will carry out in advance, making sure the 

contingency plan is well founded. ‘Practice’ is what it says and triggers are activities in the 

main schedule that detect the need to activate a contingency plan at the right time. 

Triggers are often things you would have done anyway. For example, a test of a piece of 

equipment before committing to its installation, or a progress meeting with a key supplier to 

verify delivery dates. These are triggers if you have identified contingency plans. If the 

equipment test fails or the meeting reveals delays they may trigger the implementation of 

your contingency plan. 

So, in the Lake project, contingency plans and triggers might be: 

Risk: Pump breaks during use: 

Contingency: 

• Have another pump on standby (may cost more money). 

• Have a callout arrangement with an engineer. 

• Buy lots of buckets and have the local Boy Scouts on standby. 

Triggers: 

• Pumps fails completely. 

• Pump runs at below rated speed. 

Detecting the fact that the pump is running slower than its rated speed may require an 

hourly check throughout the night. This is also a trigger. 

Organising these contingency plans and triggers may take up more of your time, so you must 

put these activities into the schedule (just to make sure you remember to carry them out). 
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Other responses to risks 

There are other ways to manage risk, of varying effectiveness, as follows: 

• Avoid: just don’t do the risky thing this way, or indeed, don’t do it at all. 

• Transfer: get someone else to do it, someone who may understand the technicalities 
better than you. Of course, this may reduce the technical risk, but it may also introduce 
higher control and communication risk. 

• Accept: some risks cannot be prevented (maybe you don’t have the know-how or the 
budget or the resources to undertake effective preventive measures) or their 
probability cannot be reduced at all, so they must simply be accepted. 

Documentation 

It is most important that you write down the findings and suggestions coming out of your 

risk management, as you may have to justify extra project work to your boss, or the sponsor. 

This risk register will be started at project initiation, and will be updated and reviewed all the 

way through the project. Finally it forms an essential input to the project closure and lessons 

learned activities. 

 

Ongoing risk management 

The risk register will be a living document, and must be revisited at key stages throughout 

the life of the project. Some risks will fade away and others will appear, and you must assess 

and manage them all. At the very least you should spend 10 minutes each week reviewing 

the risk register. 

https://www.praxisframework.org/resource-pages/mike-watson-bio
http://www.obsideo.com/


 

Managing simple projects with Praxis   

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

Mike Watson – Obsideo Ltd.  Page 61 

Summary 

Risk management can convert a theoretical schedule into a practical schedule, one which 

has a much better chance of delivering the end result. The processes of risk management 

forces you to think critically about your project and to use some creativity in deciding how to 

manage the risks. The documentation you produce will be very useful both during and after 

the project. 

Checklist 

List all potential risks Even the unlikely ones 

Assess their probability of occurring. Use a simple scoring system. 

Assess their potential impact. Maybe on the entire project, maybe on time, cost, 

quality and benefits separately. 

Focus on high probability – high impact 

risks. 

These are the ones you must manage. 

 

Identify prevention measures… …and build these into the plan. 

Identify contingency measures… ...and maybe build in research or practice 

activities into the plan. 

Identify triggers… …and build these into the plan. 

Document your risk plans The main document is the risk register. 

Replan the project These risk management activities will cost 

someone (probably you) some effort, so keep 

your documentation up-to-date. 

Review and revise regularly throughout 

the project 

You will not be able to see all the risks at the 

outset. 

 

Further reading 

These links to the Praxis web site explain how the concepts introduced in this chapter can be 

applied to projects that involve more people and more complex relationships. 

Risk management 
An overview of risk management for more complex 

projects and programmes. 

Risk responses 
An encyclopaedia explanation of responses to both 

negative risks (threats) and positive risks (opportunities) 
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Manage the budget 
 

 

Where are we? 

You are well into definition. You have produced your draft milestone schedule and detailed 

project schedule and you have enhanced this by applying some risk management activities. 

You are now ready to calculate the project budget. 

Do we really need to do this? 

This is an excellent question to start with. Not every project needs to have a separate budget 

calculated and managed, as many smaller projects are run within the operating budget of 

the relevant department or team. In these circumstances maybe no detailed budget 

management is required. 

In fact, there is a series of potential levels of budget management, as follows: 

• The project will operate entirely within the operational budget, and no separate 
account needs to be created for the project budget. 

• You will need to estimate and manage the expenditure, but only on external resources 
(outside your organisation), as this involves us spending real money. 

• You will need to estimate and track all expenditure on capital items (things you will 
purchase during the project), as these may have tax, depreciation, grant and corporate 
accounting implications. 

• You will need to estimate and track every last piece of money spent on this project, as 
we will charge the customer for the work, and we must make a profit (or, at least, not 
make a loss) 

• You will need to estimate and track every last piece of money spent on this project, as 
the company standard is to have this level of financial control on all projects over (say) 
€50,000. 
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You must ask the project sponsor (and maybe your boss, and maybe a company expert – see 

below) for guidance on what you need to calculate, how you should present it, and how you 

should record and report it. 

It is worth finding out who in your organisation is the expert in this sort of thing. You will not 

be the first person to calculate a project budget and someone will already have established 

useful things, such as the standard daily cost of a full-time employee and so on. This person 

may be the one who has to sort out any mess you make, so it may be as well to get them 

involved from the outset! 

What does a budget look like? 

It is usual to show the costs against the time period in which they are consumed, not when 

they are actually paid (which, in the case of outside suppliers may be several months later). 

Project costs are often shown in the same scale and format as the schedule, i.e. on a weekly 

or monthly chart. It is possible to draw the equivalent of a Gantt chart or schedule that 

shows costs incurred as opposed to units of resource allocated to activities.  

 

Many sponsors will not want to be bothered with every tiny detail (until things go wrong!), 

so it may be useful to produce a summary for publication as shown below. You should keep 

detailed records for your own day-to-day management as well.  
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Where do the numbers come from? 

Of course, how the budget is presented is all very well, but if the numbers are inaccurate 

then no amount of dressing up and fancy presentation will obscure this fact. 

Actually most of the budget numbers come as a by-product of your detailed planning work. 

