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Project Leadership — Step by Step: Part II Background

Background

This book is Volume II in a series of two books on how to master Small- and Medium-Sized Projects - SMPs.
These projects are those that seldom receive serious attention in the regular project literature of today. For
better or worse, it is the large, costly, complicated projects that are written about, researched and discussed in
the media.

But as previously stated in Volume I, the popularity of the project approach means that many smaller,
“everyday” tasks can be performed as projects. These smaller projects, whose goal and purpose are often very
different from those of the bigger projects, also need a different type of assistance than the large and more
complex projects. Preliminary studies are typical. They are short-term investigations put in motion to pave
the way for a larger project, and require much less in terms of personnel for the actual project work.

The two books are written as a continuation of the Norwegian book, Prosjektledelse Trinn for Trinn (Jessen,
S.A., 2005, 2008),' though it has a different format. While the Norwegian book’s flyer idea is retained, in this
book called Stepstones, the traditional tools for planning and controlling projects are replaced by much
simpler tools. The new book further elaborates on what a project leader should do when confronted with
everyday problems, things that happen outside strategic plans and tactical project dispositions. The focus is
on how to lead people as much as it is on how to lead systems.

The picture on the front of this book is a simple illustration of what a Stepstone is. The photo was shot in
Pompeii, and shows how people 2,000 years ago had to move about to cope with flowing rain water in the
streets. They “stepped on stones” to get to their destination - in this case the other side of the street - and then
they used their “Stepstones” in front of their doors in order to enter their houses. Project work is really much
the same - finding a way to reach your destination and fulfill the project’s mission.

In order to address these challenges, the books systematically reviews the “Stepstones” any project manager
needs to negotiate, but primarily concentrates on the small- and medium-sized projects — the so-called SMPs.
Every Stepstone begins with some theory before we explore the practical features. Our example project is to
organize a small conference. The sections on theory include remarks on what has to be done in any project,
regardless of size. [llustrations in the practical tools section refer to the conference project example.

In Volume I, the “upstream” steps in SMPs are presented, i.e. from Stepstone # 1, identifying the SMP, until
Stepstone # 8, signing the contract and agreeing on starting up the project. Volume II presents the
“downstream” steps in SMPs, i.e. from starting up the SMP, Stepstone # 9: The Kickoff Meeting, through
executing, following up, controlling, completing and measuring success in Stepstone # 15. In addition,
Volume II has three Stepstones on how to plan, control and manage risk in more detail, if it is found
necessary to do so in the SMP.

The Norwegian version of the background book can be found at www.universitetsforlaget.no/smp/ (ISBN
978-82-15-01365-7) — that is the book Norwegian students and people engaged in project work in general
should preferably buy, following the Norwegian Lopesediene for support in their project endeavors.

An important message to the reader:
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The books are meant for continuous updating by both readers and users! The field of Project Management is
developing so rapidly that what was good theory and relevant practice yesterday may well be different today.
For that reason, I would very much appreciate comments and ideas from everybody interested in improving
this field. Please use the e-mail address below for any comments you have!

Svein.a.jessen@bi.no
Svein Arne Jessen

Professor, PhD
Slependen, April 2010
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Introduction

As already contended in Volume I, most practical books and manuals deal with large, complex projects,
which is not unnatural. Using projects to solve problems has never been more popular than it is today. By the
end of the last century, 25% of the world’s spending was managed through projects according to some reports,
and many projects are clearly very large and very costly. Keeping track of them requires good management
and good tools. Project planning and project organization need to be sound, and every step must be controlled
down to the last detail.” If a large project starts going off the track and is heading for failure, it will cost the
organization dearly and have many other adverse effects as well.?

But most projects are not enormous. Today, the project approach is equally used for smaller and simpler
tasks.* To run these projects, which we in this book will call SMPs — Small- and Medium-Sized Projects — the
tools and methods we need are much simpler. When projects are small, mistakes are often not as serious. And
even if they end up doing something else than what was originally envisaged, lessons can be drawn and we
can look at them as exciting experiments in new ways of thinking and acting. As the proverb says, “only
those who get lost, discover new ways.” One probably forgotten benefit of many SMPs is the excitement, not
to mention the opportunity to learn. Indeed, a project may have unexpected benefits for its participants,
clients and users.

While rigidity can be stifling, too little formality can easily create a mess. It is easy to go from flexibility to
chaos or to lose sight of things when too much change is taking place at the same time. The best way of
working on both large and small projects is to always ensure a good mix of formality and creativity. It takes
rules and creativity for people to work well together in an innovative and effective manner, and the same goes for
respecting each other and maintaining a sense of enthusiasm in order to help, support and stimulate cooperation.

