ARE CORPORATE STRATEGIES BECOMING A REALITY AND HOW DOES PROJECT MANAGEMENT ADD VALUE?

 

Business, in its ceaseless evolution, has a way of turning its own paradigms on their heads in the never-ending quest for ‘a better way’. This sacrificing of elder systems and the anointing of younger, more innovative ones is a corporate ritual that is increasingly being played out in the gathering speed of today’s age of technology. It is a restless energy of change.

To my mind, the greatest change of all is the ever-increasing need for the disciplines of project management.  A management method, once reserved only for the engineering and the building industries, has become critical to the project success of all industry sectors.

In my opinion, most companies have caught on to this and have taken the necessary steps to ensure that a project management methodology is in place and that their corporate projects run like clockwork.  But, this is only one part of the corporate success picture.  

Today, in the boardrooms of many major companies, the same question is being asked before major projects are undertaken: “Is our project portfolio in line with the company’s strategic intent and will it deliver the business benefits we need to compete and survive in a changing and ever increasing global market place?”  

This common question supports the powerful thought that projects actually start in the boardroom and they end in the boardroom. Now, if we take this scenario to be true, then a straightforward project management methodology, which is designed to handle individual projects, is just not going to do the job.  It has become increasingly apparent that companies now need a management methodology that will manage the alignment of strategic intent to the project portfolios at all levels.

To explain this in simpler terms - organisations have a strategy and they have projects, so they think left and act right. There’s no real alignment between their projects and their strategy. Their strategy talks about all the wonderful things they want to achieve and their projects are doing the complete opposite. This classic misalignment of strategy is what we call ‘strategic drift’ and it is this strategic drift that is thwarting senior management today.

There are different forces driving strategic drift. These are essentially either internal or external in nature and each company is unique in this respect. For example ‘internal’ forces could be the need to re-engineer an organisation or perhaps develop a new product line. On the other hand, ‘external’ forces could be new competitive challenges, changes in legislation, the advent of overseas competition and so on. The danger of course is that year after year, critical projects are rolled over, or just as damagingly, there is a mistaken allocation of priorities, due to a variety of factors - internal politics, the influence of strong personalities and so on.

 It is said that the road to business disaster is paved with good intentions. That is because a company can loose its way in prioritising projects based on subjective considerations. Typically the time spent at the think tank identifying the company’s strategic needs is small relative to the input necessary to ensure actual roll-out of strategic projects. 

I believe that the result of ‘strategic drift’ is that the ‘ground forces’ don’t have a direction within which to work.  There is an absence of accountability, co-ordination and no clear direction. The result, at best, is the haphazard implementation of some projects, partial implementation of others and the shelving of the balance, some of which may actually be critical to survival.  

Year after year, there is a mistaken allocation of priorities, due to a variety of factors - internal politics, the influence of strong personalities and so on. The company therefore gradually loses ground to its competitors. I say gradually advisedly because the window of opportunity in the business scenario opens and closes far faster now than in the past.

To overcome this strategic drift problem most companies are facing; is to firstly analyse forces impacting on a company and define a vision and a mission in terms of strategic intent. This is the classic think tank stage. Secondly, bridge the gap between the strategic wish list and the practical implementation of projects by tapping into the critical business imperatives and identifying an optimum project portfolio and thirdly, to undertake the traditional project management function by running the respective projects, utilising elements that would include training, facilitation, administration and taking accountability.

The end result is concrete direction with strategic delivery through a tactical portfolio, for what might otherwise have been the proverbial ‘loose cannon’ in project management terms. That, in turn, implies correct use of valuable resources to achieve rational business goals and that critical ‘edge’ on the competition.
Though in essence, project management has been practised in business and industry – and even in  private life - for centuries, in that it encompasses an activity or activities intent on accomplishing a specific goal within given time, budget and resource constraints, it was only formalised in the nineties. Its explosive growth was stimulated by the canny realisation of shrewd managers – most of whom at the time were ordinary employees appointed to “extraordinary” duty in managing some particular task – that they were in effect creating a new category of employee. They were quick to promote this new profession. Developing and marketing their specialisations and skills to several clients would be considerably more interesting – and profitable - than plodding the full-time track. 

Thus was born the project manager. Of course his genesis coincided with notable upheavals in corporate thinking about the importance of employees, the savage reduction of middle management that took place in the nineties, a renewed emphasis on cost and resource containment and a growing awareness of the importance of focusing on “core competencies.” Projects by definition have a beginning and an end and therefore dispense with the need for full-time staff. They focus on very clearly identified objectives, generally beyond the experience, ability and resources of available employees or the scope of normal business. Hence the need to outsource. The popularity of this new method of doing business is reflected in the phenomenal increase in membership of project management organisations: from 8 500 in 1990 to over 260 000 in 2006.

Originally, as business resorted increasingly to projects, those appointed to manage them were ordinary employees, frequently those singled out for promotion. Senior or executive management wanted to see how they would perform under circumstances removed from their normal work ambit, what leadership qualities they evinced and whether they could produce the goods within the defined parameters. While some businesses might still apply this somewhat outmoded method, most now have recourse to the professional project manager. Here they find skills and expertise gained across many industry sectors and applied to very clearly defined objectives. They also benefit from efficiencies created through experience. 

Project managers have to offer a wide range of qualities, including superior verbal and written communication, leadership, conflict management, contingency planning, damage control ability, problem-solving and the like, most of which are common to the run-of-the-mill corporate manager, but above all, they probably need a sense of humour more than most. Among the tongue-in-cheek check-list of caveats found on project management websites, is the awareness that if anything can go wrong, it will, and at the most inappropriate moment. Being able to handle people, costs and resources and especially, difficult clients, in those conditions requires the ability to see the lighter side of things.

Yet, though he must define the project, produce the work breakdown, set the final objectives, manage resources and ensure milestones are met, the project manager does not carry out the actual project work. Managing it is work enough. He has to inspire his teams to complete set tasks in time and with available resources. He must ensure constant communication – to clients on project progress and any eventual problems (and hopefully, solutions), to colleagues, to employees and occasionally to media. He has to be an expert in risk management, since projects are notoriously subject to risks from a number of sources, including strikes, relationship problems, labour-related disputes, inclement weather, badly designed plans and objectives, budget over-runs and the like. It follows that he has to be supremely flexible and able to roll with the punches. He must also be computer-literate.

Over the years, as projects have increased in complexity, so software programmes have been developed to assist project managers – but the warning is frequently sounded that project management should not be confused with computer programmes. Software merely provides one of the many tools available to the professional and should not be seen as an end in itself.

The Internet abounds with sites aimed at project managers, providing advice, courses, books on new methodologies, techniques and trends. Inherent in all of them is the awareness that what it all comes down to in the end is the final result. This fact is brilliantly illustrated by a joke recounted in an article aimed at aspiring project managers:

A preacher and a taxi driver arrive at the Pearly Gates. Saint Peter gives the taxi driver a silk robe and golden staff and ushers him in with fanfare. The preacher receives only a cotton robe and a wooden staff. “Why does the taxi driver get better rewards?” he complained, “I’ve brought a lot more people into the fold than he did.” Saint Peter’s response was clear, “Sure, but when you preached, people slept. When the taxi driver drove, people prayed.” 

The moral? It’s the results that count.