The elements of a budget are as follows: 

• Labour costs: and you can see this easily on your schedule, as you now know exactly 
who will be involved, and for how long 

• Purchases: ditto, from the schedule 

• Rental: ditto, from the schedule 

• Travel and subsistence: this might need a little thought, but based upon the schedule 
you will be able to see where the work must be carried out, and you can calculate likely 
travel and subsistence costs, probably based upon your company standard rules. 

• Project management activity: this must be included and will cover all your time to plan, 
monitor, replan and report, risk and stakeholder management activities and an 
allowance for team management time. 

• Contingency allowances: this may vary from one organisation to another. Some 
companies will want to see a contingency allowance, others will not.  

You can see that you have already identified all of these items as part of your definition 

work, hence the suggestion that a project budget is a by-product of other planning activity. 

You will be able to use these budget figures to monitor the expenditure and report budget 

status to the sponsor. This control aspect is covered in the chapter on controlling progress. 
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Summary 

Find out just what you need to estimate and track by asking your sponsor or boss. Also agree 

on the way in which you can summarise the information when reporting. Develop detailed 

weekly or monthly budget figures, and then summarise appropriately. 

Checklist 

Discuss and agree the scope and level of 

detail you will have to keep 

And find out the company standards for 

presentation formats 

Extract the detail from your project schedule Again, using company standard costs for 

daily labour rates etc. 

Summarise into appropriate categories And use this summary for all reporting to the 

sponsor 

Further reading 

These links to the Praxis web site explain how the concepts introduced in this chapter can be 

applied to projects that involve more people and more complex relationships. 

Budgeting and cost control 
An overview of budgeting for more complex projects 

and programmes 

S-curve 
A useful way to show cumulative expenditure, even on a 

very simple project 
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Start the activities 
 

 

Where are we? 

We have finished the definition process, and are ready to 

start the project. We now need to get the activities started 

on time, by the people to whom the activities were 

assigned. It is best to remember project management law 

number 2 at this stage. 

Just as law number 1 sounded rather rude but was actually 

an excellent guide as to how to approach the definition 

phase, law number 2 guides us in the delivery phase. 

Just because you have produced a schedule and sent a copy 

to all concerned does not guarantee that: 

• anyone will read the plan – remember they are 
busy people; 

• everyone will understand it – you may be using 
people who have little or no understanding of projects, schedules and so on; 

• the key players will identify and diarise their activities. 

Don’t worry, your team members are not evil or lazy, but they are probably not full-time on 

your project either. They will almost certainly have a regular day job to carry out, and your 

project will be an extra ‘opportunity’ thrown on the top of what may be already a 110% 

working day. 

Something will have to give, and as their day job is probably worth more to them in terms of 

performance appraisal points than your project, you cannot blame them for adjusting their 

priorities accordingly. 

And those are the people who actually thought about it – many of your team members will 

not get that far! 
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So law number 2 is telling us not to assume that your team members will automatically 

follow the schedule. You cannot leave it to chance or their ‘professionalism’ or their loyalty 

to you. You must guide and manage the situation, and you can do it in such a supportive way 

that the team members will think you are positively looking after their interests. 

In order for this part of the process to work you must have a detailed schedule, whether it is 

a simple activity list or a slightly more complex Gantt chart doesn’t matter. As long as your 

plan tells you when each activity is due to start, and who has been assigned to it, you can 

run a simple ‘work authorisation’ process. It may sound grand but it is quite simple to do. It 

may save your project from the team member who forgets to start a key activity on the 

correct day. 

Work authorisation system 

Imagine a timeline for your project, as shown below. Imagine that Day T is the day when you 

want a specific activity to be started by Jim. 

 

You must not assume that Jim will start on time. Remember, the schedule may have been 

drawn up several weeks or months ago – he may just have forgotten all about your project 

in the daily bustle of his proper job. If you do leave it then you will not find out that there 

has been a problem until day T+3 or T+5 or whenever the activity is supposed to be finished 

– and it’s too late to do anything about it. 

So you need to have three conversations with Jim, preferably face-to-face, but via the 

telephone if necessary. An email does NOT suffice in this process, as you need to detect 

feelings and concerns about the activity. 

Phone call 1 happens on Day T-7 (i.e. 1 week before the activity is supposed to start). You 

say: 

• “Hi Jim – as you may remember in a week’s time you are going to start Activity T for me 
on my project; is there any more information or guidance you need from me?” 

• “Is there any help I can get you before the activity starts?” 

• “Since we last spoke has anything happened that may have affected your availability for 
this activity?” 

 

Probably Jim had forgotten the activity, so you are gently reminding him about it. You sound 

very supportive, so he doesn’t feel that you are hounding him. 
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The most important part of the conversation is the last part about anything that may have 

affected his availability. This is your opportunity to find out if, say, his boss has completely 

changed Jim’s priorities such that there is no time left for your activity. If there is such a 

problem then the earlier you find out about it the better – you may be able to manage your 

way around the problem. 

Phone call 2 happens on Day T-2, and it is an exact repeat of Phone Call 1. However, now 

that Jim has had your T-7 reminder, he may have started to think about the activity and you 

may get some useful answers to the first two questions. You can jump in with help, 

information or whatever Jim needs. Again, the third part is most important. 

Phone call 3 happens on Day T+1. Actually some project managers do it on Day T, but I think 

we should give Jim some space to organise himself and stay off his back until we really have 

a problem. 

In Phone call 3 you ask some simple, non-pushy questions: 

• “Jim, did you manage to make a start on activity T?” 

• “Is it turning out the way you thought?” 

• “Is there anything you need from me to help you with it?” 

None of these questions is concerned with hard-nosed progress-checking. We cover that in 

the next chapter. All we are trying to do is make sure that activities actually start on their 

designated day, or that we pick up potential problems early enough that we can deal with 

them. 

Summary 

Don’t get caught out assuming that your dedicated professional team members will even 

read the schedule, let alone follow it in any detail. They are busy people, and they need to 

be reminded about your project. The system is simple, but very effective. 

Checklist 

Create a diary system for yourself, based 

upon your project schedule… 

…and plan 3 conversations for every activity 

Make your conversations supportive and 

non-pushy… 

…but the team members will be aware of the 

nature of the call 

Always try to verify the availability of 

team members. 

