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n an average year around 9,000 new charities are registered and 115,000 new
“ commercial companies are formed. Throughout the economy new products and

services are being introduced at an increasingly fast pace. Despite uncertainties
concerning future funding and future prospects, there is continual interest in creating new
organisations and new projects.

This book looks at the key decisions and processes involved in starting up a successful
project. It is relevant to two types of new project:

B aproject set up as an entirely new and independent organisation with its own legal
status

B a project created within an existing organisation — this could be a new service, activity
or venture.

What is a project?
Often, the term ‘project’ is used loosely. There are several definitions of what is (and is not)
a project. Here are four of the most important features.

1 A project is unique
There should be an idea behind a project that is new, different and innovative. It is not just a
copy of what has happened before.

2 A project is time-limited
Projects usually have a limited life. Often, funding or other constraints limit a project’s ability
to become a permanent organisation.

3 A project creates changes

Projects should have clear plans of what they want to change. There needs to be a vision
behind the project. It should make some measurable difference: the changes should last
after the project has gone.

4 A project is goal-orientated

A new project needs to have a realistic and achievable plan and strategy to enable it to use
all of its efforts to make maximum impact. The way it is managed and organised needs to
be goal-orientated.

Sometimes projects lack these features or they are not developed fully. Often, projects have
them at the start but lose them as they become more concerned about internal issues and
their long-term survival. Projects can very easily stay past their shelf-life.

Projects can be independent or housed in organisations. Planning and managing them
requires a different approach to many of the traditional ways in which we have run our
organisations. It also needs a willingness to adapt to new ideas.

Do we not have enough projects already?

In the United Kingdom there is an abundance of charities, housing associations, statutory
services, self-help groups, not-for-profit agencies and assorted quangos. In England and
Wales there are more than 180,000 organisations registered with the Charity Commission. So
why spend time creating more projects?
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[t can appear to be more effective to do something new, and it seems easier to start
something new — either inside or outside of an organisation — than to try to change what an
existing organisation is doing. Most of the discussions about managing change are about
doing new things. However, often the reality is harder. Organisational changes fail not
because people do not want to do something new, but because they refuse to give up the
old. Many organisational changes are blocked because it seems impossible to stop doing
existing things and break with the past. A new organisation or project does not have the
history and traditions which can hold a new idea back.

New projects travel lighter

Managed well, new projects can create a new identity, build relationships, operate flexibly
and work faster. In an established organisation it is easy for routines, structures and a sense
of ‘this is how we do it here’ to get in the way. A new project can have a focus and vision
that is clear and a sense of direction which can unite and excite people. In an established
organisation issues of vision, values and direction can become confused. The long-term
survival of the organisation and maintenance of the status quo become more important.

It is easier to sell a new project

For different reasons, people who control resources seem attracted to backing new projects
rather than providing long-term support to existing ones. This can create a cynical
atmosphere, as applicants play a game with funders: applicants automatically use words
such as ‘innovative’ and ‘creative’ to repackage existing activities. In addition, very few
funders are willing to commit themselves to a long-term investment. The National Lottery’s
distribution boards have funded activities mainly on a project basis.

There is no hard or reliable evidence about the success or failure of new projects in the not-
for-profit sector. The evidence from various studies of small businesses suggests that as
many as one in five will cease trading within two years of their being established. Market
forces can decide their viability easily: if there is no demand for a product the effects will be
clearly felt. Feedback from the not-for-profit market, however, is less immediate and not so
defined or predictable. Moreover, success is much harder to define. If a charity fails to meet
its objectives it is likely that it will struggle to continue, until at some point either it will fade
away gradually or become moribund. In the public sector, if a statutory project or
programme does not operate as intended, action to remedy it can be late or non-existent,
and it is likely that the project will be quietly forgotten. Resources will be taken away from it
to be used in another project. Furthermore, a profit test is only appropriate for a commercial
company; some not-for-profit projects lack any measurable sense of success or failure.

In researching this book the most useful evidence was anecdotal.  was unable to discover
the essential ingredients that would make any new project work. No foolproof recipe on
how to start a successful new project is on offer. Often, factors such as chance, serendipity,
creative thinking and inspired leadership are crucial to the success of a new project. These
factors are frustratingly difficult to package and replicate. However, it is possible to describe
the main tasks and processes involved and to suggest techniques and tools which can
make the process of starting up an internal and external process easier to manage.

