“Well Planned Is Half Complete”

Do you work in an environment where the undertaking of multi-projects is an everyday occurrence? Do your team continue to make the same project execution mistakes? Is there a lack of consistency regarding how projects and being planned? Are these problems giving you and your project managers ulcers? If the answer to any of the above questions is yes, then read on.

The market-driven need to incorporate more complex technology into projects, while reducing costs and schedule, combined with organisational change makes effective project planning incorporating scope definition, clarification of roles and responsibilities, risk identification and classification absolutely imperative.

Planning highlights the importance of scope definition and its direct impact on project success. Too often, communication breakdowns between primary stakeholders along with poorly defined objectives result in projects that fall short of their costs, schedule and organisational goals. It is certainly apparent that all parties affected by projects no matter what their complexity or budget should and can benefit from the importance of planning.

As defined by the Project Management Institute (PMI®), scope definition, to me the most important element of planning, occurs early in the project lifecycle when major project deliverables are decomposed into smaller, more manageable components in order to provide better project control. The scope and subsequent project plan is a detailed formulation of a continuous and systematic strategy to be used during the execution phase of the project. Success during the execution phase of the project is highly dependent upon the level of effort and accuracy of scoping and planing in the start-up phase of the project.

Inadequate scope definition and planning can and does lead to changes that will delay the project deliverables, cause massive amounts of rework, disrupt project rhythm, and lower the productivity and moral of the project team. Previous research has shown that increased levels of scope definition and project planning greatly improves the accuracy of project deliverables, reduces cost, eliminates rework and significantly improves the relationship between all internal and external stakeholders.

Specifically, research by CII (Griffith and Gibson 1995, Hackney 1992, King et al. 1994, Merrow 1988 and Merrow et al. 1981) investigated the importance of the planning effort on major projects and its influence on project success. The research concluded that higher levels of pre-project planning effort can result in significant cost and schedule savings. In particular this research effort studied 53 capital facility projects, 17 of which had been executed with a high level of project planning effort, 18 with medium level of pre-project planning and 18 with low levels of pre-project planning effort. The results were as follows:

· 20 percent cost savings with high levels of project planning effort

· 39 percent schedule savings with high levels of project planning effort

In my experience of scoping and planning projects to the value of +/- R 1.5 billion rand, I can say without a shadow of a dought, that the time spent in the pre-project execution phase of planning has had a direct impact on the many successes achieved on these projects. There seems to be this perception that there is no time to plan and that planning is only relevant for complex and multi-million projects. This is not true at all, as planning does not have to be long winded exercise, in my experience projects of any kind can be scoped and planned in no more than 3 days. The time spent planning should and does pay for itself many times over due to he following reasons;

· Business reasons for the project are clear

· Project description and objectives are concise and crystal clear

· Standardised terminology increases communication and deliverables

· Rating of completeness is agreed and measurable

· Risk assessment, actions and responsibility to manage risk is clarified and agreed

· Prediction of escalation is determined and agreed upon

· Project governance rules are defined and enforcing responsibility agreed

· Reconciliation of differences using a common basis for evaluation is crisp and clear

· Cross-training and up-skilling is enhanced and facilitated due to the cross-functional nature and definition of team member responsibilities

· Benchmarking for best practice and future predictability is enhanced

· Parties and project being impacted is identified and planned for

· Concerns and expectations are voiced and planned for

It is my firm belief that the planning disciplines and the tremendous benefits that t brings, is suitable for any industry sector, whether that industry is in retail, petrochemical, pharmaceutical, banking, mining, information technology or education.

The golden rule of project planning is:

· People support what they create - Planning involves everyone in the team

· Commitment to project goals and plans is due to comprehension of scope and plans

· Empowerment of the project team can only happen if bullets one and two above are facilitated during the pre-execution of a project.