This is one of the principal reasons why projects 

run behind schedule 
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Control progress 
 

 

Where are we? 

Well, work has started on the project, and you need to know if the project is running to plan 

(time, cost and quality) and you may also have to take corrective action and report the 

status of the project. 

The principles here are simple and are based upon the acronym FACE UP (i.e. we should 

ensure we face up to reality): 

F  - Facts about progress 
A - Assurance about quality 
C - Confirmation of costs 
E - Early warning of potential problems 

U - Update the schedule 
P - Publish the schedule 

When should we do this? 

It is not necessary to be completely on top of every activity all the time. You may have 

agreed formal reporting times with the sponsor and if so, these will be your opportunities to 

measure genuine progress before you write your progress report. 

If there is no agreement as to the frequency of progress reporting then you should find out 

quite quickly just what people are expecting. In any case you may prefer to set aside an hour 

every week to keep your paperwork up to date (schedule, risk register etc.) Then when you 

come to write a formal monthly report it will not take too long to find all the data. 

Getting facts about progress 

The usual way to find out what is going on in terms of project progress is to ask the people 

carrying out the activities. The common method is to use that well-known approach, the 

‘How’s it going?’ question. 
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This is just not good enough, as you will have little idea just what the answer means to you. 

Trying to measure the progress of an activity that is not yet complete is fraught with pitfalls. 

The person assigned to the activity might not understand the true nature of the question 

and give you an answer based more on their consumption of elapsed time rather than their 

progress through the activity. If someone says “it’s 50% complete” this could actually mean 

“50% of the allotted time has elapsed – but I’ve only done 20% of the work”. 

The only way to be sure of exactly what has happened is through milestones. Everything else 

relies on guesswork, usually by other people. 

Let us remind ourselves what a milestone looks like: the full format of a formal milestone 

definition has the following parts: 

• The milestone name, in noun/verb format. 

• The quality standard. 

• The testing method. 

• The person authorised to accept it. 

So, during the definition phase of the project you created a control framework, specifying 

milestones at key points throughout your project. It might be a good idea to make sure that 

each formal reporting point is accompanied by a milestone. This will give you the ability to 

measure exactly where you are, and so your progress report will be factual and reliable (you 

won’t be relying on the 50% complete nonsense). 

The figure below shows the Lake case study milestone plan updated with a really simple 

notation: 

 

Don’t forget that each milestone produces a deliverable that is signed off by an authorised 

person (ideally an independent person, i.e. not the project manager). You must collect and 

file each of these milestone documents as ongoing evidence of genuine progress. 

So, for the Lake project, a major milestone identified was: 

• Pipe repaired to ISO1234, tested and signed off by Bert Simpson (the foreman from 
Bodgitt & Duck, the Drainage Engineers). 
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If you have the certificate in your hand, signed off by Bert, you know exactly where you are 

on the project. If you don’t have the certificate, you know exactly where you are on the 

project. In the latter case you must now do some detailed investigation, going through with 

Bert all the activities leading up to the milestone, looking for the problem. 

Assurance about quality 

Well, this will come automatically if you rely on milestones for your control mechanism. 

Milestones specified in advance, with testing and acceptance criteria, will give you the 

assurance that not only are activities being completed but the output from each piece of 

work has been accepted. 

Confirmation of costs 

If you are running a project that requires budgetary control and reporting then now is the 

time to measure and report.  

It is worth keeping any allowed tolerance in mind here, as your project may not be exactly 

on budget, but it might not matter if the over-run is within the agreed tolerance. 

Once you have agreed with the sponsor what types of expenditure you must track (see the 

chapter on managing the budget), all you need to do is record the consumption of the 

budget as you spend it. Note ‘as you spend it’. Usually this is taken to mean ‘as you start 

each activity that involves a budgeted cost’, not when the money actually goes out of your 

organisation’s bank account. 

In most cases you will have no idea when your project bills are actually paid, but the act of 

starting an activity commits the organisation to the expenditure, so this is a perfectly valid 

way of tracking expenditure. 

Many organisations have computer systems in place that tell you (probably on a monthly 

basis) how much money has been spent on your project. These systems are notoriously 

inaccurate and the information can be weeks out of date, so many project managers keep 

their own simple records of expenditure based upon the assumption that work started is 

counted as money spent. It is often easier to track and analyse over- and under-spends due 

to factors such as poor estimating if you are doing it yourself. 

Most sponsors will not want to see the detail of the budget, but will be happy with a 

summary. You, of course, must keep all the detail in order to control the project and 

produce the summary report. 
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The figure above shows a budget report for the Lake project as at 23rd August. The sponsor 

can see that week commencing 23rd August over spent by €150. This report could also be 

summarised by the categories of expense, which may be easier for the sponsor to read. 

It is worth spending a few moments at this point considering what your responsibilities 

might be if you are using outside suppliers, consultants etc. as part of your project team. 

Once a contracted resource has either finished or reached an agreed intermediate invoicing 

point he/she will submit an invoice for the work done, or the goods supplied. The invoice 

will come to you, as you will be the only person who can say whether the project has 

received the correct value of goods or services. Your responsibility therefore is to check and 

approve the invoice for payment. It is most important that you keep a record of each invoice 

as you approve it, either by keeping a photocopy or making a diary entry somewhere 

(maybe in the project plan) to record what you have done. 

You will then pass the invoice into your organisation’s accounts payable system for 

(eventual) payment. 

The supplier will contact you if he/she feels that there is a delay in receiving the money for 

the work performed, as you were the one who commissioned it. Unfortunately you will have 

no idea if the money has actually moved from your organisation’s bank account to the bank 

of the supplier, but you must be able to prove quite quickly that you did indeed approve the 

invoice for payment, together with the date of approval. 
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Your next responsibility is to find who in the organisation handles accounts such as these 

and put the supplier in direct touch with the accounts payable person. Both parties will want 

you to get out of the way, as a project manager acting as an amateur accounts clerk will only 

mess things up for all concerned. So, keep a record of every invoice as you approve it. 