Books that suggest simple formulae to guarantee success are dangerous because many of
their case studies are inclined to go through disasters and crises after publication: today’s
stars often fall. Two things can be learned from this: first, that success is usually only a
temporary phenomenon; second, that the critical factors which create success can be lost
along the way. However, in the research and discussions for this book, eight features kept
cropping up as important issues in creating and managing the successful start-up of a new
project.
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1 Clarity of purpose

Here, there is a strong sense of vision and values. People involved in the project are focused
on making a difference. They have a clear vision of what they want to achieve and the main
steps towards it. Vision is the overall sense of what the project aims to do, change and
achieve: it is about the difference that the project intends to make. Values are the ethos and
principles that underpin the actions taken. Statements of vision and values need to be clear
enough to unite people within the project and to explain the project to the outside world.

2 A sense of energy

Activities and work on the project have a feeling of direction and even urgency around
them. People want the project to happen and are prepared to run an obstacle course to
overcome the barriers and hurdles in their way. The people leading the project need to be
able to inspire confidence and communicate the project’s vision and values.

3 People think objectively about the project

The people promoting the project regularly stand back and think through their assumptions
about the project realistically. They ask, or have to answer, searching and even awkward
questions, such as: will it really work? Is it really that new? Will it make a difference? They
do not allow their enthusiasm for it to get in the way of dealing with hard issues.

4 It works in an open and participative way

New people are welcome; information is shared. Formal and informal networks of
supporters, backers, friends and experts are formed to help the project get off the ground.
Many people are encouraged to have a stake in it.

5 A team effort

Often, one or two individuals have a critical role in getting the project up and running, and
without them, nothing happens. However, they operate as catalysts by involving and
supporting other people. Few individuals have the talents, skills and patience to carry out
all of the tasks involved in starting up a new project. The people at the centre of the project
seem to operate as leaders and coaches rather than sole performers.

6 A flexible way of working and managing

Decision-making structures, budgets, job descriptions and organisational systems need to
be clear, simple and capable of responding quickly to change. A tendency to create
bureaucracy and to add structures and overhead costs must be kept in check. New projects
need to be able to make decisions quickly, act on them and move resources flexibly.
Continuous change and uncertainty is accepted as the norm.

7 A clear identity

A new project needs to have an easily understandable identity and image. What it is for, what
it will (or will not) do and what it values need to be presented in such a way that people can
understand and pick up the central message quickly. People connected to the project
should be able to describe its central ideas in headlines rather than having to write pages.

8 The work is exciting and challenging

New projects get a sense of energy from the feeling that they are being creative and are
breaking new ground. Effective projects have an atmosphere around them and a style that
is often dynamic, fast and informal. Some risks are allowed.

These features need managing, they do not just happen. They need leadership, organisation
and teamwork. Starting a new project is hard work and needs determination to see it
through.

[t is interesting to note that the issue of finance and available resources is absent from this
list: it is not that they are not important, but that they need to be viewed in a proper
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perspective and considered at the right time. Usually, in a successful project the idea, needs
and project vision are developed first and the search for cash and resources comes second.
Often, trying to do it the other way round will mean that the project becomes funder-led. All
of the ingenuity, ideas and energy behind it are suppressed to ensure that it fits the
perceived interests and constraints of possible funders.

Two types of projects

One way of classifying new projects is to divide them into ‘supply-side’and demand-side’
projects.

A supply-side project is one which is developed because resources are available for a
particular type of project. Money becomes available (often as a result of underspending at
the end of the financial year) and invitations to put forward projects are invited. The lead-
time in getting a project up and running has to be fast; usually the project has to be in place
by a deadline. Mistakes can be made easily as things are done quickly; in working with
supply-side projects, some organisations have had difficulties. Often the project is finance-
led, no time is available to test it out or consult with its users, and at times all of the
emphasis is about getting the money spent before the end of the financial year. For
example, one organisation now keeps several project outlines ‘on ice. Should resources
become available, it can adapt the project quickly to fit the relevant criteria.

Demand-side projects are a result of people recognising new or existing needs or gaps in
provision. Often someone with a view or a sense of vision is crucial in acting as a catalyst to
get people to recognise a need and generate an idea to meet it. Demand-side projects
usually take longer to develop; considerable work is needed to explain the project, win
support and secure backing for it. Demand-side projects can struggle to get access to
funding.

Projects and the sector

The increased use of projects raises several issues and challenges for voluntary agencies.
Some of these challenges are not particularly new, but the movement to projects does
mean that managers need to think carefully about how their organisation approaches
project management and how fixed-term projects can change the nature and operation of
their organisation. Some of the key issues for the voluntary sector are outlined below.

Funding becoming project-based

Increasingly, funders and commissioners have moved away from open-ended support to
organisations and now prefer to support specific projects rather than to core fund an
organisation. Organisations need to develop management and financial systems that show
the real cost of the project, including the cost to the organisation of taking it on and
managing it.

