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With so many elements to consider in project management it is easy for things to go awry 
and for your best-laid plans to end up in a muddle.

Practical Project Management is a realistic and easy-to-follow guide to managing projects 
for voluntary organisations. It will help you shape and structure the passion that drives 
your work in order to achieve positive results. The book leads you through the key stages 
of project management from preparation to delivery and discusses the activities and 
decisions you will need to succeed. It covers: 

 Key tools and models for project planning
 Resource management and risk control
 Budget planning and dealing with finances
 Project evaluation and assessing social benefit 

Incorporating down-to-earth examples and case studies, this book is essential for everyone 
involved in project management for the voluntary sector and vital to those who are new to 
this area. 

‘Some people are born great project managers, some people become them and others 
(like me) will wish they had read this book when a project is thrust upon them. Elizabeth 
draws on her considerable experience to guide you through the world of project 
management, translating its language and demystifying its secrets.’
Dr Tom Knowland, Head of Sustainable Energy and Climate Change, Leeds City Council

‘An excellent addition to the project management lexicon. A very accessible and useful 
work that will make a difference to project management in social benefit organisations – 
and beyond. We will be listing this book as recommended reading in all our Appreciative 
Inquiry training.’
Tim Slack, Director, Appreciating People
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Foreword

VUCA is an acronym that stands for volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity – a

combination of qualities that, taken together, characterise the nature of difficult

conditions and situations. We have experienced such circumstances during 2020 and

2021. For the great majority of organisations and for those who work in and are

supported by them, Covid-19 has changed so much in their roles and in the society in

which they operate. So much of the world of work and the wider environment feels out

of our control. As a result, the need for excellent management frameworks and tools has

never been greater. More than ever, we must put the training and development of our

people first and place core skills at the heart of our organisations to ensure we are

strong and robust enough to face this challenging world.

In their suite of management tools, however, social benefit organisations can forget the

key role of project management and how it can bring teams together during difficult

times. In my experience, the vital set of skills that experienced project managers have is

regularly overlooked across the sector and many organisations become unstuck not

having this knowledge in house. The pressure to drive cost savings through

organisations and manage in shifting sands means that short-term solutions rather than

strategic approaches often become the focus. By contrast, when project management

expertise is prioritised, an organisation can fly! Projects get delivered on time and within

budget. High levels of collaboration are fostered inside and between organisations.

Risks are minimised and mitigated, not leaving you exposed. You drive efficiencies by

reviewing and learning from a project as it unfolds. You feel the satisfaction of leaving a

legacy and of a job well done and, ultimately, you achieve a deeper understanding of

your business. It’s for these reasons that all organisations should include project

management in their skills audit and really assess whether they are able to deliver this

function.

Practical Project Management is an indispensable handbook for helping organisations to

realise all of these benefits. It guides the reader, as project manager, through the

lifetime of a project from preparation to its close, providing all the strategies and tools

they will need to deliver successful projects. It explains how to lay out a project’s goal,

manage stakeholders, identify and schedule tasks, cost a project, manage risks,

monitor tasks, carry out reporting and evaluations, and close a project effectively.

Practical Project Management is an essential addition to any modern group or

organisation, from those running multiple projects in very complex environments to

those aiming to take a more planned and effective approach to their everyday work.

I have worked with Elizabeth Gray-King for the last 20 years, utilising her skills and

expertise in a variety of ways across infrastructure, national, regional and local

organisations. My team and I have benefitted from her excellent in-house training

programmes and online tools and materials, which have helped us ensure we have the

right skill sets. We have also endeavoured to spread her expertise across the sector in

our interactions with others. My hope is that the publication of this book will disseminate

her knowledge further so that as many organisations and individuals are empowered to

create the greatest impact they can for their beneficiaries.
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We look to the future knowing that the world continues to be chaotic and constantly

changing. We must control what we can. Within the messy expectations of social

benefit projects, Practical Project Management helps guide us along a reassuring path

towards clear outcomes.

Helen Rice, Chief Executive

Age UK West Sussex, Brighton and Hove

About the Directory of
Social Change

At the Directory of Social Change (DSC), we believe that the world is made better by

people coming together to serve their communities and each other. For us, an

independent voluntary sector is at the heart of that social change and we exist to

support charities, voluntary organisations and community groups in the work they do.