Early warning of potential problems 

Most sponsors like to feel that you are looking ahead, and one sure way to demonstrate this 

is to include in your progress report a brief analysis of risks and problems identified in the 

last period. This will only be a simple text report, listing the latest ‘nasties’ and, more 

importantly, your action plans for dealing with them. 

The input to this part of the control process will come from two areas: 

• Things which you have identified as potential problems when previously ‘getting facts 
about progress’. These may be activity overruns in time or budget, quality failures, 
resource problems and so on. 

• Things about your project which other people have reported to you. These are often 
referred to as issues, although the terms really applies to your own issues as well. 

Managing issues 

You need to encourage people to report issues about 

your project. An issue is anything that anyone wants to 

report about the project.  

At the very least an issue shows that there is somebody 

out there taking some interest in your project. Issues 

are good things, even if they may seem totally stupid 

and time wasting. By handling dumb issues well 

(positively and constructively) you may encourage that person to report the next issue they 

encounter, which could just be a real show-stopper as far as your project is concerned! 

Issues can be: 

• Simple misunderstandings: someone hasn’t read your project brief, as is not aware of 
the scope of the project 

• Early warning of a risk: ‘have you heard…’ This type of issue can be very useful to you in 
keeping your risk management activity up to date. 

• A bug report: someone has found something wrong in one of your project deliverables 
and they are reporting that your product is not up to specification 

• A request for change: an issue may be the way in which someone reports that the 
specification itself needs to change; you may have to ‘convert’ this issue into a formal 
change request 

• A project management issue: the sponsor may be reporting that the budget has been 
cut by 50%, or a key resource has just gone sick. 

Note: On simple projects this broad 

definition of ‘issue’ works well. On 

larger projects with a more formal 

manager/sponsor relationship, Praxis 

defines issues in a more rigorous way. 
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You can see that each of these issue types needs to be dealt with in its own way, but a 

common feature of them all is that it can be very useful to record all issues in one issue log 

(just a simple list, with author, date and status). A simple analysis of the log may find, for 

example, that you are getting many issues from the same group of people, and this could 

indicate a training need, or a poor distribution list on a key document. This analysis will 

provide feedback on your success in communicating project information effectively. 

Issues that turn into potential risks should be dealt with as new risks, as described in the 

chapter on managing risks. 

 

Updating the schedule 

Well, you should have learned a lot from your examination of milestones, tracking the 

budget, and dealing with issues. You should have learned two types of things: 

• Where are we today? Which activities have been completed satisfactorily and which are 
outstanding? How are the resources performing? How has the budget been consumed? 
Is the quality of the work up to standard? What have you learned about the project? 

• What does it means for the future? If there is a problem today can you think ahead and 
will this problem have an effect later in the project? 

It is all very well knowing that you are two weeks late today but you must try to identify the 

potential future effect as well. Your assumptions list may help here. Perhaps you are late 

because one of your assumptions is proven invalid. Does it have an effect later, because it is 

likely to be invalid there as well? You are allowed to be surprised by something unexpected, 

but not by the same thing three times. 

If the project is ahead of schedule you need to think: are you creating problems elsewhere 

by forcing the pace on this project? It’s always nice to be ahead of the game, but it may be 

better overall to drop back to schedule. 

The most common problem, of course, is that your project is running behind schedule in 

some way, either in time or in the fact that some work was completed incorrectly and has to 
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be done again. If the delay falls outside the agreed level of tolerance then you must do 

something to correct it. It is probably better to discuss the situation with the sponsor and 

agree some corrective actions before you write your progress report, the report shouldn’t 

come as a nasty surprise! 

Don’t forget to physically update your project plan. There are many ways of doing this: 

• Write ‘done’ (or something relevant) next to each activity on your activity list 

• Change the colour of activity that are completed (especially powerful if you are using 
a spreadsheet plan) 

• Draw a line through each completed activity; and if an activity is only 50% complete 
draw a line through 50% of the activity! 

The next figure shows an example of the Lake project schedule with a very simple update of 

progress. 

 

Corrective actions 

If delays occur your choice of corrective actions is typically limited to: 

• Delay the target completion date, i.e. accept the delays. 

• Overlap some of the activities (sometimes called fast-tracking); this will involve taking 
some risks, but it may just shorten the project enough to keep you on the original 
schedule. 

• Increase the budget: spend more money to speed things up, usually by adding more 
resource (sometimes called crashing the schedule); this needs care as adding more 
people won’t necessarily speed things up? 

• Juggle with the resources: reassign people to focus on the slipping activities. 

• Reduce the scope: don’t do all the things you said you would do; create a phase 2 that 
will tidy up all the bits you need to leave out, or hand them over to someone else, or 
just don’t do them. 

• Reduce the quality; definitely last resort, but maybe you’ve drifted into a Rolls-Royce 
solution when a Mini would have done. 
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Try out various scenarios by creating several new versions of the schedule. Which course of 

action has the best effect with the least risk? Maybe this is the one you take to the sponsor. 

What authority do you have? 

Most project managers have very limited authority when it comes to action to correct a 

problem. You probably can’t decide to leave out half of the work just to get the project 

finished on time; nor can you draft in another squad of resources to speed things up. Your 

responsibility is to identify effective corrective actions and then convince someone else (the 

sponsor, usually) to accept your recommendations. If the sponsor says yes then you may 

have to re-baseline the schedule, as you will now be working on a new basis for the project. 

The progress report 

You now have all the information you need to write your progress report. Many 

organisations have a standard format for a progress report, but the content always comes 

down to the main items. Remember the acronym FACE, and make sure you have all the 

relevant information to hand. You can use FACE as the structure for a simple progress 

report, which may be all that your sponsor and/or boss requires. 

 

This figure shows a simple progress report for the Lake project, using FACE as the structure. 

Publishing the schedule 

Once you’ve updated the schedule and written a progress report. What are you going to do 

with them? At the very least you should issue a new version (yes, don’t forget to update the 

version number on all the changed documents) to: 

• The sponsor and/or boss 

• All resources directly involved in the project 

• The project managers of all your external dependencies 
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And you should consider sending an updated plan to: 

• Line managers of resources you are using 

• Suppliers and subcontractors 

• Any regulatory people (who will be inspecting and approving things in your project) 

A smart project manager would, of course, keep a record of who has which version of which 

document, so that any updated documents can be sent to the relevant people with the 

minimum of fuss. 