These books have two main purposes:

1. They are recipes showing how small- and medium-sized projects, SMPs, can be run from start to
finish so that better results are achieved. But many of the books’ principles are also appropriate for
larger projects and are intended to be universal regardless of the size and complexity of the project.

2. They are reference books that point to many common pitfalls at all stages of SMP management and
leadership. Many of the pitfalls are specific to SMPs, but many are also found in large and complex
projects. The books should therefore be useful as a work of reference for people involved in large and
complex projects.

While Volume I covers all SMP preparation in Chapters 1-3, Volume II covers the major project steps of
implementation, management, leadership and measuring the success of projects in:

Chapter 4: How to Lead SMPs
Chapter 5: How to Increase the Chances of an SMP’s success
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In each of the chapters, the book has introduced “Stepstones.” These are the backbone of the book and
replace the traditional project “gates,” formal recipes or similar, traditional forms of governance. At the same
time, the Stepstone approach provides a “model” of how a project should be handled. This is because a model
improves the coordination of human input, human reactions and the harvesting of experience. A good model
breaks down barriers and reduces misunderstandings.

As in Volume I, two main areas of concern are discussed before each Stepstone: the theoretical support
behind the statements within the Stepstone and a menu of practical suggestions and instructions on how to
improve your scores at each Stepstone. This is because theory is always meant to be a wider discussion of
a subject and to be taken out of a concrete decision-making situation, focusing on the general aspects, not
the specifics.

In total, Volume II presents seven basic Stepstones and three detailed Stepstones. The latter deals with events
that may occur in some SMPs, which are found in separate appendices and are meant to be used only if
needed. The seven basic ones, however, are considered compulsory for any project, especially SMPs.

Every Stepstone comes with /0 questions on important matters any project leader and key stakeholder should
be aware of when running a project from its early stages to its final delivery and post-evaluation.

To ensure that we are on the right path, we need at least 80% good answers. This rule is more or less based
on the Pareto principle, which advises an 80% correctness or fulfillment rate in order to achieve further
progress and development in many real-life situations. If we score less than 80%, we need to either go back
and re-read the relevant text for that Stepstone, re-plan the entire project or simply stop it. The purpose of
each Stepstone is to create a better understanding, better decisions and a better project progress.

The Conference Example

For each of the Stepstones in the book as in Volume I, a simple example of an SMP is shown in a frame and
blue-colored text. The example is to plan and carry out a successful three-day conference for our company.
Arranging a conference in many ways is a typical SMP since a successful conference for all involved and
affected will depend on actions taken by the project leader before, during and after the conference.

While these steps are exemplified in each chapter in the book, SMP leaders do not have to slavishly follow
them. They simply show how a project leader can use Stepstones in addition to some simple, but typical tools
and methods to improve the chances of a project’s success.

The reader should nevertheless know that since projects by definition are always unique, in principle there is
no final management for our particular project or any other for that matter. How we act completely depends
on what we are aiming to achieve with the project, on the project’s mission, its Terms of Reference, TOR, the
type of actors involved, the users and the wider project environment. Thus, the case presented is just an
example of what can be done when working with an SMP.
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4. How to Lead SMPs

Stepstone # 9: The SMP’s Kickoff Meeting

9.1 Theoretical Reflections behind the Statements in Stepstone # 9

A point of major importance is the start of the project. The saying is that the kickoff meeting is “the number
one platform for orientation and inspiration at a project’s start to ensure that all involved have understood
when the project is to start, it should be well marked. Aristotle (300 B.C) suggested that the best way to form
a team is to start with “pathos,” meaning to form a relationship with one’s team, and then onto “ethos,” which
is to sell one’s values and vision, and then to “logos,” which means to persuade them with logic. In projects,
and especially SMPs this is best done by focusing on both actvities and decisions making at the same time.
The focus on activities is achieved by holding a special start-up or kickoff meeting. All active and involved
players are gathered together for a short briefing and discussion of what is expected of them, with the
subsequent designation of the concrete start-up time, even down to the hour. The start of a project should be
understood as a deliberate, active commencement of a project’s work in which in a concrete collaboration
over a short period of time an agreed basis for the management and control of the subsequent phases in the
project is hammered out at the meeting. As the saying goes: “A good start is half the job.”

The other important message is that an open and creative mind is as valuable as “following the manuscript.”
Studies have pointed to the following characteristics that inkibit people’s ability to endeavor in changes, even
the crucial ones, due to foo many fixed mandates at a project’s start:

1) Human beings tend to use previous experience when they evaluate a phenomena or the probability
for something to happen.