Funders looking for impact

Funders and commissioners need evidence that the initiatives they fund are delivering and
making a difference. The specific and focused nature of a project should make
measurement easier; however, one needs to be able to measure both the activity of the
project and the longer-term effects and changes that it creates. It is not enough to show that
a project is busy.

What comes first: the funding or the need?

Many voluntary organisations have run into problems by chasing whatever funding is
available. Organisations can fall into the trap of bidding for projects, not because the project
fits with their vision or priorities, but because they need to take on a new project to keep
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the organisation going. Chasing funding and reinventing an organisation to fit with whatever
is currently in vogue can lead to an organisation losing its sense of identity and purpose.

Stop-start-stop

The short-term nature of projects can lead to organisations having to expand rapidly as they
take on projects, then scale down as projects come to an end. This can lead to
organisational anxiety and stress, as an organisation has to reconfigure itself regularly to
deal with changes in its size and range of projects.

Need to think beyond the project

Projects by their nature are usually fixed term. However, most of the issues and user needs
that organisations deal with are longer term and cannot be packaged neatly into a two or
three-year project timeframe. The project might end, but need and expectation are likely to
continue.

Always developing new projects

The increased use of projects means that organisations have to be able to define and win
support for new projects. Organisations need to find ways of developing projects that are
innovative, challenging and appealing to potential backers, but also realistic and
achievable.

In researching this book, five core factors were identified to be useful in helping
organisations cope with projects.

1 A clear organisational vision and strategy

Clarity about the organisation’s purpose and its immediate direction should ensure that
projects fit into the bigger picture. In addition, such clarity should help the organisation to
test ideas for new projects, in order to ensure that they fit with the organisation.

2 An organised approach to project management

As organisations become more project-based, they need to develop a consistent and
practical approach for designing, planning and managing projects.

3 Flexible structures and ways of working

Organisations need to be able to cope with the need to start up new projects, manage staff
on short-term contracts and ensure that the organisation is able to support and develop
new projects.

4 Robust costing and planning techniques

In the past, organisations have often undercosted their activities and failed to plan. In order
to survive, organisations need to be able to cost projects accurately and fully, and have a
planning system to ensure that a project can deliver, and can review and monitor progress.

5 A strong and permanent core

Organisations need an infrastructure or core which can coordinate, organise and oversee
projects, and this core needs to be permanent. Its role is more than a management or
bureaucratic one; it needs to be able to connect all the organisations and provide quality
leadership and support to ensure that projects are effective.

No logical formula

Experience suggests that the life of a project does not follow a logical and tidy path. This
book is designed around six main processes and groups of tasks, which usually are not
neat and tidy incremental steps, but are inclined to merge. Management of a new project
requires coordination of all of the tasks and careful organisation.
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Encouraging innovation

There is little point in new projects simply copying what is being done already; it would be
easier simply to extend or replicate what is already working rather than go through the
work involved in creating a new project. However, new ideas are often rare or discouraged
by the way that we work. Innovation and creative thinking can be in short supply, and they
need to be encouraged, supported and managed.

Testing the idea

There are several ways of testing out a new idea. Independent studies can be
commissioned to research the idea’s feasibility and viability. Pilots can be developed. It is
also possible simply to run with the project and see if it works.

Building the case for the project

Before a project can be launched other people will need to be involved and feel a part of it.
The essential idea and vision behind the project needs communicating and marketing. A
network of alliances, backers and supporters needs to be built around the project.

Getting the project going
The project needs to develop a strong sense of momentum to drive it through its start-up.

There must be a strong sense of teamwork. One innovator is usually not enough. The
project also needs to develop a plan to guide and monitor the start-up.

Designing the project

Projects need to be goal-centred, fast-moving and able to use limited resources flexibly.
Much traditional management practice and many organisational systems militate against
this. Projects need to find ways of organising that support to enable them to meet their
vision rather than constrain it.

Getting the project organised

Detailed decisions about legal structures, finance and staffing will have a profound impact
on the project. These issues must be planned and managed in a way that supports and
enhances the project’s strategy rather than restricting it.

Four factors in a successful project

Successful project management is about connecting four different and sometimes
conflicting factors.

A clear need for the project The idea or vision
or a problem behind the project

Capacity of the project

Opportunity for the project o deliver

1 A clear need for the project or a problem

A project works best when the people developing them understand and appreciate the
needs and problems that it has to tackle. It is important to evaluate the need or problem
properly. What is its root cause? What are the symptoms? What is the scale of it?
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2 The idea or vision behind the project

Projects need a vision to unite all of their activities and efforts. It is from the vision that
strategies, objectives and workplans flow. The big idea behind the project should be clear
enough to show how it will make a significant and sustainable difference to the need or
problem.

