Project Planning Roadmap

__________________________________________________________________


Producing the Project Management Plan

This is a two-stage process, with stage one (the production of a draft schedule) guided by a simple piece of best-practise advice:

· Put aside all of your known planning constraints (e.g. holidays of resources, fixed meetings dates, and so on) and produce the ideal plan, with the complete set of tasks, in the ideal sequence, with sensible estimates and resourcing.

· Once the first draft has emerged it will be easier to go back and make a few small adjustments (called optimisation) for these constraints rather than trying to conform to them whilst you are developing the plan

There is also another over-riding guideline to help you produce an effective plan; producing the plan is NOT a one-person job. You really should get some other people to offer input, advice and experience during the process. This roadmap does not tell you the detail of how to carry out each step; it is designed to be a simple reminder of how to create an effective project management plan.

Stage One; First Draft


The classic way to identify all the tasks in a project is to draw a Work Breakdown Structure. This technique allows you to involve technical experts in task identification. You decide how low a level of detail you need, based upon your understanding of the tasks.


The tasks can be mapped out in sequence using a Precedence Network, or Precedence Diagram. This will show all the tasks in sequence, but without timings or resources. A common way to do this is to use Post-It notes and a wall covered with flipchart or brown paper. In this way the tasks (the Post-it notes) and the links between them can be seen.

There are three items of data to be understood for every task.

· Effort; how many person/hours or person/days are needed to carry out a task; this figure drives the cost of the task, but is no indication of duration

· Resources; who or what will carry out the task; may be named individuals or resource types (e.g. hardware engineer)

· Duration; how long the task will actually take; depends on how many people are available; how many people can be sensibly allocated; the availability of each individual (i.e. how many hours per week or per day they can really give to your project)


If you produced a Precedence Network as described above you can carry out Critical Path Analysis by Inspection, by adding the durations onto the Post-It notes, and identifying the longest pathway through the project. Even if your project is very small it may still be worth doing this, as it may throw up some unexpected but very useful information about your project timeline.


There are two types of project schedule:

· The Task List; this is a simple but powerful plan, being easy to produce, easy to maintain, and easy to distribute

· The Gantt Chart; this can be very effective as a communication tool, as long as the recipients have the software to read it.


Now you can make a few small changes to the plan to take into account the planning constraints you put aside at the start of this drafting process. If your project exceeds its allotted timescale then you may need to:

· Add some more resources (sometimes called crashing the schedule)

· Run some tasks in parallel (sometimes called fast-tracking)

· Delete some tasks, maybe forever or maybe until a second or later phase

Stage Two; Completing the Project Management Plan


Once you have a draft schedule the milestones will become obvious. Major milestones (attached to the Deliverables that are mentioned in the Project Charter) must conform to the full milestone definition:

· Milestone name, in Noun/Verb Past Tense format (e.g. Report Published)

· Acceptance criteria

· Testing method/person

· Acceptance method/person

Minor milestones (which you add in to help you control the project need not have the full description.


Now add all of the predictable project management activities:

· Planning, replanning, risk mgt

· Progress checking and report writing

· Risk and issue reviews

· Managing requests for change

Meetings: steering committee, contractors, team, users, stakeholders


If there are specific quality management activities for this project now add them. These may include product walkthroughs or inspections, regulatory activities.


The emerging detailed plan will indicate the full range of stakeholders associated with this project. Add into the plan the proactive management activities you wish to undertake to keep these stakeholders on side throughout the project.


The plan is almost complete, so now is the time to carry out a full risk identification, assessment and management analysis. Add into the plan your prevention measures, research and practise for contingency measures, risk triggers, and any specific activities for outsourcing.


Find out what sort of project budget you will have to maintain (e.g. just external labour costs, just purchases etc). Agree a summary structure, based on period (weekly or monthly) and categories of expenditure. Add up within each period the costs of each task in the plan, split into the agreed categories.
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