Summary 

The acronym FACE UP really does sum up the responsibility of the project manager when it 

comes to measuring progress, replanning and reporting. The more accurate the 

measurement of progress (based on milestones) the better chance the project manager has 

of interpreting the information in a useful manner. 

Keeping an open mind about the reporting of issues will make sure that the project manager 

hears what is going on in a timely manner. 

Checklist 

Collect accurate progress 

information 

Based on milestones rather than activities 

Physically update the plan Show progress, both good and bad 

Collect and file the sign-offs These will provide a record of the delivery of quality 

products during the project 

Maintain a record of 

expenditure on the project 

Assume that as each activity starts the expenditure is 

incurred 

Record all suppliers  invoices 

passed for payment 

And find out who handles these in your Accounts Payable 

department 

Document and analyse all 

incoming issues 

Deal with risks using the risk management procedure; 

deal with requests for change using the change control 

procedure; deal with all issues sensitively 

Write a progress report Keep it simple; more than one page will not be read by 

most bosses/sponsors 

Further reading 

These links to the Praxis web site explain how the concepts introduced in this chapter can be 

applied to projects that involve more people and more complex relationships. 

Control 
An overview of control for more complex projects and 

programmes. 
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Control changes 
 

 

Where are we? 

Almost as soon as the project begins to take shape (during the definition as well as during 

the delivery) you may have to change it. The simple act of trying to write down a project 

plan will cause you to challenge some of the main characteristics of the project. 

For example, you may feel that you cannot possibly fit in an extra piece of work that the 

sponsor has mentioned, as it is just too much to undertake within the timeframe.  

Once the project is running you will discover things that will force you to consider changing 

the project. Maybe a resource assigned to help you cannot do the work, or you go sick, or 

you suddenly see that the job is much bigger than you had thought. 

You will recognise the need for some changes yourself, but it is often true that the sponsor 

will be the main source of requests for change. 

This could give you a real problem as the sponsor probably outranks you in the organisation, 

and you feel (and maybe the sponsor feels too) that ‘what they say, goes’. 

Now to some extent this is right, but many times the sponsor will not have a detailed 

understanding of the project (remember Project Management Law number 1), and so can 

feel free to make requests without taking feasibility, risk, budget, timescales and so on into 

account. The sponsor needs you to analyse the potential impact of any requests for change, 

and to come back with a sensible and constructive response. 

So some of the facts of (project) life are: 

• All projects are subject to requests for change (you can’t stop the world just because 
you want to run a project) 

• Requests for change are usually good things, as they show that someone out there 
knows that you exist, and they want to get the best out of your project. 

All we need is a system for managing changes. With no system, however simple, you will be 

at the mercy of the person with the most stripes on their sleeve, and you will be dragged 

around as your project changes shape in an uncontrollable manner. 
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The baseline 

Managing changes starts at the definition phase. Once the scope and schedule has been 

agreed and signed-off by the sponsor and project manager it enters a special status known 

as ‘baseline’. This means that although it can be changed, every change must be agreed and 

signed-off by the same people who signed-off the original document. So, the ‘project 

definition baseline’ is established during project definition. 

This baseline feeds into the change management process. 

Roles and authority 

In a large complex project certain key players will be delegated the authority to accept or 

reject requests for change, and this ‘change board’ may meet on a regular and frequent 

basis to keep the project rolling. On smaller projects the change authority will reside with 

the sponsor, never the project manager. You will not be able to change the contents of the 

project at your own discretion. The sponsor owns the business outcome, and therefore owns 

the right to decide about changes to it. 

The role of the project manager is to inform and direct the decision-making process. This 

means that you will have to analyse the potential impact of the request for change and 

make a recommendation to the sponsor about whether the change should be accepted or 

rejected (or sometimes deferred to a more convenient time). 

The process 

Most textbook change management processes say that all requests for change must be 

submitted in writing by the person who wants the change. This is often a feeble attempt to 

cut down on the changes to a project, and is completely unrealistic. Not many junior project 

managers will be able to tell their Chief Exec to “put it in writing or it doesn’t get 

considered”! 
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The better way of stating this is that all requests for change must be written down before 

they can be analysed for impact on time, cost and risk. In the last resort this gives the project 

manager the leeway to write some of them down him or herself. 

Many organisations have change request forms, and these should be used wherever 

possible. Once you receive a change request you must: 

• Make sure you understand it; send it back for more explanation if necessary. 

• Start an entry in the change log. 

• Compare the change to the existing baseline documentation and estimate the changes 
impact on time, cost and risk. 

• Document this analysis together with any assumptions and recommendations you 
make. 

• Meet with the sponsor, explain the change and its implications, and make your 
recommendation for acceptance or rejection. 

• Implement the sponsor’s decision; this may mean: 

− Explaining to the originator why the request was rejected. 

− For an accepted change making relevant changes to documents, publishing the new 
versions of the documents to all concerned, and making the new documents the 
new baseline. 

And, in essence, that’s it. However, you may wish to consider a few small sophistications. 

Tolerance 

You may be able to create some room to manoeuvre in your project by agreeing some 

tolerance with the sponsor. Sensible tolerance (for example, some time and budget 

tolerance) may allow you to recommend acceptance of some requests for change as their 

impact is contained within an agreed tolerance. 

Change log 

You may find it instructive to record all incoming requests for change in a simple list or 

spreadsheet. Obviously such a log will make sure that requests for change are not lost or 

forgotten, but you can also learn much from just reading the log on a regular basis. 
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For example, you may find that you are receiving many requests from one group of 

stakeholders in your project. Maybe this is telling you that you missed them off a 

distribution list for a key project document. 

In this way you may discover communication issues long before they become damaging to 

the success of the project. 

You may also get some feedback about the quality of your own work. Many requests to 

change your design for a new office layout may indicate inadequate consultation on your 

part earlier in the project. 

Note that the change log is simply that – a log. It may not contain the full details of the 

change, and it may hold the details of the implications in terms of time, cost and risk. These 

details will be held in your working papers. You may wish to refer to these working papers in 

the change log entries, just to preserve a cross-reference between all the details of the 

request for change. 