3 Opportunity for the project

Projects need to have or create the space in which to operate, and need to be supported
and backed actively with more than just money. There must be support for the project from
key people and a genuine commitment to see it through.

4 Capacity of the project to deliver

Projects need the right balance of skills, energy, resources and organisation to get up and
go and deliver results. Projects need to be designed so that they are able to make an impact
and create results.

All of these factors need to be looked at and evaluated equally in the design of a project.
Too much focus on one or two factors can lead to others being ignored.

Four balancing acts

New project development can be hard. Internal and external factors can easily be stacked
against you. Here are four of the main issues with which most new project developers have
to juggle.

1 Insecurity and short-term vision

One senior local authority manager commented:

Timespans have become shorter. We are under pressure to have things up and

running much quicker. We need to see projects delivering much faster. Lead times have
been cut. This is partly because we are often under pressure to spend money from
central government and other funding programmes before a fixed deadline, and also
because our policymakers are increasingly impatient for change and seem to
regularly change and alter priorities. For me, long-term planning is about 18 months. I
doubt that there are many people who could commit themselves to supporting a
project financially for more than one year or two. Long-term and secure funding is
unlikely to happen.

This situation can cause insecurity easily and discourages long-term planning, and it can
create a‘hand-to-mouth’ existence for projects, living from one grant application to another.
Consequently, any long-term vision is lost or shelved.

2 Security versus flexibility

At the start of a new venture it is impossible to be certain of how things will work once it is
up and running. What skills will be needed? What will be the pattern of costs and income?
What will be the issues that the project will deal with? Therefore, it is logical to resist
detailed planning and try to keep things flexible. However, funders often want to see stable
and safe projects with detailed workplans and proper control systems. Understandably, staff
want secure terms and conditions of employment with a detailed job description. Managing
the balance between stability and the need for flexibility and responsiveness is a difficult
act in most organisations.

3 Fear of risk and wanting innovative solutions

In the private sector the companies that are committed to new product research and
development accept that many new ideas in which they invest time and money will never



Introduction

make it to market. This money will never produce a return on their investment. These
companies have learned to live with, and indeed plan for, failure. In the voluntary sector,
such a view is rare. Trustees are concerned about their legal responsibility as guardians of
charitable money, funders express sharp concerns about wastage, and managers are
concerned about their credibility if projects do not succeed. However, the issue of risk and
the potential for failure need to be considered if an individual or organisation is to do
anything beyond being safe, ordinary and predictable.

4 Balancing planning and doing

No feasibility study, market research report, cost—benefit analysis or external consultancy
report will guarantee that a project will work. Often, only doing it can test it properly. Many
successful projects were never planned, tested or piloted properly, the people behind them
just set them up. They worked hard at ensuring that the project worked. Such talk of bold
innovation and social entrepreneurship usually overlooks a host of projects that did not
deliver. Project failures are conveniently forgotten. To win resources and manage risk,
promoters of new projects increasingly have to demonstrate that their idea is tested
properly, is needed and has been designed. You need to decide how much time to put into
testing and designing the project, and when to ‘grasp the nettle’ and launch it.

Three different perspectives on projects

| am starting to get worried. Sure, our estate has got major problems, but | am getting fed up with all
these well-intentioned projects that keep turning up and then disappearing. Some organisations seem to
be able to grab whatever funding is going, parachute into an area, make all sorts of promises about
what they are going to do, and then just at the point when people are starting to use and rely upon
them, they close down as the funding has ran out. Sometimes | wonder why they bothered!

Volunteer secretary, community association

| have noticed a familiar pattern in three-year projects. In the first year, a worker is appointed, who
then has to spend most of the year trying to find out what it is that they are supposed to be doing. This
usually involves trying to reconcile what is actually wanted and needed with whatever was in the
original funding bid.

In the second year things start to happen. The work starts to appear, people get involved and
expectations rise.

In the third and final year, project workers start worrying about their future employment. Some might
leave before the end. Demoralisation sets in. The project either ends suddenly or it fades out. This can’t
be a sensible way to organise things.

Finance manager, medium-sized voluntary organisation

The trustees of our foundation are clear that we want to be an innovative funder. We do not see it as
our role to fund things on a permanent basis — that should usually be the job of government. Our role
is to pump-prime things, demonstrate practice and ‘give wings’ to new ideas. That’s why we encourage
organisations to develop realistic projects.

