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Project: Plan, Plan, Plan
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At most project lessons learned sessions,
commmunications winds up on the top of the
things that could be improved list.  Why?
Everyone talks about the need to
communicate. However, most project
teams do not take the time to plan the
who, what, when and how of their project

communications.

This article is Part One of a four-part series

on planning your project communications.
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Why Plan Your Project Communications?

The number one reason to plan your project
communications is to help your projects succeed.
Project communications is more than meetings
and memos. Planned project communications:

¢ Provide open and two-way information
flows.

¢ Facilitate problem identification and
resolution.

¢ Ensure effective decision-making.

¢ Involve key stakeholders throughout the
project and facilitate teamwork.

What is a Project Communication Plan?

A project communication plan is a written
strategy for getting the right information to the
right people at the right time.

A typical project communication plan has the
following basic components:

¢ Communications purpose—the goals
and objectives of the project com-
munication process

¢ Communications methods—the mech-
anisms and formats for the varying
elements of the project communication
process

¢ Communications frequency—the timing
and frequency requirements for all formal
and informal communication activities
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What do the Experts Say About Project
Communications?

According to the Project Management Institute
(PMI®) and the Project Management Book of
Knowledge Guide (PMBOK®),
communications is a key knowledge area with

“project

processes that provide the critical links among
people and information that are necessary for

successful communications.”

Communication ranks high in the list of causes
for project failures. In fact, according to the
1998 Bull Survey, the leading cause (57%) of
project failures was "bad communications
between relevant parties."”

Gannthead.com, a key resource for project
managers, states that “in  today’s world,
communications management is fundamental to
project management in managing expectations.
Since change is constant in an agile project,
constant communication is the only means of
maintaining the connections between all the

participants.”

What are the Steps to Planning Project
Communications?

Once you have determined the goals for your
project communications, you can follow four
simple steps to develop your plan. You can
expand each of these steps to support the level

of complexity of each project.

Step 1. Identify your project stakeholders —
anyone who is involved in the project,
affected by the project, or affected by

the outcome of the project.

Step 2. Analyze the needs and expectations of

your stakeholders.

! This survey was carried out in 1998 for the French
computer manufacturer BULL by the independent
research company Spikes Cavel.
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Step 3. Identify existing and possible new
communications vehicles or opportunities
and choose the appropriate vehicles
for your stakeholders.

Step 4. Develop, document, and monitor your
communications plan.

What are Communications Goals?

Communication goals convey what we are trying
to accomplish from an information standpoint.
Explicitly stating these goals helps to focus your
project communication efforts. Following are
some typical project communications goals:

¢ To ensure that all essential information gets
to the required parties at the right time,
quickly and efficiently.

¢ To identify and raise potential problems via
scheduled, consistent status reporting.

¢ To generate excitement and enthusiasm for
a project.

¢ To facilitate decision-making, approvals and
change control.

¢ To provide a specific process for feedback
and conflict resolution.

¢ To ensure appropriate transition upon
project closure.

¢ To enhance and facilitate teamwork,
cooperation, and collaboration.

How Much is Too Much Communication?

In theory, you can never have too much
communication. However, as a practical matter,
communication needs will and do vary according
to project size and complexity. When
misapplied, even the most well intentioned
communications strategy can backfire.

Communication planning provides the basis
upon which information flows through a project,
allowing for action, decisions, changes, and
execution.

On a small project, overly formal communication
practices can quickly become an administrative
burden, interfering with productivity and
schedule progression.
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On a large project, informal, ad-hoc communication
practices can quickly turn success into disaster as
important issues and opportunities are missed
through lax procedures.

Project Factors Communications
Formality...
Complexity
Size
Duration Increases in
Risks direct proportion
Reach to each of the
Costs cor.responding
s project factors.

Visibility
Value

The diagram above illustrates that the amount of
communications planning and formality increases
directly in proportion to the size and complexity
of the project.

What’s Next?

Since knowledge is power, sharing knowledge
empowers everyone who is involved in or
affected by the project or the outcome of the
project.  Project communications is both a
strategy and a tactic when planning your project.

In Part Two of this series, we will provide you with
proven tools to help you determine and analyze your

project stakeholders.

If you found this article helpful and would
like to read more, please go to our website
at www.collegiateproject.com and browse
our Library.
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