This change log will also be useful input to the lessons-learned review at the end of the 

project.  

The change log for the Lake project is shown in below: 

 

Summary 

Changes will occur. Publicise your change management system so that everyone can see 

that you are treating changes positively. Be fair with your estimates of potential impact, and 

always explain to the authors what happened to their requests. Feed the changes into the 

lessons-learned review. 
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Checklist 

Publicise your change management 

system at project definition stage 

And agree a process for reviewing requests with your 

sponsor 

Make time to understand every 

request for change before you 

analyse its impact 

You can turn this into a positive stakeholder 

management activity, as it shows that you are taking 

care over such requests 

Analyse the potential impact on 

time, cost and risk 

And there could be a potential impact on the 

eventual achievement of business benefit 

Make your recommendations to the 

sponsor 

The sponsor owns the decision 

Implement the sponsor’s decision Good communication with the originator is essential 

Document your approved changes 

 

Publish new baseline project definition, schedule, risk 

plan etc. as appropriate 

Further reading 

These links to the Praxis web site explain how the concepts introduced in this chapter can be 

applied to projects that involve more people and more complex relationships. 

Change control 
An overview of change control for more complex 

projects and programmes. 
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Close the project 
 

 

Closing, not completing! 

There is a world of difference between closing a project and completing a project. It is quite 

possible to close a project even if it is not complete, i.e. you have not delivered everything 

you said you would but need to shut down the temporary project organisation. 

Theoretically the project cannot be closed until you have delivered all of the agreed scope 

and that is the standard way of closing a project. However, the sponsor or customer may 

feel that getting their hands on 80% of what they want right now is better than waiting to 

get the total 100%. 

The key to closing a project (whether or not it is actually complete) lies in getting agreement 

between you and your sponsor that he/she is happy with the outcome. You stand a better 

chance of getting this agreement if: 

• You have a clear definition describing what you were aiming at. 

• You have managed the sponsor’s expectations that maybe you will not be able to 
deliver everything by the delivery date, by focusing on the business benefits. 

• You have a simple process in place that has captured any outstanding issues (so you all 
know what is left over) 

• You have identified a  way of dealing with the outstanding issues and agreed this with 
all concerned (the sponsor and any users or customers that might be disappointed by 
not getting all that they had hoped for) 

If the sponsor can see that nothing has been lost and that you will be clearing up the odds 

and ends then he/she may agree to close the project. 

The advantages of closing the project are as follows: 

• You have a clean start with any outstanding issues (new method of approach, maybe, to 

sort out the last few items). 

• You can review the project, and start to improve your project management 

performance. 
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• And most importantly, the sponsor can start to use whatever it is that you have 

delivered and start to create some business benefit with it. 

This final point may swing the argument with the sponsor. 

Dealing with the outstanding issues 

Of course, there are several ways of dealing with the outstanding issues: 

• Make them into a new small project, with a simple definition; maybe you will be the 

project manager, maybe not. 

• Clear them up piecemeal, under the heading of maintenance or operational work. 

• Just scrap them; don’t ever do them. It may be that, on reflection, the sponsor realises 

that the main business benefits have been achieved, and the extra work required to 

finish off the last few items is not really justified. 

In all cases you must discuss the options with the sponsor, and reach agreement as to the 

way forward. It may be that a mixture of all of these strategies is required. 

The project team members 

Don’t just let your project team members drift back to their day jobs without some sort of 

acknowledgement of their contribution to your project. This may range from a full-blown 

party to something much simpler but even if you feel that such an event will be 

inappropriate or outside the corporate budget then at least say thankyou to each team 

member. 

It is also worth thanking their line managers for allocating them to your project. Remember, 

you may need to ask again for help, and you can ease that process by making sure you 

acknowledge the efforts and contributions this time.  

Some line managers may place a high value on having their team member assigned to your 

project. Maybe the team member will pick up new skills or knowledge that will be useful to 

the line manager. So at the end of the project ask each team member to document a ‘record 

of achievement’ for themselves.  

This is a simple list of: 

• Their duties on the project, and how well they performed them. 

• Any new skills or knowledge they have picked up whilst working on the project. 

• Any formal training they may have received on the project. 

• Any training needs that have emerged as a result of working on the project. 
 

Ask the team member to talk it through with you. Endorse the record, and send the team 

member back with something of value to themselves and to their line manager. This little 

job will not cost you very much personally, but might just help when you go to the line 

manager for help with your next project. 
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The final documentation 

It is really important to get some written evidence that your sponsor and/or customer are 

satisfied with your project outcome. This is not just for your own personal glow of 

achievement (although you should revel in this while it lasts) but this final acceptance closes 

the file on what we all hope has been a successful project. 

If some of the work has been undertaken by resources outside your company then you need 

to get a written acceptance form someone internally to say that they are happy with your 

contracted resource’s performance. 

The sponsor should also share in this feeling of achievement (after all, your project may have 

been risky for the sponsor), so make sure that he/she knows that the project is closed, and 

ask for a signature on the project definition form. 

Summary 

Too many projects drag on because we get confused between closure and completion. It is 

much better to close a project and then start another clearly defined activity to tidy up than 

to let the project run on, seemingly forever. 

A signed-off project definition closes the project life cycle, and is an achievement worth 

celebrating. 

Checklist 

Capture all sign-offs and file them For all deliverables where someone has accepted 

the quality of the output 

Agree on a process for dealing with 

outstanding issues 

Balance business benefits now against a ‘perfect’ 

project result in the future. 

Document and agree the team 

members’ performance 

Send each person back to their line manager with a 

record of their achievement on your project. 

Close the files Store the project files in a central library of useful 

information, to make future projects easier to run. 

Celebrate success And tell other people about it. 
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Learning to improve 
 

 

What exactly is this? 

This is a very good question. We are talking here about a review of the way in which you 

managed the project and the usefulness (or otherwise) of the project management 

processes and documents. We are not talking about a review of how well the business 

benefits are being achieved 6 months after your project has delivered (this type of review is 

the responsibility of the sponsor). 