Secretary, charitable foundation
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rganisations often approach projects in an unplanned and ad hoc way. An
application is made for funding, based on a rough idea for a project or on what

the organisation thinks that the funder will back. The funding is agreed, and then
there is a sense of urgency to appoint staff, get organised and get the project up and
running before the deadline.

Aworker in a health agency described how projects were approached in her
organisation:

Sometimes we get bounced into running a project. There is little time given at the start
to any detailed objective setting or planning — all the work goes into the funding bid.
If the bid is successful, we are inclined to throw the project together. Project workers
are given a blank sheet of paper and told to get on with it. Core staff are asked to get
involved in the project alongside their day job. It's a mess. When a project does worRk,
it is usually despite the organisation!

A project framework

This chapter introduces a framework for managing projects. The framework is drawn from
ideas and concepts which have influenced the development of project management as a

specific discipline or branch of management thinking. This approach aims to tackle some
specific features of managing projects.

Projects need clear lines of accountability

Various players have an investment or an interest in a project — some might have put the
money up for it, others might have backed it in other ways. The project might affect the
work of other people.

Projects need to involve people

Few projects are a one-man or one-woman show. Projects need to draw people in, get
cooperation and work with and through other people.

Projects are about delivery

Projects are expected to deliver. Often there are high expectations. They need to get on with
it and not be a‘talking shop’ Projects needs structures that are simple and flexible, and
support rather than hinder their work.

A model framework

This framework has been developed from those used in different organisations.

The project sponsor is the agency that approves the project and allocates the resources
for it. Their role might be an active sponsoring one: the project might be their idea, they
might have written the brief and commissioned the delivery of the project, or their role
might just be a simple funding one, where they have chosen to back a bid to run a
project. In larger organisations there might be an internal sponsor, such as the chief
executive or a management board. An external sponsor is often a funder.



About project management

10

The project team

The ‘invisible
project team’

The host organisation is usually a permanent body which has taken the decision to manage
the project. The project might be an integral part of the host agency’s work or the host
agency’s role might be a more detached one of providing a base for the project. The host
agency is responsible for managing the project and being accountable for its resources and
performance. Often the host organisation has a key role in managing the relationship
between the project and the project sponsor, where the host has to report to the sponsor on
the project’s performance, and the host is usually the accountable body. In addition, the
host can play a valuable role in smoothing out and resolving any problems that might occur
in the relationship.

The project leader is the individual responsible for delivering the project. The project leader
might be recruited and employed just to work on the project — when the project ends, their
contract ends — or they might be a worker in the host agency who is seconded to work on
the project alongside their other duties. In addition, there may be a project team made up of
people who will work with the project leader to deliver the project.
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The invisible project team is an interesting concept. In their work on project management,
writers Briner, Geddes and Hastings (1996) use the concept of the invisible project team to
describe this role. These are the people with whom the project needs to work to be
successful: their support, goodwill and commitment will be crucial to the project’s long-term
success:

potential partners

early or pilot users

representatives

opinion formers

gatekeepers

resource controllers

people who will carry on the work after the project.

The end-users are the individuals or groups who should benefit from the project: they might
be identifiable individuals or communities. Often, contact with the end-user comes through
the invisible project team, and in this model, several potential conflicts or tensions need to
be managed.

The sponsor and the user

An interesting issue can be about what the sponsor thinks is needed and wanted and what
the intended users actually need and want. Solutions to misunderstood problems can be
delivered from on high but fail because no one has bothered to find out what is really
needed. Often the sponsor is driven by the need to deliver targets or spend money, or has
an outdated view of what is needed. A key role for the project leader is to resolve this issue,
and not to assume that because the sponsor has decided to back something, it will work.

The host and the project

Although the project is a temporary part of the host organisation it needs to have a level of
independence to operate. The project needs an identity and focus, but this should fit with
that of the host organisation, as it is the host that carries the responsibilities and risks. The
host organisation needs to be properly and fairly paid for the work involved in taking the
project on and supporting it. It is very easy for a host to have to subsidise an undercosted
project: resources and peoplé€’s time can leak from the host to the project. Conversely, in
some instances hosts cream off a project management fee and do very little for it. A useful
approach is to draw up an agreement between the host and the project, setting out the
roles of the project and the host and arrangements for managing resources.

To whom is the project leader accountable?
Project working can lead to confusing working relationships. One project manager
described how he felt that he had several bosses:

My line manager, the project sponsor, the project steering group and key users all
have very strong opinions about what I and the project should be doing — sometimes [
feel that [ am being pulled in several different directions at once.

Therefore, it is important that the definition of what the project is about and the project plan
are clearly agreed and documented and that lines of accountability are simple.

11
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