2) When facing something new and uncertain, we tend to interpret the phenomena with something we
have seen before. This is called categorization, and it could be harmful if it turns out that we have put
something into the wrong category, which we often do.

3) We tend to interpret an incident from what is the most commonly agreed upon interpretation, that is,
the interpretation that is most easily available at the time. We tend to use previous solutions to a
seemingly similar problem, rather than preparing a new solution.

4) We tend to search for solutions in familiar ground, that is, as close to the problem as possible,
although we then limit the search to known solutions from previous problems. We are not looking for
the optimal solution, but for a satisfactory solution.

5) We tend to choose information that complies with our assumptions, and reject information that
forwards new ideas and critiques.

6) Incidents that occur in sequence have a tendency to be interpreted as having some causal connection,
i.e. they have a cause and effect relationship. In theory, this can easily make us draw the wrong
conclusions.

All these confirmed observations show how easy it is to limit our creativity already at the very beginning of a
project endeavour. Particularly is this problematic for SMPs where an open mind often is a prerquisit for
project success.
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9.2 Practical Reflections behind the Statements in Stepstone # 9

Information richness is at its highest when people work together face-to-face, and information richness
declines steadily as people move from this type of interaction to using the telephone, letters, memos, bulletins
and numeric documents. In other words, equivocality is reduced as people interact directly with each other
and apply their experience and tacit knowledge.’ In order to be successful, SMP work therefore needs to have
a good kickoff meeting before the first concrete project involvement starts. This should take place
immediately before the formal project start, simply on a Friday if the project starts the following Monday.
The agenda should be simple and the meeting short. The participants need to at least be the project’s Core
Team members, but other relevant stakeholders may also be invited. The following points are essential:

Pre-sent agenda with information about who is obliged to be at the meeting;

“Buzzing” measures opening the meeting (hand shaking, simple physical activity, social networking);
Information, explanations and reflections regarding the project’s performance goals and objectives;
Orientation about the project’s TOR (especially time, financing and quality requirements);

Important immediate deadlines, significant individual budgets and other important statements;
Distribution of the Milestone Plan for the SMP;

Distribution of the Cooperation Chart for the SMP;

Distribution of the Communication Plan for the SMP (report plan and meeting schedule);

A I IS o

Enough time for Q & A about the goal of the SMP and a clarification round on other issues as needed;
10. Short minutes of the meeting - which must be sent out immediately after the meeting.

The total time for the meeting should be a maximum of 45 minutes.

The notice about the meeting must come at an appropriate time, though not too early (then it is easy to forget
about the meeting), and not too late (then many are already busy with something else). The meeting must be
given the highest priority, and the use of multiple communication channels is recommended (notes, e-mail, oral).

The meeting itself should be performed with the following in mind:*

Try to communicate with individual project Core Team Members before the kickoff meeting;
Memorize names on the first day;

Use body language;

Ask invitational rather than inquisitorial questions;

Democratize voices;

Report back with intelligent restatements;

Use variety in the way of expressing important topics;

NNk =

Culminate the meeting in a way that makes closure natural.

The start-up meeting is the project leader’s best time to begin the completion of the SMP’s loghbook. The
book is a very simple notebook in which all the important decisions, milestone passages, thoughts,
negotiation results and ideas are written down. The book should be as informal and personal as possible. The
logbook is not part of the public domain,; it is the project leader’s personal follow-up log.
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9.3 Conclusions about Stepstone # 9

To make sure the project kickoff meeting is working properly, Stepstone # 9: “The project’s kickoff
meeting” is recommended. Although many of the questions concern preparation and communication, it is
important that the total score is minimum 40, or in average 80 % of the questions are answered positively.
This ensures that the project’s key people understand the SMP’s purpose and are enthusiastic about the
project’s goals.

In conclusion:

The best motivation presupposes that everybody participating in the meeting agrees that the project’s mission
and goals are attractive and realistic.

The best communication comes from a full understanding of what is expected in terms of effort and work in
the project from day one.

9.4 Stepstone # 9 Used on the Conference SMP

The Stepstone should be filled in by all relevant people and be available for discussions afterwards, if found
appropriate. A good start is the best way to encourage people to do a good job.
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Stepstone # 9: The SMP Kickoff Meeting

10

The degree of agreement: 1 2 3 4 5

To which degree has the Project Leader clearly announced when 1T 1 1 1 1

and where the first meeting in the project, the "Kickoff" meeting takes place?

To which degree has the Project Leader been able to informallpresent | | | | | |
participants when and why he or she was first brought in as the Project Leader or the
potential Project Leader?

