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Becoming an Accidental Project
Manager'

Congratulations... you’re the project manager!

NOTE: The following is based on, and adapted from, the premise of The Education of Jerry by J.
Davidson Frame in Managing Projects in Organization, John Wiley, New York (1995).

John picks up the phone before the second ring. It’s his boss, Mike Johnson. "John, I’d like you to stop by
my office right after lunch today."

John is not really sure why the boss is calling him into his office, which makes for a long lunch hour.
He knows he’s been doing a good job lately. As a matter of fact, he knows that he’s probably the most
technically capable person in the group. John’s mind begins to race.... Maybe it’s an award? Could it be a
promotion? Countless positive and negative scenarios run through John’s overworked mind until one o’clock
finally rolls around and he cautiously enters Mike’s office.

"John, T've got some great news for you," Mike begins. "As you know our company is developing
a business-to-business (B2B) e-commerce system. As part of that initiative, I'd like you to explore the
possibility of integrating our purchase order process into the B2B e-commerce system."

Before John could say anything Mike continued, "Congratulations, John, I'm assigning you as the project
manager. Use anyone you need to help you; the important thing is to give me a report on your findings
within a month. Your preliminary investigation will give us an idea of how we should go about computerizing
the order processing function at BizNex Inc., and we need that information in time for our next quarterly
executive meeting.”

John was delighted with being made the project manager. The B2B project was the largest BizNex Inc.
had ever implemented, and the order processing subproject was one component of the larger B2B project.

Once developed, the B2B system would enable BizNex Inc. to establish seamless connections with
its vendors. Although BizNex Inc. already used computers in its order processing system, the bulk of
transactions entailed manual interventions. This caused the order fulfillment function to operate slowly and
led to errors because the manual interventions were error prone. With the new B2B system, customers
would enter orders using the internet. Once captured by the B2B e-commerce system, the orders would be
processed entirely by the computer.

This project provided John with his first real management experience. He was hired by BizNex Inc.
straight after completing his MBA degree at Rice University. During his first two years at BizNex Inc., he
was assistant to Mike Johnson, Vice President of Operations. Despite the high profile of his job and the
exposure it gave him to high-level decision making within the company, John felt that he wanted to become
more involved in the decision making process. With the order processing subproject, he was being given
something tangible to do with significantly more responsibilities.

John determined to do a good job on his project. He put together a task list. From his experiences since
leaving college he knew it was important to assemble the "Project Staff.” After careful thought he decided

LThis content is available online at <http://cnx.org/content/m31436/1.3/>.
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he needed a business analyst, a procurement specialist, an internet expert, an e-commerce expert, a logistics
expert, and a representative from each of the company’s five divisions. He figured that he and the business
analyst would be the only full time resources on the project. However, the other team members would need
to make a fairly substantial commitments to the project if it is to be completed in a month. He decided that
each would have to dedicate 25% of their time to the project.

Since there would be five divisions represented, John planned that each of the five divisional represen-
tatives would write a section of the study, detailing the impacts of the order processing system on their
operations and defining whatever order processing needs they have. The business analyst would capture and
document the business requirements and write the technical portions of the report. John’s function would
be to coordinate the efforts of the others and to integrate all the pieces into a cohesive plan.

As John started to put his team together, he immediately ran into trouble: he was unable to get a business
analyst assigned full time to the project. Because his division was in the midst of developing the B2B system,
all business analysts were already over committed. John went to his boss, Mike, with his problem, but was
simply told that he would just have to make do with the resources available on a day-to-day basis.

John thought his luck was changing when he tried to obtain the procurement specialist for his project.
After several enquiries someone told him he should talk with Doug Black, who worked in the contracts and
procurement department. Doug was two months away from retirement so his workload was being reduced.
John reasoned that one month assignment on his project would fit in with the plans to ease Doug into
retirement. As a consequence Doug was assigned full time to the project to help pick up the slack of not
have a business analyst on the project.

John next approached the information resource manager located in the Information Technology division
and told him of his need for an internet specialist and e-commerce expert. The resource manager immediately
assigned Sara Stone to help John with internet matters. Unfortunately, with no internal e-commerce system
experience, John was told that he would have to go to an outside consultant for the e-commerce expertise
needed.

The varying degrees of success John had had so far continued when he tried to recruit the representatives
from the different divisions. The vice president of the information technology (IT) division, Sam Nelson,
was nothing like what he hoped for. His request for assistance was met with an uncomfortable silence. A
clearly upset Sam said, “I don’t fully understand why you and Mike are playing the lead role on something
like this. Building an order processing system is basically an information technology chore and should be
left to the IT experts. I've had my team looking into the matter of automating the order processing system
for months, and now you come in here telling me what to do.” He dismissed John saying that he would
"look into things personally." John noted that he had specifically not indicated that he would provide any
cooperation. In contrast, John had a good reception from the finance division; the vice president of finance,
Lynn Waters, announced it was about time BizNex Inc. entered into the twenty-first century and said she
would be glad to assign someone from her office to help John on the project.

