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The Project Life Cycle: Monitoring

A really great talent finds its happiness in execution.
Johann Wolfgang Von Goethe

An idea can be as flawless as can be, but its execution will always be full of mistakes.
Brent Scowcroft

The execution and monitoring stage is at the core of the project life cycle. We undergo the
selection, definition and planning stages in order to eventually execute the project. It is at
this stage when everything we have done in previous stages comes to life, and we need to
have a monitoring system to be able to track its evolution and discover if a significant
deviation from the plan occurs that calls for some action. An ideal project monitoring system
should provide complete, detailed and relevant information on time, providing warnings that
enable the team to react and correct problems without having to invest a significant amount
of work. It must be accepted by the project team and upper management because it provides
them with useful information for the role each one plays in the project, and it must be easy
to understand by those who have to use it.

Keeping a log or diary of the project is a good practice. The most significant events can be
recorded already at the conception stage. This will help us later in the project life to recall
what happened in the past that can be related to issues appearing later on. During project
execution, the monitoring system will:

e Track project evolution, in terms of progress achieved, costs incurred, resources used,
and compare them with the plan.

e Evaluate the observed variances and determine their importance and whether some
action is required.

e Act (make changes in the plan, initiate corrective actions, etc.) to correct the
deviations observed, put the project back on track and ensure that they are executed.
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Usually, the frequency of required monitoring is already defined very early in the project life.
The monitoring report will cover the following aspects:

e Update on risks, reviewing the status of risk situations already identified in previous
reports, and analyzing the appearance of new risks or changes on previous ones.

e Update on stakeholders, reviewing the changes on each group, with possible necessary
actions to get them back into the desired situation

e Update on open issues, listing those that were closed during the period, those that
reappear, and the plans to close them; this may include reassignment of issue
ownership and possible escalation if necessary.

e Project progress, either listing the status of all the tasks, or only listing those that are
not following the plan (tasks that should have already started but have not, and tasks
that should already have been finished and have not).

e Project costs, considering those incurred during the last period, from the previous
monitoring report, and the cumulative situation.

e Aggregate assessment of the project situation.

e Proposed actions (changes in the project plan, decisions on allocation of resources, etc.)

It is important to note that people tend to say that things are going fine when asked about
the situation of a project. There are some logical justifications for doing so:

e Reluctance to report bad news.

e “Schedule Chicken” game: hope that “If I wait long enough, somebody else may have a
problem bigger than mine.”

e Fear of the messenger being punished, even if the causes of the problems are
elsewhere.

e Hope to catch up in the last part of the activity.

e Maintaining adequate apparent progress reduces management intervention.

This means that it is very likely that deviations from the plan are discovered later than they
should have been, maybe when it is already too late to correct them. Keeping an open line of
communication with all stakeholders, insisting that we all know that there will be variations
between the plan and the execution, that not discovering them is much worse, and praising
those who are honest are ways to help avoiding the delay in problem reporting.

When a variation from the plan is detected, the crucial question is whether this is an
acceptable variation, which can be covered by the generic buffers built in during the
planning stage (precisely because we were already aware of the uncertainty in some
estimates), or if it’s a variation that requires specific action.

Some extreme behaviors can illustrate possible problems in the monitoring phase. One is
micromanagement, the tendency of managers to become over-involved in the details of the
execution of the work packages or activities, making every decision in the project, no matter
how trivial it is. Very likely by focusing on the details, the micromanager will lose a vision
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of the whole, and by meddling with every aspect of the project, it is very likely that the work
package owners will feel that it is no longer their responsibility to manage them, losing a
feeling of ownership and motivation.

Another one is excessive empowerment, where the project manager delegates everything to
the project team, without defining the proper checks and balances. There is a role for every
team member, but it is the responsibility of the project manager to ensure that all of them act
in a coordinated way, supporting the execution of their packages but keeping an awareness
of the project-critical issues and either contributing toward their resolution or supervising
those who have been asked to do so.

A third common behavioral problem is that of overreaction, thinking that every symptom
requires an immediate response. The reaction can only be effective when a specific cause of
the symptom has already been found. When specific causes cannot be identified it could be
counterproductive to address the symptom. This is precisely the case of E. Demings’ funnel
experiment' which he designed to illustrate the impact of adjusting a process when it is not
required, when it is only subject to common cause variation. Overadjustement actually
induces more variation than it would if the process were to be left alone.

To be able to compare the execution of the project with the plan, we first need to determine
which of the various plans that were discussed during the planning stage will be used as a
base for comparison. This plan is usually called the baseline.

Cost Monitoring

This is the most common and obvious of all the monitoring tools of a project. In its simplest
form it states how much spending was planned until now and how much has been actually
spent. It can be presented in a more sophisticated way, dividing the cost into categories and
also dividing the values in those that reflect what happened in the last period and the
cumulative to date. It can be shown in a format similar to the following diagram.

Table 1
Month Cumulative

Category/ Abs.  Rel. Budgetto  Actual Rel.
Subcategory Budget Actual Dev. Dev. date to date Abs. Dev. Dev.
Labor 1,500 1,725  -225 -15% 35,600 37,976 -2,376  -7T%
Materials 2,500 2,200 300 12% 8,200 7,887 313 4%
Rentals 1,000 1,105 -105 -11% 2,500 2,370 130 5%
Overhead 750 723 27 4% 6,500 6,400 100 2%
Proj. Man. 500 450 50 10% 2,600 2,800 -200  -8%
External Consultants 200 324 -124 -62% 1,700 1,824 -124 7%
TOTAL 6,450 6,527 =77 -1% 57,100 59,257 -2,157  -4%

! The Deming Library Vol. IX; The Funnel Experiment, Video, Films Incorporated.
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