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Public sector projects are complex projects often involving staff across multiple departments and
may require access to professionals that are external to the organization. Projects can range from
creating an internal newsletter, revising policies, acquiring and redeveloping a property for
economic development, or creating a new outreach project. These projects, with their variations in
size, stakeholders, and complexity, all share in common that they must contend with issues of
scope, time, and cost. Success will undoubtedly require “project management” skills.

The term “project management” evokes images of highly specialized private sector project
professionals working in project-based industries such as engineering, power, pharmaceuticals,
and tech companies. Can a project manager at a local government or nonprofit agency employ
“project management” principles, too? Absolutely!

Regardless of the organizational structure, project management has a place in all public
organizations because management of projects has become a powerful way to integrate
organizational functions and motivate groups to achieve higher levels of productivity and
performance. This post describes the core principles for successful project management and why
they are important to effective project management.

What is a project? 

A project is simply a temporary effort, undertaken to create a unique service or result. It has a
beginning and end. At its core, project management is about creating a structure to manage a
process to achieve a project objective. A project manager is responsible and accountable for
setting realistic and achievable goals for the project and for leading the project team to complete
the project.

Major Factors Influencing Project Success

Several factors influence project management success, including:

the composition of the project team (having the right people on the bus)
the authority granted to the project manager (let the driver make the call on how to best get
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there)
the broader enthusiasm around the project (we want to take this journey together)
the scope of the project (where are we going and when do we need to be there)

Give the Project Manager Authority

The organization needs to explicitly give the authority over the project and its personnel to the
project manager. This is increasingly important when those people serving on the project team
have several lines of authority and the project is only one piece of their day-to-day responsibilities.

For example, a project aiming to produce a new comprehensive vehicle policy for a municipality
may include team members from the police, fire, public works, and finance departments, as well as
from the manager’s and the attorney’s office, all of whom directly report to different managers. In
this situation, the project manager needs to have a strong communication plan in place with the
functional managers of the project team and must ideally have final decision-making authority
within the parameters of the project.

Apply a “project framework” to each project

Project management employs a ‘project framework’ that can be applied to any number of projects
from creating a vehicle policy to a revitalization plan. The framework is built upon a set of key
knowledge areas that address ‘facilitative functions’ and ‘core functions’. By outlining and
considering these items in advance the project manager will start the project better equipped to
move things forward.

Understand the difference between “facilitative” and “core” functions (you need them both). The
facilitative functions are about coordination, support, and communication—keys to getting the right
people, right funds, and right processes in place. For example, in the case of a new vehicle policy
how will the right team be identified (should it be people from departments with the greatest use of
public vehicles or people that monitor and budget for use- most likely it is both) and how will you
ensure team members are engaged? Additionally, how will communication be coordinated so that
all team members are getting and providing all the needed information in a timely and efficient
manner (and if this is in the form of meetings how will employees like fire who work shifts be
impacted by this decision)?

The core functions involve establishing the parameters to effectively control the project in terms of
issues such as defining the scope, cost, and time. Both functions are important for project success
but also involve different skills. For example, how the project is defined and how long is needed for
completion? What will be the direct and indirect costs that need to be budgeted for the project and
who is footing the bill? Finally, how will the team respond if the scope of the project changes?
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To learn more see the Public Management Bulleting “Project Management Principles for
Use in the Public Sector: Tools for Everyday Project Managers”. This bulletin provides
additional discussion of the project framework as well as example pre-project checklists, a
project charter template, and example tools for managing a project schedule.
(http://sogpubs.unc.edu/electronicversions/pdfs/pmb09.pdf) 
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