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BUS 10 – Project Management


Project Management Software 

Introduction:

There are a number of different types of software available to the Project Manager to perform various aspects of Project Management work. However, you should keep in mind that effective Project Management is an art involving the interactions between people. And while Project Management software can enhance your ability to perform as a Project Manager, if you have not developed the “People Skills” necessary to be a Project Manager the Software cannot create those skills for you.

While there are a number of Project Management software packages available (*1), they will tend to fall into four basic categories:

1) Concept Development – I have little or no idea how we are going to make this project happen so I need a way to bring the knowledge of the team together to form a plan.

2) Evaluation of Alternatives – The team has come up with a number of feasible alternatives and we need to determine which of them is the best path to follow.

3) Project Methodology – We have a good idea of what we are going to do and we would like to develop a Project Plan framework based on what other people doing the same type of effort have experienced.

4) Project Planning Software – We have a basic framework of how we will perform the tasks to get out project done. We need a tool which allows us to record the tasks, relationships, resources and costs so we can track our progress against out initial plan and report status to the other members of the team.

In the first Software Project Management course we will concentrate on the most common and most used type of Project Management software - Project Planning Software. Even though it is listed last in the list, it is frequently the first type of software used since there are a number of ways to effectively perform the other 3 functions without a specialized software package. This highlights the fact that maintaining control over a large project (usually more than 50 activities constitutes a large project) cannot be done effectively without some tool that lets you store and manipulate project information.

It is important to remember that a Project Planning Tool is a dynamic model. It is a specialized database with several “views” of the information it contains based on what the user wishes to see. It is not just a way to draw a picture of a schedule (although there are many people that use it that way) nor is it just another spreadsheet for you to store your project data in (and I have seen people use it this way as well). In order to receive the full benefit from Project Planning Software you need to understand what it is and what it has the ability to do.

As I mentioned before a Project Planning Tool is a Dynamic Model. You are attempting to model how people work as a group. This is not an easy thing to model. People are not consistent on how they do things, the same person given the same job may not perform the job the same way the 2nd time around. But that is ok, on average we can track how a task gets done. One important thing to remember is: as you put information into the model it should reflect how that task is being done in real life. The closer your Project Model reflects the real life situation the better it is for predicting problems and helping you find solutions to those problems. 

Selecting a Project Planning Tool 

Project Planning tools can be classified in three basic categories: 

Light Duty – Good for small one person projects. Limited or no resource capability. In some cases no relationship capability.

Medium Duty – Works for small business Projects in the 50 to 500 activity range. Always has relationship capability, however resource and cost capability are limited.

Heavy Duty – Good for just about any project and will integrate multiple projects into a single plan.

(*1 – One of the best ways to identify what software is available is to get access to a software catalog like DataSources. This type of catalog lists software by industry and will usually give list prices and a brief list of features. The last number I have for DataSources is 1-609-354-4999 address: P.O. Box 5854 Cherry Hill, NJ 08034.

The light duty and medium duty categories did not really come into existence until the late 1980’s. In the beginning (late 1970’s) there were only the Heavy Duty Project Management Software tools. ARTEMIS was one of the pioneers in this area, however, it took a specially trained person to run the software which usually prevented the people doing the work from being the ones who maintained the Project Plan. As personal computers become faster, the mid range and light duty software tools began to show up. The concept behind these tool was to make the software easy enough for the Project Manager to be able to use with little training. Having the Project Manager (or person doing the work) maintain the Project Plan is the optimal scenario because that person is the one with the best idea of what is going on with the project.

The light duty packages like MacSchedule and the first versions of Microsoft Project and MacProject were somewhat successful in getting the Project Managers thinking in terms of breaking big jobs down into smaller components and comparing the initial estimate with the actual work. Unfortunately there were too many ways to manipulate these tools (which essentially displayed pictures of schedules) to make them display whatever the user wanted with no way to trace elements of the schedule back to actual events in the Project. These tool still have that drawback and should not be used for anything more than a 1 month 50 or less activity project, and even then it is debatable as to their worth.

Medium or Mid range Project Management Software tools were more successful. If you knew what you were doing you could actually control a fairly large project using one of these packages. But the key phrase here was “If you knew what you were doing”. Project Management is a non-simplistic endeavor, and creating a model that reflects how people work or recording the Project Management environment is even more difficult. As a result many users of the mid range packages (usually with little or no formal Project Management training) end up using these packages incorrectly, and in many cases to the detriment of their projects. That is not to say some of these packages are not useful. In the right hands these packages can be quite effective. 

The best bet for planning a Project today is to use one of the Heavy Duty Planning tools. These tools have been revised to significantly reduce the amount of software specific training a user needs to make them work effectively. These packages can accurately model any project from small to large in all the primary dimensions of a Project Management Model (Temporal, Resource, Cost). They also provide traceability from the plan back to the actual tack being performed & the person performing the task. This is the type of tool I will concentrate on in this document.