This review (sometimes called the ‘lessons learned review’) is carried out with the express 

purpose of improving future projects. You cannot change the one that has just ended, nor 

does a witch-hunt or blame session help at all. This review should be structured and positive, 

and produce some constructive recommendations for making future projects more effective. 

When does this happen? 

Well, the obvious answer is ‘at the end of the project’, but there are other opportunities to 

consider: 

• If you take over someone else’s project and need to establish exactly where the project 
is, this review structure is perfect. 

• At a major stage end (on a long project): the whole point about a stage end is to take 
stock of what has happened, and feed that knowledge into the planning of the next part 
of the project than again, this review structure is perfect. 

• At a major change of scope or objective: if the project is to undergo a major reshaping 
then a review to establish exactly where we are can be very useful – it will give a firm 
basis from which to move forward. 

Ideally the review should be planned into the project so that all of the resources are aware 

of it, the budget is allocated, and you actually carry it out instead of running on to the next 

interesting project without a backward glance. 
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Who should be involved? 

Ideally the whole project team should take part in the review. This will include outside 

suppliers and so on. This gives the widest possible spread of input to the review process. If 

there are large numbers of people then you may need to give thought to the administration 

aspects such as having a separate scribe, a facilitator, white boards etc. 

Unfortunately you may find that the cost of running a full team review is prohibitive and you 

have to make do with just a few people. It is still worth doing, even under reduced 

circumstances as some useful findings may emerge. 

How is it done? 

The format is that of a simple meeting. The project manager should run through a checklist 

of project management processes and ask for constructive comments for improvements to 

those processes. By using a checklist the review can be kept positive (it must not turn into a 

personality-bashing session). 

The checklist consists of six main sections: 

Project basis 
Was the purpose of the project clearly defined, agreed and published in a timely manner? 

Did the project have a business objective? Were success criteria defined and published? 

Project plans 
Were plans actually produced and published? Were they at the appropriate level(s) of 

detail? Were they used? Were they realistic? Were time/cost/quality targets met?  

Control structure 
Were there appropriate levels of control? Were control procedures established and 

followed? Was the control overhead justified?  

Project team 
Was this sufficient in number, experience, knowledge and motivation? Were the levels of 

actual availability and productivity satisfactory? Did they deliver work on time, on budget 

and to the appropriate quality standard? Did they conduct themselves professionally on the 

project? Did the sponsor play a satisfactory role on the project? 

Working methods 
Were useful techniques and methods employed? Were appropriate tools used? Were the 

company standards and guidelines supportive of the project? Were the facilities and support 

satisfactory? 

Project management 
Did you have sufficient knowledge, time and tools to be effective? Did you have the right 

level of authority to make decisions? 

Obviously the review becomes very valuable if the initial answer to one or more of these 

questions is ‘no’. The follow-up question must be ‘so what – what effect did this failing have 

on the project?’ From that analysis the project team must begin to put together some 
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positive recommendations for improving the situation or eliminating the failing in future. It 

is these recommendations that form an essential input to personal and corporate 

improvements in performance. 

Now what? 

The review meeting should produce a lessons learned report, which will list your findings 

and recommendations. If the purpose of the review is to improve future projects this report 

should be used for two courses of action: 

• Any urgent recommendations for change to the project management processes should 
be implemented and made known to your company’s project management community 

• Any interesting suggestions or analysis should be made available to all project managers 
for their consideration during the project definition phases of their next projects. 

These two actions may bring some practical problems. For example, how will you distribute 

your report? If your organisation has a central project support office then they should be 

very willing to help you spread this knowledge. Your colleagues (other project managers) 

should be encouraged to always start new projects by looking in the project management 

knowledge database, even if this amounts to a scruffy filing cabinet in a back office. 

Ideally the report should be stored along with all your other project documents in a 

computer file store with a versatile search engine set up to handle queries. That’s the ideal, 

but if you don’t have such facilities don’t despair, carry out the review and send your report 

to all your colleagues. This may be second best but better than nothing. 

So, part of the lessons learned report from the Lake project might look like this: 
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Summary 

You and your organisation will never improve quickly enough unless you start to share 

knowledge about projects and project management. Keep the review short and focused, and 

make sure you document your analysis and recommendations. The wider you can distribute 

these findings the better. 

Checklist 

Build the review into the project plan, so 

that everyone knows that it will take place 

Plan to involve everyone in the project team 

Make sure the review focuses on the project 

management processes 

Use the checklist to make sure that 

personalities are not dragged into the review 

Document the lessons learned in a 

constructive way 

The only reason for doing this is to improve 

future projects, so your recommendations 

are absolutely essential 

File the review report centrally, and tell 

people about it 

Make sure that the recommendations are 

passed around 
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Managing several projects at once 

Where are we? 

Projects never run in isolation and often come in groups. If you’ve made a good job of your 

first simple project, more will inevitably follow. You will probably end up running multiple 

projects within the normal working environment, which will include: 

• A number of packages of work clearly identified as ‘projects’ 

• A large number of bits and pieces of work, not clearly identified as anything. 

• Staff management work: recruitment, appraisals (both conducting and receiving), training 
planning, training delivery, informal coaching, counselling, discipline, writing procedures 
and guidelines. 

• Reviewing other people’s work: either formally (in a quality review) or informally (“just 
have a quick look at this, will you, before I send it out”) 

• Company business: weekly/monthly management meetings, annual meetings, road 
shows, open days. 

• Company social: sports and social events, work experience schemes, sponsorship and 
charity events 

• Social intercourse: just talking to people, getting coffee, fixing up a tennis match, buying 
someone’s birthday present over the Internet. 

• Company administration: timesheets, progress reports, expenses, holiday requests, 
purchase orders 

• The ‘Day Job’: the project manager’s ‘own job’, whatever this might be, projects are often 
assigned alongside a full-time day job, which must not be disturbed by the project 

So against this background of working life we have to introduce projects. We may be really 

interested in the projects and feel that we want to take them on but if we don’t do 

something about making some time for the projects then we will let people down. 

How much time can you spare? 

Project managers approach this question in a variety of 

ways: 

• Ignore it: just go for it, and hope for the best  

• Be ‘realistic’: you may need to take some work 
home in order to catch up. 

• Try to measure it: not difficult but not very macho 
either! 

