1570 words


Aligning Project Management Training with Strategic Business Objectives:
Implementing a Successful Project Management Education Program and Putting Skills Into Action
By Kirsten Hale, Global Knowledge Product Director
Today’s companies often operate in silos, with numerous projects of every size and level of complexity underway throughout its disparate divisions and departments. What has been missing for many corporations is establishing the link between these various projects and the organization’s overall goals. Whether it’s a major undertaking such as selecting and implementing an ERP application, or a smaller project such as upgrading desktops to the latest operating system, companies are now recognizing the importance of linking their projects to the larger, strategic business objectives. This focus on the connection to business objectives has heightened the importance of project management skills and the organization’s reliance on the strengths of its project managers – strengths that are rooted in education and training. 

Organizations that need to ensure projects are completed in an efficient and cost-effective manner are investing in strategic project management training programs. A comprehensive project management training program allows an organization to achieve its strategic goals by providing project management teams with an overall understanding of industry best practices and organizational expectations. 

  
First Things First — Identify and Evaluate Learning Needs 
To get started, conducting an organization-wide competency assessment of project managers and teams can help quickly identify strengths and weaknesses. This baseline assessment will help organizations target specific areas for improving individual and organizational performance, saving both time and money. 


Companies may have their competency assessments conducted on both the individual and organizational level. Individuals can be assessed through a 360° survey, skill set survey, or project audit. A 360° survey collects feedback about a project manager from supervisors, peers and team members, as well as the project manager himself. A skill set survey analyzes project managers’ abilities according to the Project Management Body of Knowledge (PMBOK) Guide’s nine areas of knowledge. A project audit is an in-depth analysis of project methodologies and documentation, which includes interviews with the project manager, project team members and stakeholders. 

Organizational assessments can be informal reviews of project methodologies and documentation and often include interview data as well. More formal organizational assessment models include the Project Management Institute’s OPM3 or the Software Engineering Institute’s CMMI. Both of these assessments rate the project management maturity of the organization. 

Regardless of whether the assessment is individual or organizational, the goal is the same — to recognize strengths and identify areas for improvement. 

Set the Course for Learning: Curriculum Development 
After conducting a comprehensive competency assessment, organizations should use the results data to develop a targeted learning solution that meets the needs of its staff. 

When selecting curriculum, consider different learning styles, deployment time, and the pressure of project timeframes. Address these requirements by offering learning in multiple modalities so individuals can choose whether to learn in the classroom, online, or through text. Focus on finding modular curriculum so individuals can participate in focused training that will help overcome an immediate need. Remember that project teams are typically striving to meet inflexible deadlines — learning must be easily accessible at the moment it is needed and shouldn’t hinder the team from completing tasks. 

Customized, instructor-led training can be the best way to address an immediate need. For example, consider an instructor-led workshop on developing work breakdown structures. If your organization has required tools and templates, as well as guidelines identifying what level of decomposition should exist in the schedule, be sure that the curriculum you select includes these approaches. Conduct the workshop shortly before the team meets to develop their project schedule, so the information will be relevant. 

Also, consider creating self-directed e-learning classes. This modality is not only ideal for busy project teams who need to train during off hours or on an as-needed basis, but the curriculum can also serve as a library of information. For example, if a project manager is struggling to remember how to complete a particular task in Microsoft Project, having searchable, online courses can be an efficient way to find and implement a solution. 

Implementation of these ideas will require partners, vendors, or internal experts who can quickly develop learning modules and deliver them to teams. Consider deploying a mentoring or coaching strategy that can help new project managers learn from those more experienced within the organization. Conducting events—such as lunch-and-learn sessions—led by experienced project managers can help project teams understand and mitigate potential issues. 

Finally, reinforce learning through your corporate culture. Recognize that the best employees are those who strive to excel at their job by constantly increasing their own skills and abilities. Senior management should recognize and reward achievements of project teams and of individuals—each new certification earned by employees strengthens the company’s intellectual capital. 


Out of the Classroom and Into Practice: Project Management Skills in Action 
Turning training into action is a challenge that all organizations face. How do you get class participants to adopt what they have learned once they are back on the job? Look for a vendor that can provide a toolkit of templates and resources that allow a project team to rapidly implement training back at work. This toolkit should be embedded into the curriculum so students can practice tasks in the classroom that they will later be expected to perform on the job.

Provide the team with a project schedule template that represents common tasks on all projects throughout the organization. The team can modify the schedule and add or delete activities as appropriate to their current mission. Anything that an organization can do to avoid making a team start from scratch will improve efficiency. 


Communicate the Strategy Every Step of the Way 
Corporate strategic objectives should not be a well-kept secret disclosed only to the senior management team. It is essential for all employees to understand corporate goals and objectives not just for a given year, but for the long-term as well. Publishing the organization’s strategic business objectives and letting project teams know how their work supports them can help motivate and inspire individuals to maximize their performance. 

For any project undertaking, it is a best practice to have at least one senior executive present at the project kickoff meeting to explain how the work is valued by the company, as well as how the project fits within the organization’s greater business objectives. 

Employees should have continual reinforcement of the corporate strategic goals through corporate messaging, posters in common areas, newsletters, etc. Remind project teams of the significance of their role in achieving corporate goals. At each project meeting, the manager has an opportunity to champion the project/strategy alignment and to reinforce its importance in meeting overall business goals. 
  
Another best practice is to establish project milestones that require executive review and signoff. At the completion of each milestone, senior management should recognize the team for its work. A simple e-mail message that acknowledges the effort and reinforces the project/strategy alignment can help a team continue to drive toward success. 

In Review – Tips for Project Management Success 
In summary, tips to align your project management training program with corporate strategic objectives are as follows: 

· Conduct individual and organizational competency assessments 

· Identify needs
· Understand the strengths and weaknesses of your employees
· Build a customized training curriculum to meet individual needs
· Build customized courseware versus buying off the shelf
· Be aware of project time pressures and offer learning in smaller, more relevant segments
· Offer multiple modalities of learning to appeal to all learning styles
· Apply project management skills to project work
· Integrate a project toolkit so teams can rapidly adopt classroom learning into their work environments
· Communicate along the way
· Publish corporate strategy
· Identify how individual projects support corporate strategy
· Reinforce project-strategy fit throughout the project life cycle
· Build a corporate culture that encourages, reinforces and rewards learning
· Focus on success 


By developing a targeted learning solution that will achieve specific project objectives and integrate learning with the organization's overall business objectives, your organization can gain greater efficiency and return on investment for its project portfolio. Implementing curriculum in this manner will help an organization accelerate project management so that the organization can achieve its peak performance on all project work and ensure that all project work supports the corporate strategy. 

How do organizations know where to start? Truthfully, many do not. Instead, they are choosing to partner with a respected, outsourced training company that can manage the process from end-to-end. They are relying on professional training companies to identify learning needs, develop the specific curriculum, and help communicate the strategy throughout the organization – allowing the company to focus on the strength of its core business. 
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