So who are some of the key players in the Project Management Software market ? Here is a short list however there are several more also available.

	Product Name
	Category
	Description

	TurboProject (or GigaProject) formerly ViewPoint
	Heavy Duty 
	In my opinion the best Project Management Tool available & the least expensive tool of the group. It’s Distribute & Integrate capability make it extremely attractive too the serious Project Manager. Long History via ViewPoint

	Primavera
	Heavy Duty
	Another good High end PM tool with a full set of capabilities. Long History in the market.

	Sure-Trak
	Medium Duty
	This is one of the best Mid-Range tools I have used. It is Primavera’s Mid range tool, so if you need to you can graduate to Primavera using the same plan.

	Open Plan
	Heavy Duty
	In the late 1980’s this package was the best option because it could easily connect plans created using any PM software.

	Time Line
	Medium Duty
	I have seen this product used from time to time and it seems to be adequate. 

	Microsoft Project
	Light to Medium Duty
	This is without a doubt the worst Project Management Software on the planet. The defaults are set to insure a Project disaster.


A Cancer on the Hide of the Project Management Environment – Microsoft Project

Let me begin this discussion about Microsoft Project saying “don’t believe everything you read”. While Microsoft claims to have sold more units than anyone else, that’s all it is a claim. As a Private Consultant you should love Microsoft Project, people use it, their project does a crash and burn and they hire you (and not for a low amount) to fix it. Microsoft Project is by no means the best tool to use for Project Management, There are numerous more functional tools *1. However, due to Microsoft’s strangle hold on the business community, you may frequently find yourself having to run a project using Microsoft Project. While Microsoft claims to be the industry leader in Project Management software, this claim is quite misleading. Their claim is based on the number of units sold and not the number of units being used successfully to plan a project. If they reported correctly they would be dead last. Of the numerous sites that I have worked at, where Microsoft Project was being used to plan Projects, not one was using the tool correctly. In some cases the tool was being used so poorly, that the company would have been better off not using a tool at all. So the lesson to learn here is: if you have a say in what tool is going to be used, choose anything but Microsoft Project.

Having said that lets assume you are forced with having to make Microsoft Project work. As we go through this chapter I will present examples from Turbo/GigaProject in certain areas so you can see what you are trying to accomplish. Keep in mind that regardless what Project Management tool you use, it will not be perfect. This is because different Project Managers use different techniques, certain software packages will follow a set of techniques but will not offer features needed for other techniques.

I would also like to say a bit about the concept of Project Modeling. This is what you are trying to do. Build a software model that reflects the characteristics of the project well enough to predict how the project will progress and end. Therefore it is important that the model elements you place in the Project Model reflect real life conditions as close as possible. Keep in mind that modeling the way a group of humans work has never been an easy task. In fact it is so difficult, that it is currently an area where Artificial Intelligence software is being developed *2. Unlike a machine, if you take a person and record their responses for a certain scenario, then place them in the same scenario again, there is no guarantee they will react the same way. This also highlights the GIGO Principle (Garbage in Garbage out). Each time information is entered into a Project Model the person doing the entry must have the skill to understand what they are doing and have a commitment to the project to insure the information is entered correctly. In most cases you cannot use someone with no Project Management experience to enter information into the model.

The first thing you need to do with Microsoft Project is to reset some on the default conditions to reflect proper Project Management procedures. Microsoft is notorious for setting defaults to whatever the users want. Hence if most users do not know how to run a software application (which is the case with most Project Management Software packages) and request a default that makes it easier for them to make the tool do something (even if that something is incorrect), Microsoft will revise the default. Also remember that Microsoft’s target market is the novice user. They have no intention of supporting the high end Project Management market because they cannot sell enough units there. They want to sell to people looking for help with small projects because there are lots of them.

This situation is exacerbated by the tendency for most managers to misuse something called the Gantt chart. The Gantt chart is a common output format for most project management tools. It can be a very effective output format when used correctly. However, the Gantt chart was not designed to be an input format and should not be used as an input format. While there are a number of reasons for this including the Gantt charts poor ability to properly link and show dependencies, the main reason has to do with planning a self fulfilling prophecy. The ultimate goal of Project Management is to bring together the concept of what the customer wants and the reality of what the team can build. This involves merging two plans into one, not cramming one plan into another. 

*1 – TurboProject by IMSI www.imsisoft.com, Giga Project by GigaPlan www.gigaplan.com, and Primavera Project Planner are all tools I have used which perform Project Management functions superior to MS Project. A list of available software packages can be found in the “DataSources” catalog.

*2 – NASA’s has funded the development of a Project Management system, which uses Artificial Intelligence to perform the project modeling.