To which degree has the Project Leader been able to describe his or her || || || ” ||
mandate, i.e. the combination of authority and responsibility, especially in conflict situations?

To which degree has the Project Leader been able to explain how he or || || || || || ||
she will execute the project, also when not physically present?

To which degree has the Project Leader already at this point in 1T 1 1 1 1
time announced who will take over the Project Leader responsibilities if so required?

To which degree has the Project Leader concretely described the || || || || ” ||
roles of all individual AoR (Areas of Responsibility) persons in the project?

To which degree has the Project Leader described why project || || || || || ||
Core Team members will cover professional areas outside his or her competence if and when
necessary during the project’s execution?

To which degree has the Project Leader in the meeting told how he || || || || || ||
or she is convinced the project will be possible to complet within its given TOR?

To which degeree can it be assumed that all participants in the 1T 1 1 1 1
meeting have achieved a full understanding of what is expected from each of them from the
the moment the project is officially started?

To which degree after the meeting has the Project Leader 1T 1 1 1 1
distributed two A4-pages: the first containing the project mission, the agreed project goal, the
project’s TOR, the project principal(s), and the major project financial and technical

obligations, and the second: the agreed Milestone Plan for the project?

Total Score: l:l
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Stepstone # 10: The Daily SMP Operations

10.1 Theoretical Reflections behind the Statements in Stepstone # 10

“Management” is a key word that suits large and complex operations in which deviations are very costly and
coordination tightly imposed. But management is also a straitjacket. There is often a one-sided focus on
results and far less, if at all, on the daily work quality, motivation and building of relationships.’

That is why there is a well known difference between management and leadership, in the sense that
"managers follow the rules, while leaders make the rules" (or even "break" the rules). In SMPs the best way
to manage, is to lead.

It is easy to forget that all projects are completely dependent on how the leader runs the daily operations. It
does not help to have chosen “the best project,” made an excellent project plan, implemented a perfect
steering and control system and a technically solid organization if one is not capable of mastering the daily
work, making good daily decisions and communicating well.

Traditionally, communication is perceived to take place by either verbal or written means, though both
methods can be lengthy and time-consuming. Even if meetings are the best place to enrich communication, it
takes time to convene and hold meetings as well as to write and distribute reports. It is far more effective to
mix meetings with modern information and communication technology (ICT). Two very fast communication
methods available today are:

1. The use of Intranet and Internet
2. The use of mobile telephones

Both desktop computers and notebook PCs provide enormous opportunities for reducing the amount of time
it takes to communicate by producing project results quickly and efficiently. With the use of simple technical
aids, plans can be updated on a daily basis and accessed by any project member almost regardless of where
he or she may be located. The so-called “virtual project office” has the precise advantage of being able to
reach you anytime no matter where you are in the world!

The same applies to mobile telephones. Through direct oral conversations, SMS messages or mobile images,
a project can be updated on a moment’s notice, and appropriate action be taken without delay.

One technique that focuses on how the project leader shall handle daily operations through a mix of meetings
and ICT in his or her communication in the Six-Box method. The starting point is to regard project leadership
as being a communication hub that is responsible for simultaneously operating with six influential factors
arranged together in an interrelated pattern, as demonstrated in Figure 4.1: *
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Stepstone # 10: The Daily SMP Operations
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Figure 4.1 — The Six-Box Model
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The boxes on the left pertain to the project’s «cultural aspect» and the ones on the right to its «structure». As
indicated by the uppermost circle, project work is inherently goal directed. It satisfies the need for a common
denominator for both leaders and workers as far as when the work is to be performed. Defining pre-
determined goals indeed one of the basic instruments of the project work approach and the factor that governs
the allocation of resources and provides the background for the decision-making process. In a society which
in many ways has abandoned the religious and social preconceptions of the past and organized itself to meet
the demands of «rationality», a particular type of rationality is fostered which consists of gaining control over
the means of achieving predetermined goals. This creates a structurally-oriented rationale which promotes
effectiveness in the production of goods and the organization of services. This structural side is further
strengthened through various types of methods and techniques that work as a tool box for helping to
streamline the structure. Typical examples are network techniques for project planning (PERT, CPM, Prima
Vera, MS-Project), different types of project organizations (matrix organization approach, PSO techniques’)
and decision-support techniques (IRR'®, BSS'', ZBB'?). But this type of rationality can easily become
deterministic, mechanical and streamlined — meaning that one can risk forgetting the values that are
supposed to justify the goal."> As a consequence, it has become vital to strengthen the relationship among the
people taking part in the project to ensure that they understand and accepts its goal, communicate sensibly
with the project manager and accept the common relationship. There are other types of «tools» for this
purpose, i.e. a varied selection of reward and punishment systems. The project manager should also be
familiar with them, be able to communicate them well and be able to apply them sensibly and creatively. In
today’s business climate, it is just as important to spend efforts on the cultural aspect as it is to care for the
structural side.

