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Managing projects 
A brief outline 

 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
The purpose of this brief is not to go into how to run a project, that is what you have a project 
manager for, but how to manage the project against the background of a busy organisation. 
 
The work “project” is used to cover a multitude of things. It can mean a large formal initiative 
involving several different strands of work, often across a long period of time, usually 
managed via a formal protocol such as PRINCE2. It can also mean a small in-house 
initiative, maybe a piece of change management work that seeks to address just one aspect 
of an organisation’s operations. It is also used wrongly to designate development or 
operational management work which may share similar aspects, but which are not really 
projects. 
 
To be considered a project, an initiative will have particular aspects: 
 

 It has a definite aim; most often a new service or product or structure 

 It operates outside of the normal operation of the organisation - often it is managed 
by external personnel 

 It has a time frame; a beginning, some milestones in the middle and an end point 

 It is usually resourced from outside of the normal cash-flow, either by a specific grant 
or the use of designated reserves 

 
The following points are made about projects which have these attributes.  
 
 
2. Taking on a project 
 
It is always tempting to just try and do more with the resources available; to add a project to 
the workload of a competent colleague. This is rarely the correct way of looking at things. 
Some projects come complete with their own structure, such as a big bit of development 
funding which includes a salary or two, most don’t.  
 
Of course your current staff and volunteers will become involved in the project; good practice 
says that you need to involve at least a representative of the user group and a 
representative of the people who will be supplying the service or product, in your project 
steering group. But a project should be run separately, by a colleague whose time has been 
properly seconded or even an outside project manager. 
 
 
3.  Project steering group 
 
PRINCE2 theory argues that a project steering group should be made up of the following 
people: 
 

 Executive – usually acts as the Chair of the steering group – the person who liaises 
between the Senior Management or Trustee Board of the organisation, who are 
commissioning the project, and the steering group - this person is also the Project 
Manager’s line manager 
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 Senior user a representative of the ultimate user group or the people who will benefit 
from the result of the project (there may be more than one of these) 

 Senior supplier a representative of the people who will be delivering the service or 
product to the users or clients (there may be more than one of these) 

 Quality assurance – someone who can take an objective view at each stage on 
whether the project is producing work of the standard specified in the project plans 

 Project manager and sometimes a project support person acting as secretary 
 
This may sound quite grand for a small project in an organisation with a relatively flat 
hierarchy, but it can be adapted to suit almost any situation and brings together key 
viewpoints and perspectives. 
 
It is really important that the delegated authority lines are clear; whoever acts as the 
executive must be able to make appropriate decisions and sign off work at various stages of 
the project. A common problem in flatter organisations is that a steering group lands up 
having more than one senior manager on it because the outcome of the project affects their 
different departments. All of the relevant stakeholders need to be kept informed of the 
progress of the project and consulted at appropriate time, but they do not need to be 
involved in the steering group. They must delegate authority to the executive. 
 
 
4. Project initiation documentation 
 
All projects must have a starting document, sometimes known as a project initiation 
document, bringing together the key information to run the project. There are various models 
of how to do this, but all contain similar elements: 
 

 The business case for the project 

 What the project is going to deliver 

 The scope of the project (and what is not included) 

 Timescales, including key milestones and decision-points 

 Budget and resource implications 

 Who does what – roles and responsibilities 

 Risk management plan 

 Communications management plan 

 Quality management plan 
 
These need to be proportionate to the project concerned and can be kept to a minimum if 
appropriate. All need to be considered. This document is a living resource and should be 
regularly updated by the project manager as circumstances develop. In particular, the 
rationale or business case for undertaking the project should be refreshed; for example, 
there is no sense in continuing to develop advice services for older people at day centres if 
the council has closed the day centres,  
 
 
5. Progress reporting and monitoring 
 
Ideally, the project manager will go away and manage the project and deliver on schedule as 
planned. However, the steering group and executive will need to be kept up to date with 
progress, as do various stakeholders. It is quite common for a steering group to schedule 
regular meetings to get progress reports and discuss key issues. However, in a busy 
organisation, especially of some of the steering group work away from the centre and/or are 
volunteers, this is not always a good use of time. 
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There is a school of thought which argues that if everything is going to plan, the steering 
group don’t need to meet on a pre-arranged schedule. This is “managing by exception” and 
it relies on regular reports. The project manager receives reports on progress from the 
people doing the work of the project, either internal people or external contractors, and then 
compiles these into a report for the executive and steering group. If things start to deviate 
from the project plans, this is picked up and high-lighted and then action can be taken, 
including calling a meeting of the steering group. It is a good way of using everyone’s time 
and expertise appropriately. 
 
For other kinds of progress reporting to a wider range of stakeholders, the communications 
management plan should be developed. This also has an advantage later as appropriate 
communication is key to managing the change that the project may ultimately bring.  
 
 
6. Implementing the project deliverables 
 
By the time the project is drawing towards its close, all of the relevant people should be 
aware of how it will become part of the mainstream of the operational work of the 
organisation. The “Senior Supplier” who sits on the steering group will have been thinking all 
along about how the service or product can be delivered to the beneficiary. The “Senior 
User”, similarly, will have been feeding back on the likely impacts it will have. 
 
There is usually a period of handover so that the project manager can go through everything 
in detail with key people. Planning how to embed the project outcomes is a matter for 
operational or departmental planning by this stage as they are the people who know what is 
involved. Now you’re into the whole process of managing change… 
 
 
7. Conclusion 
 
A project can be a great way of helping an organisation to make a step change in what it 
delivers to its beneficiaries. If managed properly, the impact of the developmental project on 
staff and volunteers and on the core services, is kept to a minimum and the outcomes are 
seen as positive. Even using the minimum “methodology” it is a good way of thinking in a 
focussed and constructive way about what the organisation does and can do for the future. 
 

Further information: 
 
For more information on the issues covered here, some useful organisations and websites 
are: 
 

 National Association of Voluntary and Community Action www.navca.org.uk  

 National Council for Voluntary Organisations www.ncvo-vol.org.uk  

 Directory of Social Change www.dsc.org.uk  

 Practical information is also available at www.volresource.org.uk  
 
See also briefs on Managing organisational change and Volunteer training programmes which 
are available to download free at www.franklin-hart.co.uk . Look out for the forthcoming 
publication “Challenges and Change: managing a charity in difficult times” available in June 
2012. 
 
To enquire about the services around these issues offered by Franklin Hart Consultancy, or 
reserve a copy of “Challenges and Change”, please contact Caro Hart at  
Caro.Hart@Franklin-Hart.co.uk . 


