
WHAT  MAKES  A

PROJECT  SUCCESSFUL ?

Successful project management is business-critical.  Whether it’s a

multi-million-dollar project for a client or an internal project to

create an effective training program for operators, projects vary in

expenditure amount, complexity, and are present in all aspects of

our businesses. In fact, you could adopt the pragmatic perspective

that virtually everything that you do, to varying degrees, is a

project.   This is good news because learning the principles of

performing projects means you can apply them broadly.

 

There are five headlines to track on any project:

Safety

Regulatory compliance 

Schedule 

Budget 

Performance of the project once it is implemented.  

 

Have you planned a vacation? A wedding? Home improvements?

Each of these activities can be conceptualized as a project using

these five headlines, which furthers the idea that anything has the

potential to be a project!  

                                                   

If people and businesses are constantly involved in projects, what

separates one organization from another regarding how they

perform in these five areas?   The answer: project management

methodology. At Valdes, our business is doing projects differently.

Rising above challenges and going beyond ordinary to give our

clients effective and innovative solutions for their projects.   We’ve

seen a multitude of projects and worked with companies across

many different industries including refining, chemicals and

power.   We’ve seen good projects, bad projects, and everything in

between.

 

Following are some of the key traits that we have observed on

various projects that, in our experience, differentiates the good

from the bad projects:

 

A stage gate process is implemented and is followed. Everyone

on the team understands the process.   The leadership of the

business seeks to constantly improve the process as their

organization learns from past projects.   They continuously

improve.
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A project is properly front-end-loaded (FEL). There are companies that even use an FEL

methodology to benchmark projects, as FEL is a strong predictor of success.   The FEL

approach ties into the stage gate process.  We’ve come across companies that rush

through FEL in the name of entrepreneurial creativity.   Sometimes that works; however,

the odds can be against you.   When it doesn’t work you can find yourself having wasted

time and even your entire budget doing the wrong things.

 

Maintenance is designed into the project.   That is - you thought through how your

project, once it is up and running will be maintained.   Up-front capital costs and on-

going maintenance are trade-offs that have economics associated with them.   Those

trade-offs are made at the start of a project, whether consciously during the early stages

of your stage gate process or simply by default, without bringing choice to the matter. 

The best project managers surface all these options and make informed decisions during

the early stages of the project as part of the FEL.

 

Consider end-of-life trade-offs as part of the economic decision-making process.   Just

think of how many times you’ve inherited something that you wish the designers had

thought through years before.  Don’t leave a bad inheritance for the next generation.

     

Good project controls are in place.   Metrics are being tracked and are those tracking the

metrics are capable of properly inquiring into their meaning.   Is the team “just waiting”

for the next event or are they spending hours productively preparing for the key events? 

There is no better way to track something than to “go and see” for yourself.  Metrics alone

can’t tell the whole story.   The best project performers use metrics as a dimension for

assessing project performance.  The very best businesses couple good project monitoring

with frequent site visits and deep inquiry once on site.   If you are a leader, the impact of

these visits is tremendous.   Metrics are only part of the picture and often the easiest one

to access.  But there is no replacement for “going and seeing”. 

 

The project team is always a difference maker.   Does it have a mix of skill sets and

experience?   Will it remain in place over the life of the project?   Do you have a strong

project leader?  Just as the success of the project itself can be predicted by its FEL, so too

is the success of a project manager(s) highly correlated with the training and experience

of the team and the project leader.

        

The project builds organizational capability and capacity. If you can create a team that

has a mix of experienced people coupled with those that are learning you’ve really

amplified your effort.   By building capability and capacity of the project team, those

members can go on to other projects successfully.

        

Project management is a discipline on its own.   One can even get degrees or certified in

project management.   That is good.   It is even better when the well-trained project

manager comes from and is steeped in the business within which they are doing

projects. 
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Supplier selection is critical.   Are you selecting suppliers in a manner that fits with the

comments above or are you buying on cost? Do the suppliers exhibit accountability, or do

they simply do as you say?   Is the way you select suppliers distinct from others in the

industry or simply a “me too” approach?   Do you communicate with your suppliers and

how do you know you are doing so in a good fashion?  

 

There was a time not so long ago when suppliers were picked based on “three bids and

buy”.  That was supplanted for a period when the success of approaches such as “the Toyota

Way” became clear.   Now, it is not always clear what the criteria is for supplier selection;

however, manner of selection and the relationship between owner-supplier remains just as

important.   If you owned the business you are working for, would you make the same

decisions? For example, if your family was building a house, would you use the same criteria

you are using in the business to select suppliers?   Keep that perspective in mind when

choosing your contractors. 

 

The best projects are the ones people look back on and say “I was part of that”!   They do so

with pride and a desire to repeat that feeling.  It is this softer, human side of projects that

ultimately emerges as the strongest indicator of an organization’s project capabilities.

Whether your project is building something physical or putting in place a new business

process, you are always leaving a legacy. So, make it a good one. 

 

Valdes Engineering Company is a certified Minority-Owned Business Enterprise (MBE)
offering engineering and project services for the oil & gas, power, chemical industries.
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