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INTRODUCTION

Our project plan is the backbone of our quality management process. It defines what is to be done, how it is to be done and when it is to be done. The project plan identifies responsibilities for providing the specific products that will ultimately deliver real business benefit. 

1. Project plan overview.

A detailed project plan adds credibility to all decisions made during the life of the project. For example, identifying all the required activities gives credibility to the project. Identifying the necessary specialist skills and materials  creates confidence that the project can be delivered within time and budget. This confidence will extend not only to the project team but also to whoever is funding the project. The plan is available for all team members showing what clearly defines what they and their colleagues should be doing so that they are more likely to keep their efforts focused and deliver on time.

At the heart of the plan is a schedule. This schedule is an estimate of when activities will occur. By their very nature, projects are risky and plans frequently have to change. The changing of plans is inevitable and should not be seen as a failure. It is in the management of change that the project can be judged. The plan will be used at the start of a project to identify how long the project will take, the resources it will require, the activities and benefits it will deliver and how much it will cost. The plan will be used during the project to compare actual progress with that anticipated. This is essential to ensure the project is still capable of delivering the benefits stated in the business case. Armed with progress to date, the project manager will be better able to predict how long remaining activities will take and may wish to amend the plan accordingly. 

At the end of the project the plan is key in identifying how similar projects could be run better in the future. There are many tools available to assist in the creation of project plans. We think carefully before deciding which tool to use. Many project management tools are functionally rich but if the project team do not have the skills to use it, or the time to find out how, there is very little point in implementing a sophisticate tool. A plan will typically include the following information:
2. Time schedule.

A time schedule is usually created using a specialised project planning tool or it is written on paper. Whilst the use of paper is not recommended it is important to remember the purpose of a project plan at all times will avoid superfluous detail and unnecessary complexity. The time schedule can be created as the result of a project workshop with client staff involved in the project . It will identify a list of activities that need to be

completed for the project benefits to be delivered. The schedule will identify how long each activity is estimated to take and which individual or team will be responsible for it. It will also identify the order in which each activity must take place. 

Based on the resources available, the schedule will show the optimum times for activities to start in order to complete all tasks as soon as possible. In this way the plan identifies when the project will be finished. Some activities may be delayed without affecting the project delivery date. However a delay in certain activities may cause the overall project to be late. These activities will be highlighted as a critical path and require close management. The schedule at the start of the project is known as the baseline. This can be kept and used for comparison as the plan changes during the life of the project. The project schedule will be dated and given a version number. This will allow all members of the team to work to the most recent version.

3. Cost schedule.

Having identified the activities required to complete the project, it will also identify the associated costs. These costs will typically consist of the people costs associated with the specialist skills undertaking work, and the costs of materials, equipment, tools and other tangible items that are required to complete all the tasks. A cost schedule can then be created identifying all the costs associated with the project, and this can be baselined.

In the same way that the time schedule can be updated to represent actual activity, the cost schedule can be updated to identify actual expenditure. This will allow the remaining cost estimates to be reviewed in the light of the current situation and thus improve the accuracy of the estimates of final costs.

4. Risk register.

A project plan can contain estimates and assumptions. Each activity is attributed a duration based on the amount of time it should take to complete. Assumptions may be made regarding factors that occur within the business environment but outside the project itself. Some of these estimates and assumptions may require re-assessing. These possibilities are known as risks. The project plan will contain a list of identified risks that the project manager can monitor. The most common way of creating this log is through a review with appropriate senior project staff.

5. Quality.

All projects have a quality management strategy. This may be a formal agreement or less formal by letter or statement. Whichever is the case, it is given prominence within the plan. Quality management consists of many activities being performed effectively by diverse people and teams. The quality management method simply puts in place a plan to check that the activities have been completed and that the deliverables perform to the agreed standards. Irrespective of the formality of the quality management in place, specific checking activities to the plan will occur. These activities have the sole purpose of testing to ensure that the activities that have been delivered are on time and within budget and agreed quality standards.
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