The model is suitable for organization analyses in general, but is particularly valuable in a project context. In
many ways, the figure can be seen as a mirror image of the evolution and growth of the managerial project
concept since its emergence as a problem-solving tool in the 1950s.

At that time, the pendulum had swung well out towards the structural and tool extremity. It was decisive, and
was thought to have good planning and organizational structures in place to reach project goals successfully
— and there was a sizeable number of tools to choose from. In the 1960s in particular, much of the project
work was dominated by Operation Research (OR) techniques such as linear programming, sequence
optimalization and so on. In other words, the project arena was dominated by «engineers.

In the 1980s, the pendulum swung to the opposite side, the diagram’s left-hand side. Nearly everything
seemed to revolve around sensitivity training and «soft valuesy». Projects were considered especially
favorable for lifting human relationships to a higher level. Soon, «tools» such as transaction analysis and
other psychological devices were being imported, and a great deal of time was being spent on discussions
about what it was that motivated and demotivated people. The source of much of this was the Human
Relations Movements at the time. Faddish consultancy firms and personnel departments were often dipped
into and tried out in practice.
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Today, they excite less. In any case, one should not let the pendulum swing to any one side. If it swings, it
must do so in harmony with where one happens to be in the lifetime of the project. The type and size of the
project should affect the pendulum’s amplitude and direction as well. In addition, it is clear that this
undulation of the pendulum is as much the responsibility of the project leader as it is a random phenomenon,
whether desirable or undesirable. In the future, modern project leadership will probably have to incorporate
this responsibility to ensure that the swings of the pendulum are both sensible and beneficial.

The project leader must be able to encourage the team to make a contribution within reasonable limits and
understand how to improve relationships among them. Here, the manager can use psychological and
economic mechanisms to carefully weigh what might be considered a good reward — or punishment — in
each individual case. A reward need not be understood in terms of wages alone, but as a sensible reward
system or the allocation of stimulating tasks with a view to practicing and developing the team’s knowledge
and skills. Punishment can mean taking people off tasks they are performing unsatisfactorily or if they are
making a nuisance of themselves or causing problems in other ways.

Teams in project-oriented organizations will often have people from traditional line functions in one or
several basis organizations as their members. This presents a risk for multiple conflicts within the groups
themselves and between teams. The project leader must learn how to tackle both inter- and intra-group
conflicts in order to enhance productive elements and reduce the number and extent of the destructive ones.
This means that each project must address and analyze potential team conflicts, particularly the types of
conflicts in which the members tend to be more interested in winning than solving problems.

The level involved within the organization or principal also has an impact. One can say as a rule of thumb
that the higher up the project is anchored within an organization, the more important it is that the project
leader has total insight both administratively and professionally. In this context, time, budget and technical
goal achievement will be important preferences. The further down the organization, the more important it is
that specialist competence remains high. If this is ensured, quality, high standards of performance and
reliability will prevail.

In addition to all this, it is important that the project leader’s administrative level corresponds to the decisions
he or she is expected to be making. The way of communicating and the decision-making structure must
therefore be carefully laid out and agreed upon beforehand. If not, the project can suffer unnecessary delays
or grind to a complete halt. The earlier the project leader is brought on board, the earlier he or she will be able
to build an understanding of their professional and decision-making responsibilities. Having done this, he or
she will be in a position to create or shape their own mandate in the transition between the initialization of the
project and the planning. Not only does it pay to have the project leader play a role in the early, creative phase
during which problem analysis and objectives are discussed, but their participation will also ensure a good
personal assistance in the actual project planning phase and execution, thus helping to prevent many unforeseen
problems from arising. Moreover, studies have shown that project leaders who are given the opportunity to
participate in the planning of the project will be better leaders, and their performance success rate increases
significantly."*
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A good understanding of how a good project leader should deal with this is illustrated by the two other key
words in Figure 4.1. Using “global” thinking on the structural side means that methods, techniques and
structural amendments are implemented wherever the project may take place in the world. Most of these
follow well-known international standards and can be read about in books and manuals that can be used on
any project.”” “Local” thinking means that the project manager must assess the situation where it is
geographically or organizationally taking place. Reward and punishment are very much conditioned by
culture. What is perceived as a penalty in one culture can be a reward in another. Similarly, relationships can
be perceived very differently, depending on the personal background of the project participants, their mental
assumpti