Getting to grips with project management
By Geof Cox, published in Executive Secretary magazine, September 1996
The traditional role of the secretary is dead or dying.  New titles abound — secretaries are now likely to be administrative assistants, personal assistants, or office assistants, co-ordinators or managers.  But more importantly the job has changes — there are thankfully few places left where your ability to type, take shorthand and make coffee was more important than your ability to organise, take responsibility and influence others.  Office technology and organisational restructuring has meant that the executive secretary of today is being asked to do a lot more.  Many companies now have secretaries who write the company newsletter, assess and co-ordinate training for hundreds of administrative employees, prepare job descriptions, and organise major conferences.  They have real power and authority.  They hold their own budgets, run special functions, and establish their own priorities.

The new role is within the capability of most secretaries, even the most traditional, but we all require some training in the new skills that come with the new responsibilities.  Not the least of these is Project Management, so long the domain of engineers and the construction industry.

Project Managers are the new organisation leaders

In fact project managers are fast becoming the new “boss” in today’s de-layered, re-engineered and empowered organisation.  For years they have filled a specialist role in major construction and engineering activities, but now the project manager is the linchpin in the flatter organisation where the day to day activity is overseen by automation and empowered workers, not by middle managers.  But project managers are like alcoholics - only a quarter of them know that’s what they are.  Project management is a feature of almost every management job (including those managing offices and people from a secretaries desk).  Few have the title of Project Manager, but all have projects to manage.

The project manager gets change implemented in these new organisations.  A project is a series of tasks that are linked together to achieve a goal.  Projects have a beginning and an end.  They take over when continuous improvement turns up a need to re-engineer on a larger scale than the immediate work group, or there is a need to install a new telephone or computer network.  Project managers are nearly always caught in the middle of a matrix of cross functional work, with little direct resource or positional power to call on to get the job done.  Getting someone to do something to help complete your project who works in another department and has no direct benefit from the outcome requires the ability to influence and negotiate, not the traditional management approach of command.  Power in project management comes from different sources - expertise in using the tools of project management; an ability to influence and communicate with all of the stakeholders involved; and a track record of success. 

The tools of project management

Far from being complicated, as many engineering or construction project managers would have you believe, project management is remarkably simple.  It is often not easy, due to the complexity or size of the project, but almost every project is planned and organised using the same simple tools.  And you are already using some of them without realising.  For instance: you have a wall chart that has bars to show the annual holiday schedule for staff.  Replace the staff names with the key tasks of a project; make the length of the bars the time it takes to complete the task; and put the bars in a sequence of tasks — you now have a Gantt Chart, one of the key tools for planning and organising a project.

Once you have a clear definition of what you have to do — a definition of the project, you need to do some planning.  As I said earlier, a project can exist when you require to do more than one thing in order to complete a task, especially where sequence is important, with each activity being dependent on the completion of another.  Whatever the size or complexity, start by carrying out a WORK BREAKDOWN:

Identify logical sub-divisions of the project, then break these down further until you reach the required detail.  The amount of detail will depend on the complexity of the project, but the aim should be to identify major packages of work, not individual tasks.  

Example:

Project:  To organise the Area Sales Conference for the third quarter to agreed cost limits.
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Once the main breakdown has been completed, more detailed specifications can be drawn up to meet quality, cost and time parameters.  Breakdown each package of work into a series of individual activities or tasks, estimate the length of time needed to complete each one, and draw the flow of the project, so that you can see the connections between the tasks — which tasks need to be completed before the next can be started.  E.g.  You cannot produce the presentation visuals until the presentation drafts have been written and agreed.  

If the project is particularly complex or detailed, you may find it useful to draw out the flow of the project on a blank piece of paper so that you can see all of the critical connections.

A FLOW CHART helps you to clarify the direction of your project.  It is useful when there are many interactive steps.  It will show the relationships between the various activities in a visual way so you can see it for yourself and also communicate it to others, and it reduces the project into manageable steps without losing a sense of the whole.  

To draw a flow chart, use your work breakdown to draw a network of relationships among the steps, keeping in mind the proper sequencing.  Steps that can be undertaken at the same time are shown on different paths.  