Project managers are notorious for not knowing (or not 

wanting to know) exactly where their time goes.  
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It may seem feeble and defeatist, but without some facts and figures about your workload 

you will never be able to manage yourself (and certainly never be able to challenge your 

workload with the boss). 

So, how about keeping a personal timesheet for a couple of weeks? Analyse the results, and 

discuss it with the boss. It may be that your timesheet tells you that you are spending your 

time in exactly the way the boss wants. Conversely, you may find that your working patterns 

are not as expected and don’t leave any sensible time for taking on new projects. Just 

because you want to run a project doesn’t mean that you will have the time to do it. The 

road to hell is paved with good intentions! 

It is better for all parties if you can face up to reality in terms of your workload and try to 

manage within it, rather than subscribe to the macho ‘go for it’ work ethic that often 

precedes a great deal of pain. If your personal baseline (the amount of work that you must 

carry out each day or week) is close to your feasible daily/weekly limit then this must be 

discussed with your boss before you take on any extra project assignments. 

Another fact of life to face up to before you start to control this portfolio of work is the one 

of prioritisation. When projects come head to head with your day job it is usually the day job 

that has higher priority. Most bosses will feel that keeping the main engines running is more 

important than splashing on a new coat of paint. You might not like this (projects are often 

more exciting that the dull old routine) but it is vital to identify the relative priorities of all 

the elements of your portfolio. 

Overall principles 

Managing a group of projects alongside other work is more of a time management problem 

than anything else. Write down: 

• All the fixed activities that you must carry out (e.g. monthly management meetings, 

progress reporting to the sponsor etc.). 

• All the staff management activities you must carry out and which you cannot delegate 

(appraisals, etc.). 

• All the milestones from your various project plans. 

• All the project activities that are allocated to you. 

What does such a plan look like? 

Each individual project will have its own plan, even if this is nothing more than a milestone 

list. The overall consolidated plan, containing all of your assignments, will look more like a 

diary or wall-planner, as you will be trying to understand how all of your commitments fit 

into our working week.  

In fact a monthly wall-planning chart, photocopied and placed on your desk, makes an 

excellent working plan or perhaps you have an application like Outlook on your computer.  

https://www.praxisframework.org/resource-pages/mike-watson-bio
http://www.obsideo.com/


 

Managing simple projects with Praxis   

__________________________________________________________________ 

 

Mike Watson – Obsideo Ltd.  Page 92 

Now you can analyse the situation 

Look for the following: 

• Resource overloading where, most probably, you will be the resource in question. 

• Obvious clashes, with too many events happening on the same day. Look for the less 
obvious ones, with undeclared but essential preparation or planning activity causing 
time problems. 

• Portfolio risks: although each piece of work may be unrelated to the next in your 
personal portfolio of work, they all share a common resource (you), and so there may 
be dependencies between them. A problem on one piece of work may have a knock-on 
effect elsewhere that would have been difficult to spot without this type of 
consolidation. 

What can you do about it? 

In terms of resolving resource overloads the options are: 

• Challenge your baseline: is it right that you should be spending your time allocated in 
the manner indicated by your consolidated plan? 

• Delegate: once the overall picture emerges you will be able to identify those activities 
which you can (and should) delegate. 

• Defer: put something off until a later date. With the big picture and your portfolio risk 
assessment you will be in a strong position to choose the most appropriate activity to 
defer, as opposed to just putting off something and hoping that you can pick it up later. 

• Delete: consider whether you really need to do the activity at all - a radical approach, 
but very satisfying. 

The consolidated plan will change on a regular, rapid and repeated basis. Once you’ve drawn 

it you must keep it up to date, to reflect the movement of your own commitments. Many of 

the changes you wish to make will affect individual project plans so make sure you reflect 

the changes at the detailed level as well. 

Summary 

Creating a consolidated personal plan needs a large degree of realism. You must start with 

the things you cannot avoid, and only put projects into any time that is left over. 

Be aware that not all the time ‘left over’ is fully available for projects. You must leave some 

time for: 

• Routine administration that falls into your daily base workload. 

• Emergency, unplanned or unforeseen activities. 

• New activities delegates to you by your boss or your customer. 
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Summary of phases and activities 

Phase Activities Summary 

Identification Identify objectives Getting agreement to what it is we are trying to 

do and why. 

Define roles and 

responsibilities 

Identifying the key players, and setting out their 

responsibilities. 

Manage stakeholders Identifying the other players in the project, and 

what they want. 

Definition Plan with milestones Establishing a structure or framework for the 

project by identifying key decision points linked 

to the production of major deliverables. 

Plan detail Documenting the detail of who will do what, 

how and when. 

Manage quality Making sure that the project delivers quality end 

and component products. 

Manage the risks Enhancing the robustness of the project plan by 

planning to manage risks in a proactive manner. 

Manage the budget Identifying where the money will be spent. 

Delivery Start the activities Making sure that activities actually start when 

you want them to start. 

Control progress Measuring progress, taking corrective actions, 

reporting progress. 

Control changes Dealing with the inevitable requests for change 

in an orderly manner 

Closure Close the project Proving that the customer is happy with the end 

result, dealing with outstanding issues, and 

closing the files. 

Learn how to Improve Taking a constructive look back at the way you 

managed the project in order to get it better 

next time. 
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Postscript 
The approach to managing projects set out in this book is deliberately designed to be very 

light on things such as form-filling and complex techniques but there may come a time when 

your ‘small’ project starts to grow into something that requires a more formal approach. 

If we are honest about it many projects run with no clear project definition, no project plan, 

and very little control and reporting activity. Even the back of an envelope will be more 

effective than that. 

But if your success with small projects leads to greater things and you are assigned to more 

complex, and usually larger, projects you can easily graft more complex techniques from the 

Praxis Framework into this book’s approach. 

It is not a case of using this book for simple projects and then throwing it away when your 

projects get more complex. Things get more complex gradually. They evolve and your 

management approach should evolve in parallel. 

Only use the extra detail if it adds value and you are comfortable doing it. Ultimately you 

may find yourself using the full Praxis Framework to manage significant and important 

projects. If so then this book has done its job. 

Good luck with all your projects. 

Mike Watson 
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