Until now, all of his experience at BizNex Inc. had been quite friendly, this was a side of the business
he had not seen before. As he got back to his office, he didn’t have any time to consider the implications
because Doug Black knocked on his door.

“Listen John,” Doug said rather sheepishly. “As you know, I have just under two months until I am out
of here. I'd like to help you on this project of yours, really I would. I am sure it is important. But let me
say I really don’t know much about computers and think order processing is horridly dull. I don’t see why
I should put too much effort into something that won’t effect me. So while I’ll work with you, you won’t
expect too much will you?”

All of this happened on the Thursday, just three days into the project. To get the project moving, John
tried to arrange a kick-off meeting of all project staff at nine o’clock the following Monday. Since Sam
Nelson’s office (IT) had not assigned a representative, it would not be represented. The finance division
representative said he thought it was a great idea, but he would be out of town throughout the week so
could not attend. The other project staff members said they would attend the meeting, but John got the
impression they were not happy about it. Only Sara Stone, the internet expert, sounded interested. John
wasn’t sure what he would do about getting the e-commerce expert. He would have to talk to Mike Johnson
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about it.

All through the weekend, John prepared for the meeting. He put together a five page preliminary position
paper, identified milestones the team members would have to meet, created guidelines for the activities to
be undertaken and read several journal articles on Internet Technology and online order processing. On
Monday at nine o’clock, John arrived in the conference room and found it empty. By nine-thirty, only two
other project team members had shown up. Conspicuously absent were Doug Black and Sara Stone, both
of whom had assured him they would be there.

Without accomplishing anything, John closed the meeting and returned to his office. On his voicemail
he found a message from Sara Stone saying that she was sorry to have missed the meeting, but her boss in
the information resources management department (part of the IT division) had told her that he was pulling
her off the project.

About an hour later, Mike Johnson called John into his office to tell him that he was putting the order
processing automation project on hold. He said, “Sam went to the CEO and complained that you and I are a
couple of cowboys, and were running around doing things we had no business doing." Mike seemed resigned,
and continued, "Sorry John. You win some and lose some. Next time we’ll do better right?”

John mumbled assent then went back to his own office. Closing the door he sat at his desk and stared
out of the window. What had he done wrong, and why had someone told the company CEO that he was
some kind of amateur. As the implications of this last week settled in, John wondered about his future with
BizNex Inc.

So what went wrong?

The story above is not an isolated incident. Every day, scientists, engineers, salespeople, technicians, and
countless others are thrust into the role of project manager. They’re very good at what they do. In fact,
they’re typically the most technically knowledgeable engineers or the most successful salespeople. Now
they’re about to become project managers.

Actually it’s probably appropriate to refer to them by their more popular name: accidental project
managers. An accidental project manager is a person who is placed into the role by organizational necessity
and chance, rather than by design or through choice of career path.

If you're an accidental project manager, one of the first things you should do is pause to consider whether
or not you’re cut out to be a project manager and try to determine whether it’s what you really want to do.
Why? Because if you do a reasonably good job leading your first project, chances are you’ll be asked again.
And again. And again. In other words, if you're finding yourself in the same position as John, you might
be embarking upon a new career. You’d be wise to consider some of the pros and cons before saying yes to
that career move.

The information, tools, and techniques described in this course will move you well along in understanding
the mechanics of managing projects. But it’s important that you enter this new world with your eyes wide
open. With that thought in mind, let’s take a closer look at what you might expect to experience as a project
manager.

However John may feel about taking on his first project, the truth is that life as a project manager can
be extremely rewarding. You’ll find it to be different from almost any other thing you’ve ever done. It’s
complex, varied, and interesting. If done well, it can lead to a very strong sense of accomplishment. These
are among the aspects that project managers identify as the main draws to the job.

At the same time, being a project manager will test you in ways you may not be able to imagine. You
will become a focal point in the organization especially on high profile projects. Everyone will look to you
for the answers, but you must be careful not to try to provide all the answers; after all, that’s why you have
a team.

Speaking of the team, one of the biggest shifts in behavior (and thinking) you’ll encounter will be the need
to rely upon others to get things done. In most cases, that’s your team. You’ll quickly discover that there’s
far too much for you to do alone, yet delegation will prove to be a challenge for you. Empowering others,
and then trusting them to follow through, may be a bit unsettling. You’ll find yourself uncomfortable with
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the idea that others are doing things for which you will be held responsible. You’ll have lots of responsibility,
but you’ll be missing the authority often perceived as being required to discharge that responsibility.