Example
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GANTT CHARTS.  This is the most commonly used method for showing tasks and time in a project.  The time duration for each step or activity is determined from the work breakdown.  The Gantt or Bar Chart can then be drawn to show the relationship between the steps and time.  The sequence of steps is shown by looking at the beginning and ends of each bar.  This makes it a very useful tool in controlling the implementation of the project, as well as in the planning stage.

Each step of a project is represented by a bar on the chart.  Steps that can be completed at the same time can occupy the same time segment, others must stay in sequence.  Time and resource availability will have an effect on the ability to plan for sequential and parallel working.  

Example
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Most projects will not go strictly according to plan, so think about what might go wrong and draw up contingency plans.  Pay particular attention to steps that are critical to the time schedule.  Give a score from 1 - 5 for the level of danger - how important is this step to the overall project plan.  Give a score of 1 - 5 for the degree of probability of the problem happening.  Multiplied together these scores give a weighting to show you which potential problems you should develop contingency plans for — spend time on the high weighting numbers.

Example:
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Influencing others to carry out your plan

Once you have your plan, you need to be able to carry it out, and that means communicating and influencing others to do what you need them to do.  In most cases you will probably not have any authority over these people, so it is your skill of influencing and negotiating that will make the difference.  To influence others effectively, you need to develop the use of different approaches and analyse situations to decide which will work best.  

There are four different styles of communication with others, and we tend to prefer to use, and therefore over-use, one or two of them.  Are you impatient, decisive, quick to act and energetic?  If so you have an Action oriented style.  If you prefer a systematic approach, logic, facts, detail and rational debate, then you have a Process style.  Someone who is more interested in the human side of problems, is empathetic, perceptive and has a strong drive towards people’s needs has a People style of communicating.  Finally, if you are creative, future oriented, full of ideas and interested in getting people to cooperate, then you use an Ideas style.  You can probably identify which style you prefer to use yourself, and you will be able to identify people who fall into the other categories.  In managing our projects, we are likely to come across stakeholders and suppliers who fall into each one of these categories, so we need to be able to communicate with them to get the results we want.

To effectively influence someone who has a preference for a style other than yours, it is useful to be able to adapt your usual way of communication to meet their preference.  That way they are more likely to be able to hear and understand you.  So a Process person talking to an Ideas person should try to express their feelings more and speed up their actions and their speech.  A People person trying to influence an Action person should be direct about what they need done and limit their discussion to facts not feelings.

We can also plan to use the best style to get the result we want.  For instance, if we have very little time and we just need the other party’s compliance, then an Action style will get us the deal we need:  “I need you to complete these slides by the end of today, in return I will handle all of your telephone calls for the rest of the day.”  If we need someone’s co-operation and commitment, and we have a picture of the future state we desire, then the Ideas style is most effective: “We all believe in doing the best job we can for ourselves, if we do that together, I can see us standing at the end of the most successful sales conference that the company has ever seen, everyone is applauding...”  

If we are looking for a solution, and logical debate is appropriate, then the Process style will help:  “We have two alternatives for the conference venue.  Both can provide the same facilities, one is cheaper but further away from the airport; the other is at the airport but is more expensive.  I propose that we go to the first hotel for the following two reasons.  First, the money we save on the accommodation can be held as a contingency fund in case of problems.  Second, being more remote will give us a quieter environment with less interruptions.  What do others think?”

We may be seeking understanding, when a more People oriented approach is needed, sharing our own concerns and feelings and listening carefully to others: “I am concerned about the slow rate of production of the presentations.  It seems that whatever I do to chase them up doesn’t have any effect.  There are obviously some problems, and I want to understand what they are.  Can you help me to understand? ...”

Success

If we can learn to use some simple tools to help us plan our projects and keep them on track, and develop our communication skills so that we can adapt our preferred style to meet the situation and the person’s needs, then we can start to build our track record of success.  Project management is not just an essential skill for secretaries today, it is an essential skill for the new organisation.  By being at the leading edge, you will be developing a transferable skill that will help to build your immunity to the other cause of death of the traditional secretary — redundancy.
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