Our role is to:

l provide practical information on a range of topics from fundraising to project

management in both our printed publications and e-books;

l offer training through public courses, events and in-house services;

l research funders and maintain a subscription database, Funds Online, with details

on funding from grant-making charities, companies and government sources;

l offer bespoke research to voluntary sector organisations in order to evaluate

projects, identify new opportunities and help make sense of existing data;

l stimulate debate and campaign on key issues that affect the voluntary sector,

particularly to champion the concerns of smaller charities.

We are a registered charity ourselves but we self-fund most of our work. We charge for

services, but cross-subsidise those which charities particularly need and cannot easily

afford.

Visit our website www.dsc.org.uk to see how we can help you to help others and have

a look at www.fundsonline.org.uk to see how DSC could improve your fundraising.

Alternatively, call our friendly team at 020 4526 5995 to chat about your needs or drop

us a line at cs@dsc.org.uk.
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Introduction

I come to this book with 30 years’ experience of managing and supporting social benefit

projects in churches, local communities, local authorities and national organisations.

Having also taught practical project management courses for over ten years, I have

often felt the frustration of dedicated people, as they face what often feels like

overwhelming questions: how do you manage a project on a shoestring and change

lives? Must you remove passion to focus on the seemingly head-only exercise of project

management?

These questions highlight the fact that social benefit organisations and profit-orientated

companies have different focuses. While it is not unusual for companies to consider

shareholder demand to be an appropriate business driver, social benefit organisations

exist to make positive social change. This

might be to help people improve their own

lives, to help improve the environment or to

support stronger communities. And, in our

increasingly complex world, this might be to

fill public sector gaps by delivering key local

services.

Practical Project Management aims to show

that, rather than removing a sense of social-

driven purpose, project management is the

body that supports the beating heart of a

project. And, just as a heart cannot function

on its own, passion alone cannot make a

project effective. In this way, a project

management framework helps channel the

passion of a social project into a structure

which encourages minds to focus and

objectives to be achieved. So, project

management methods, which make the

intended outcome, intended outputs and

benefits of projects clear, as well as the

process for achieving them, cause social benefit organisations to be more robust and

therefore more able to deliver and illuminate the changes they want to make. (See the

following box and page 33 for the definitions of outcome and outputs.) This is especially

important given that social benefit organisations need to demonstrate that they are

using their hard-won donations and funding effectively.
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Social benefit organisations

include:

. registered charities, including

charitable incorporated

organisations and charitable

companies;

. unregistered charities, such as

universities and housing

associations;

. other organisations that are not

registered as charities but have

social benefit aims, such as

community interest companies;

. public sector organisations,

such as local authorities and

government agencies.
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Quick guide to terms used in the bookQuick guide to terms used in the book

The following terms will be explained in greater detail in the sections noted:

l Outcome. The outcome of a project is the change or overall result a completed

project has achieved. (For further details on this and the following three terms, see

‘Project management terminology: outcome and outputs’ on page 33.)

l Intended outcome. The outcome reworded as the purpose of the project – the final

point the project is aiming to reach.

l Outputs. Outputs are the observable, measurable results or changes the completed

project has created, including its finished activities and/or products.

l Intended outputs. Intended outputs are specific areas of work that have been

designed to achieve the intended outcome.

l Milestones. A milestone is the conclusion of a range of activities that are known as

dependencies. (For further details on milestones, see page 68.)

l Dependencies. A dependency is a task that must be completed in order to achieve a

milestone (see page 71).

l The context chart is this book’s recommended one-page project summary that

includes the intended outcome, stakeholders, finance, resources and intended output

information (see page 49).

l Project plan. The project plan collects crucial elements of a project in one place,

including the context chart, Gantt charts and risk management plan (see page 55).

It is clear that social benefit organisations need project management frameworks and

methods. However, since project management training and information is mostly

targeted at profit-orientated companies, organisations often struggle to find appropriate

and tailored information to facilitate their work. This book aims to fill that gap by

showing you how to use tried and tested project management principles and tools to

support your social organisation to meet its vision and mission.