John was given the responsibility for getting the job done but had very little authority to see to it that
his decisions were implemented. This was reflected in his problems in recruiting project team members and
evidenced in the fact that he could exercise only marginal control over Doug Black, the procurement specialist
and the only other full time member. Project professionals typically have little authority to carry out their
work. They have little or no direct control over those people and things that make the difference between
project success and failure. Among your most valued tools will be the ability to persuade and influence, as
you seek to form a group of diverse personalities into a unified team with commonalty of purpose.

Unfortunately, not everyone on your team will be as knowledgeable and skilled as you would like. Nonethe-
less, you’ve got to get the job done using whatever resources have been provided. Project manager’s staff is
generally on temporary loan to them. This is also true of the material resources needed for the success of
the project. People with specialized skills often work on the individual pieces.

On the B2B sub-project in this story, the team was structured in such a way that most of the members
would bring their own specialized skills to the project, e.g., knowledge of e-commerce, knowledge of the
workings of the procurement division, internet/technical skills. Often, though, skills are so specialized that
they are employed only briefly. It is not at all uncommon to have the composition of the project team
continually changing as the project progresses through its life cycle.

So as long as project professionals are dealing with borrowed resources, they have limited control over
them. This reality overwhelmed John. The case study is full of instances in which he was incapable of
getting people to do what he needs to have done.

He couldn’t get a business analyst assigned full time to his project.
His full time resource, Doug, made it clear that he is just treading water until his retirement and
doesn’t even show up for the kick off meeting.

e Jerry finds a competent colleague in Sara Stone, the internet expert; but due to the political dynamics
of the situation, she is pulled off the project by her boss.

e BizNex Inc. doesn’t have an e-commerce expert so he will have to hire an outside consultant over
whom he may not be able to exercise some degree of control.

From John’s perspective, the problem is that although he is the project manager, he is not the boss. This
would be highly impractical, to be boss, John would have to possess control over the career development of
all the people on working on the project, and in view of the nature of his small project, highly impractical.

Project management lore is full of tales of project managers who were able to take the hand that was
dealt and turn it into project success. For you to succeed, you’ll have to rely on your ability to coach, mentor,
and motivate, in order to get the level of performance you need from those assigned to work on your project.

What will you have to know as a project manager? Well, you’ll have to know a little bit about just about
everything. You’ll have to learn to pay attention to the details, but not get wrapped up in them. You’ll
have to make countless decisions with insufficient information and despite conflicting signals. You’ll have
to condition yourself to seek acceptable solutions, rather than perfect ones. You’ll have to blend technical
expertise with a keen sense of human nature. You’ll have to handle administrative matters.

While you’re busy doing your own thing, you’ll have to cultivate and maintain a smooth working relation-
ship with many other people, both inside and outside your organization. Unfortunately, as you seek to carry
out the objectives of the project, it’s unlikely that everyone you encounter will be an ally. Organizational
politics and reality dictate that not everyone will like project management or project managers (that’s you!).
Many people will admire your role, respect your position, and appreciate your involvement; others will not.
You will need to figure out who’s who, really fast.

One final word on John’s unfortunate adventure; a substantial share of his problems are rooted by his
lack of experience. For example, he does nothing to strengthen his authority. Rather than go out on his
own in dealing with people in other departments at BizNex Inc., he should have worked through his vice
president, Mike Johnson. He could have drafted an e-mail, sent by Mr. Johnson that explained the purpose
of his inquiries. In this way, he would not have looked like a loose cannon. Because John dealt directly with
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vice presidents in the company, it isn’t really surprising that the information technology vice president saw
John’s actions as an infringement on his territory.

Project management is both an art and a science. The art is strongly tied to the interpersonal aspects;
the business of leading people. The science includes understanding of processes, tools and techniques. All
project managers are expected to be very well versed in the science of project management. You cannot
survive without being knowledgeable in this area.

We will be addressing the overall project context, encompassing people, teams and the organization.
We’ll look at how organizational issues can lead to project success or failures and the central importance
of politics in projects. We’'ll talk about strategies on how to cope with these and other realities. We’ll talk
about project planning and control and defining the needs and requirements analysis, we’ll review some
standard tools used for enhancing planning and control and finally how to successfully close out a project.

Although we’ll focus primarily upon the process, we’ll never lose sight of the importance of the interper-
sonal aspects as well as the environmental aspects; the people and things that surround your project.

Bibliography

e J. Davidson Frame, Managing Projects in Organization, John Wiley, New York (1995).
e G. Heerkens, Project Management, McGraw-Hill, New York (2001).
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History of Project Management’

Could the Great Wall of China, the pyramids, or Stonehenge (Figure 1) have been built without project
management? It is possible to say that the concept of project management has been around since the
beginning of history. It has enabled leaders to plan bold and massive projects and manage funding, materials
and labor within a designated time frame.

