PROJECT MANAGEMENT: LESSONS LEARNED

MAYBE YOU CAN TEACH AN OLD DOG SOME OLD TRICKS
I was recently given the opportunity to expand
my project management experience in a way
that I wasn’t expecting. It was to manage a
project in an area of SAP for which I had no direct
functional experience. Given that I have always
taken the approach of looking for roles where I
had the greatest chance of success, I was a little
concerned that I may be at a disadvantage, but
decided it was worth the risk. As expected, it has
not only been a challenge at times, but also a
great learning experience and quite rewarding
as well. I would like to pass along a few of the
lessons I’ve learned.
I am not so proud as to think I am the first
to learn these lessons and, after only a little
research, found quite a few quotes to prove that
I’m not the first. Following, I’ve attempted to
include some of the most relevant.

“There is no such thing as natural touch.
Touch is something you create by hitting
millions of golf balls.”
Lee Trevino

“I suppose leadership at one time meant
muscles; but today it means getting along
with people.”
Mahatma Gandhi
I’m not sure how a project manager can be
very successful for very long without garnering
broad-based support. A project manager needs
to be able to deal with stakeholders from various
disciplines, departments, and perspectives. Also
understanding the simple, yet sometimes fleeting,
question of “what’s in it for him/her?” cannot
be underestimated. Motives can be quite strong,
for which at least an adequate understanding is
critical to success.

I’ve yet to find anything that replaces experience.
For an SAP project manager, this includes both
project and business experience (and other
experiences as well). It was quite by chance that
I was exposed to SAP and ended up making it
a career, which was quite a few years ago. I’ve
been fortunate enough to be in roles along the
way that enable me to look at projects from the
perspective of most stakeholders. And just as
the best golfers learn from their bad shots and
poor course management, I’ve tried to learn
from not only my own mistakes, but also from
mistakes made by others. Given the number of
projects I’ve been exposed to, and from different
perspectives and levels of responsibility,
my learning opportunities have been quite
significant. The oft-used phrase of “no pain, no
gain” certainly comes to mind as well.

“The road to success is always under
construction.”
Arnold Palmer
Although it’s clear that there are common
aspects to all projects, I’ve never seen two
projects that were the same. Knowing this
going in, it is important to leverage all of the
experience one has in order to be able to quickly
assess the landscape and get to work. The project
manager who feels they are ever really caught
up with all there is to do, including the challenge
of dealing with an ever-changing environment,
needs to start looking for what they have missed.
There’s just too much “building” to be done to
rest. The project manager must build the project
task list, build the project timeline, build the
project resource plan, build relationships with
stakeholders, build status reports, build steering
committee slides, build the adjusted project task
list, build the adjusted project schedule, build the
adjusted project resource plan, etc.

“I don’t know the key to success, but the key
to failure is trying to please everybody.”
Bill Cosby
A project manager must focus on what needs to be
done, and then do it. This may seem obvious, but
sometimes what needs to be done is not necessarily
what one would prefer to do, or is easy to do.
Projects are rarely over-staffed with plenty of
time to take it easy along the way. This may
require the project manager to push, push, and
push some more to keep the project on track. I
will even go as far to say that if a few feathers
aren’t ruffled now and then, the project manager
probably isn’t pushing hard enough. Additionally,
the perspectives and motives of different
stakeholders can sometimes be at odds with one
another. In this situation, doing what is best for
the project can therefore also be at odds with
one or more stakeholders. One must navigate
carefully here, but it’s also important to keep
in mind that when the project is over and the
measurement of project success has been

“Focus on remedies, not faults.”
Jack Nicklaus

completed, the project manager will be held
accountable. Doing the right things for the
project will build a more stable foundation, and
a more defendable position, rather than one that
is built trying to keep everyone happy.

One thing that has always seemed to bother
me is when someone is really good at pointing
out problems and issues but rarely, if ever, has
thought much about a possible solution. It seems
to me that finding a problem or pointing out an
issue is the easy part and doesn’t typically take
a great amount of thought. I want to be part of a
team that is solution focused because the value
lies in the solution. As noted above, we need to
learn from our mistakes, but I haven’t been able
to move forward as quickly if I continue to dwell
on them. By putting the focus on solutions, the
team will be both more positive and, as a result,
more productive. And what project manager
doesn’t want a more productive project team?

Before I close, I do want to go back to my first
point and emphasize that building support - via
relationships - is the foundation for all that is
accomplished. Phone calls and emails can be
quick and easy, but they don’t replace face-to-face
conversations. Consider time spent here as an
investment, and remember that investments
don’t always pay off right away.
As I stated at the beginning, I’ve only listed a
few topics which deserve to be discussed, and
there’s a good chance I could have come up with
a more relevant topic or two. But then again, I
have more lessons to learn and building to do,
and just maybe ruffle a few feathers along the
way.
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