Written in straightforward language, Practical Project Management aims to be a down-

to-earth and pragmatic book that cuts through project management mystique by

revealing the simple principles behind the complex terminology. It shows you how to:

l get started, including how to place your project in the context of your organisation

and the sector;

l create and analyse tasks, and how to schedule them;

l link a project’s budget to its outcome to prove the project’s value and social benefit,

and how to cope with shoestring budgets;

l manage a project day to day to keep it on track and to close it well;

l use the evaluation process as a project management tool for demonstrating social

change;

l support decision makers, workers and beneficiaries;

l delegate effectively.

It is important to note that this book describes how to manage a project which has

already been scoped and agreed. This means that the people who proposed the project

will have spent time researching and defining need, making a case for the project, going

through consultations with stakeholders, agreeing and documenting the project’s overall

objectives and limits, and securing approval from decision makers, such as trustees. A
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funding application may have been written and proved successful and other resources

may have been gathered. It is at this stage when the project will be delegated to you, as

the project manager, to manage – and this is the point at which you will need this book.

A fictional project: the lunch clubA fictional project: the lunch club

To help demonstrate the principles outlined in this book, you will notice a story running

through the chapters – a lunch club project run by a fictional charity called Larkhill

Rising. The intended beneficiaries for the lunch club project are people experiencing

homelessness in the Larkhill area.

This example includes fictitious stakeholders, such as the Back Road Café – a

community development project that achieves its charitable aims via its café. It attracts

conventional customers but primarily exists to serve people in the deprived local area.

Its aims coincide with those of Larkhill Rising, and so the café is one of the project’s

main partners.

Local residents who spend much of their time in the café are also stakeholders in the

lunch club project. Some of them become actively involved in the project’s activities and

take on various tasks to help the project achieve its intended outcome. One example in

the book describes regular café users receiving training to have conversations with the

lunch club’s beneficiaries. This training and experience, in turn, contributes to the café’s

charitable aims, including allowing local residents to learn new skills and gain greater

confidence.

One of the project’s intended outputs is ‘To share information to deal with

homelessness issues’ (see number 6 in figure 4.8 on page 85). This involves

communicating information that has been learned about the beneficiary group with

stakeholder organisations that will better equip them to make a positive impact on the

lives of people experiencing homelessness.

Two of the main tasks for achieving this intended output, as listed in figure 4.8, are

‘Secure a partner-support-staff champion’ and ‘Inform homelessness companions’. A

partner-support-staff champion is a delivery partner from social services who

communicates the learning points from the lunch club to stakeholder organisations to let

them know what really helps people who are experiencing homelessness to change

their lives. Homelessness companions have personal experience of homelessness and

are best equipped to offer peer support to people currently experiencing homelessness.

They are also part of the community of people who attend, and have been helped by,

the café. The task of informing homelessness companions involves giving them

information on what has been learned during the project’s data-collection process with

the beneficiary group. The aim of this is to further equip the homelessness companions

to help the project’s beneficiaries.

The lunch club story features a few real organisations, such as Citizens Advice and

Awards for All.

If you are new to project management, I hope Practical Project Management will shed

light on a new discipline for you. If you have managed projects without having been

trained in the discipline, I hope this book will help you affirm what you already know and

add to your skill set.
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Chapter one

Project
management

This chapter explains what project management is and what programmes are as

compared to projects. It details what a project manager does and who a project

manager is likely to be. This chapter also offers a summary of the most common project

management approaches, frameworks and methods and provides some high-level

information about project tools.

What is project management and
why use this approach?
Project management is the hidden structure, or framework, behind a thriving project. A

project management framework helps you to clarify projects, show how they’ll be

delivered and see how to make changes when needed. It helps you to define the why,

what, who, when and how much, and show how your project made any difference. It

establishes the control that is required over the complex variety of information and

actions to make a project work.

Project management’s core discipline is that of planning before activities begin so that

you can manage changes easily when the project starts. An often-used time

management principle is ‘do it now’. The project management principle is ‘plan it now’,

then do it at the most effective time.