Figure 1: Stonehenge was erected between 3,000 BC and 1,600 BC by no less than three different
cultures and its orientation on the rising and setting sun has always been one of its remarkable features.

In late 19*" century, in the United States, large-scale government projects were the impetus for making
important decisions that became the basis for project management methodology such as the transcontinental
railroad, which began construction in the 1860s. Suddenly, business leaders found themselves faced with the
daunting task of organizing the manual labor of thousands of workers and the processing and assembly of
unprecedented quantities of raw material.

2This content is available online at <http://cnx.org/content/m31428/1.2/>.
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Team Work

Figure 2: This is what can happen without effective project management.

Near the turn of the century, Frederick Taylor (Figure 3) began his detailed studies of work. He applied
scientific reasoning to work by showing that labor can be analyzed and improved by focusing on its elementary
parts that introduced the concept of working more efficiently, rather than working harder and longer.
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Figure 3: Frederick Taylor (1856-1915).

Taylor’s associate, Henry Gantt (Figure 4), studied in great detail the order of operations in work and
is most famous for developing the Gantt Chart in the 1910s. A Gantt chart is a popular type of bar chart
that illustrates a project schedule and have become a common technique for representing the phases and
activities of a project work breakdown structure, so they can be understood by a wide audience (Figure 5).
Although now considered a common charting technique, Gantt charts were considered quite revolutionary at
the time they were introduced. Gantt charts were employed on major infrastructure projects including the
Hoover Dam and the Interstate highway system and are still accepted today as an important tool in project.
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Figure 4: Henry Gantt (1861 - 1919).
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Figure 5: An example of a Gantt chart showing the relationship between a series of tasks.

By the mid Twentieth century, projects were managed on an ad hoc basis using mostly Gantt Charts, and
informal techniques and tools. During that time, the Manhattan project was initiated and its complexity
was only possible because of project management methods. The Manhattan project was the codename given
to the Allied effort to develop the first nuclear weapons during World War II. It involved over thirty different
project sites in the US and Canada, and thousands of personnel from US, Canada and UK. Born out of a
small research program that began in 1939, the Manhattan Project would eventually employ 130,000 people
and cost a total of nearly 2 billion USD and result in the creation of multiple production and research sites
operated in secret. The project succeeded in developing and detonating three nuclear weapons in 1945.

The 1950s marked the beginning of the modern Project Management era. Two mathematical project-
scheduling models were developed:

1. The Program Evaluation and Review Technique or PERT, developed by Booz-Allen & Hamilton as part
of the United States Navy’s (in conjunction with the Lockheed Corporation) Polaris missile submarine
program. Pert is basically a method for analyzing the tasks involved for completing a given project,
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especially the time needed to complete each task, and identifying the minimum time needed to complete
the total project (Figure 6).

2. The Critical Path Method (CPM) developed in a joint venture by both DuPont Corporation and
Remington Rand Corporation for managing plant maintenance projects. The critical path determines
the float, or schedule flexibility, for each activity by calculating the earliest start date, earliest finish
date, latest start date, and latest finish date for each activity. The critical path is generally the longest
full path on the project. Any activity with a float time that equals zero is considered a critical path
task. CPM can help you figure out how long your complex project will take to complete and which
activities are critical; meaning they have to be done on time or else the whole project will take longer.
These mathematical techniques quickly spread into many private enterprises.

Figure 6: An example of a PERT network chart for a seven-month project with five milestones.

Project management in its present form began to take root a few decades ago. In the early 1960s, industrial
and business organizations began to understand the benefits of organizing work around projects. They
understood the critical need to communicate and integrate work across multiple departments and professions.

The Project Management Institute (PMI) was founded in 1969 by five volunteers. Their initial goal was
to establish an organization where members could share their experiences in project management and to
discuss issues. Today, PMI is a non-profit project management professional association and the most widely
recognized organization in terms of promoting project management best practices. PMI was formed to serve
the interests of the project management industry. The premise of PMI is that the tools and techniques
of project management are common even among the widespread application of projects from the software
to the construction industry. PMI first began offering the PMP certification exam in 1984. Although it
took a while for people to take notice, now more than 260,000 individuals around the world hold the PMP
designation.

To help keep project management terms and concepts clear and consistent, PMI introduced the Project
Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK) Guide in 1987. They updated it in 1996, 2000, 2004, and most
recently in 2009 as the fourth edition. At present, there are more than 1 million copies of the PMBOK Guide
in circulation. The highly regarded Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers (IEEE) have adopted
it as their project management standard.

In 1999 PMI was accredited as an American National Standards Institute (ANSI) standards developer and
also has the distinction of being the first organization to have its certification program attain International
Organization for Standardization (ISO) 9001 recognition. In 2008, the organization reported more than
260,000 members in over 171 countries. PMI also has offices in Washington, D.C., and Beijing, China, as
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