A project management framework employs tools and templates to help you to gather

and disseminate information clearly, allowing you to channel overflowing ideas into

logical plans, and to gather collected knowledge into understandable, transparent

processes and for all of this information to be stored properly. It helps you to create

multi-layered plans that allow you to zoom in and out of a project, seeing the big picture

while knowing all its details intimately.

A good project management framework allows you to keep an informed, practical hold

on all aspects of a project while offering the flexibility you need to deal with changes

and unexpected events. The result of good project management is that your

organisation’s purposes are more likely to be met and risks to managers are reduced. A

project management approach can be applied usefully to tasks that might not normally

be treated as projects within organisations. The following case study features a

common organisational task – the annual audit – which benefitted from using the type of

framework that this book illustrates.
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Case study: using a project management
approach to take control of a recurring
organisational task

Sarah, the finance director of a large UK charity, came to its annual audit. In previous

years, she had managed the process using a string of to-do lists, mostly in response to

the auditor’s need for information. This year, Sarah chose to take a project management

approach, deciding that the audit should be best used to meet the needs of the charity

rather than the demands of the auditors.

She initiated a thorough analysis of how a successful audit could meet the charity’s

needs in terms of ensuring that the charity led on who would be consulted and when, as

opposed to people being requisitioned by auditors to answer questions without warning.

The finance team listed who the important people around the audit were, from internal

staff to external agencies. They studied and reserved the required resources, and they

made a clear list of the overall action areas to get the audit done. They then broke down

the action areas to create their familiar to-do lists yet expanded the lists by applying a

real-time delivery schedule to the work. They discovered and planned for the risks that

could arise between the start of the audit and its completion, and they planned their

communications with the auditors and the charity directors.

Sarah was amazed. The time she and her team spent to thoroughly plan ahead reaped

unexpected rewards. The audit itself went more quickly than they expected. People who

had in the past complained that they were left out of the audit process, or pulled in too

quickly, were more sure about their role in it. The charity directors did not have to

collaborate with the finance team in a last-minute flurry to complete the audit. For the

first time in Sarah’s memory, the meetings with the external auditors were driven by the

charity and the finance team members weren’t worried about what they might suddenly

be asked. The charity received a far more thorough financial picture than anticipated

and, quite unexpectedly, gained strong information to feed into the planned

restructuring for the charity.

Clearly an annual audit is not as large a project as a housing association’s new build (for

example), but a project management approach and its tools can support any size of

project to be as effective as possible. Most importantly, a project management

approach can ensure that social benefit organisations maintain control over projects of

any size rather than letting an entity control things for them.

What is a project?
A project is a well-defined set of activities which end with a specific accomplishment.

Projects have tasks with distinct start and finish dates, defined resources and clear staff

allocation. They might be set up as a way to deliver a project for which charitable

funding has been raised, to test new ideas or methods of delivering services, or to carry

out a specific task, such as a major evaluation.
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for voluntary organisations

With so many elements to consider in project management it is easy for things to go awry 
and for your best-laid plans to end up in a muddle.

Practical Project Management is a realistic and easy-to-follow guide to managing projects 
for voluntary organisations. It will help you shape and structure the passion that drives 
your work in order to achieve positive results. The book leads you through the key stages 
of project management from preparation to delivery and discusses the activities and 
decisions you will need to succeed. It covers: 

Key tools and models for project planning
Resource management and risk control
Budget planning and dealing with finances
Project evaluation and assessing social benefit 

Incorporating down-to-earth examples and case studies, this book is essential for everyone 
involved in project management for the voluntary sector and vital to those who are new to 
this area. 

‘Some people are born great project managers, some people become them and others 
(like me) will wish they had read this book when a project is thrust upon them. Elizabeth 
draws on her considerable experience to guide you through the world of project 
management, translating its language and demystifying its secrets.’
Dr Tom Knowland, Head of Sustainable Energy and Climate Change, Leeds City Council

‘An excellent addition to the project management lexicon. A very accessible and useful 
work that will make a difference to project management in social benefit organisations – 
and beyond. We will be listing this book as recommended reading in all our Appreciative 
Inquiry training.’
Tim Slack, Director, Appreciating People
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